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MAURITANIA Food Security Outlook January through June 2010 
  

• Current food security conditions are normal for this time of year. 

Rising prices for small animals in most rural areas, particularly 

during the celebration of Tabaski, are still helping to contain the 

upward movement in food prices. However, sharp cuts in irrigated 

crop production in the Senegal River Valley due to a lack of farm 

credit will downgrade the food security situation from moderately 

to highly food-insecure between March and June.  

 

• This year, the usual seasonal deterioration in the condition of 

pasturelands in western, northern, and central agro-pastoral 

areas, as well as in Aoujeft and Tichit, will be heightened by poor 

rainfall conditions. The resulting deterioration in the physical 

condition of livestock will inevitably erode the market value of 

these animals and weaken terms of trade for livestock/grain, to 

the detriment of pastoralists.  

 

• A look at conditions in urban slum and fringe areas of Nouakchott 

and Nouadhibou shows continuing high levels of food insecurity. 

Poor and middle-income households with a dwindling stream of income from a depressed informal sector are facing 

increasingly serious food access problems. They are already beginning to skip meals, resorting to poorer quality foods 

with less nutritional value and, in some cases, selling off their assets. The growing numbers of street beggars (with a 

sharp rise in the number of females) are a striking indicator of the looming crisis since the suspension of social 

assistance programs. These conditions are expected to last through the month of June and perhaps even longer 

without an improvement in the economy or the mounting of social assistance programs designed to improve food 

access for this segment of the population. 

 

Seasonal calendar and timeline of critical events 

 
Source: FEWS NET 

 

Current food security conditions 
 

Assessments by the WFP and the CSA in 2008, whose findings coincide with those of FEWS NET, put the size of the food-

insecure population in rural areas of the country at approximately 480,000 inhabitants, plus some 20,000 residents of poor 

urban areas. With this past year’s good natural conditions, a survey jointly conducted by the WFP and the CSA in May-June 

of 2009 found that the size of the food-insecure population had actually shrunk. Thus, as of December of 2009, only 

420,000 residents of rural areas were still classified as food-insecure. Of this total, which is equivalent to roughly 21 percent 

Figure 1. Map of current food security 
conditions, December 2009  

For more information about the FEWS NET Food Insecurity 
Severity scale, see: www.fews.net/FoodInsecurityScale 

Source: FEWS NET 



MAURITANIA Food Security Outlook January through June 2010

 

Famine Early Warning Systems Network 

 

2

of the nation’s rural population, some 173,000 inhabitants were severely food-insecure and 247,000 were moderately food-

insecure. The same survey found rising levels of food insecurity in urban areas of the country. More specifically, 

approximately 3.4 percent of the urban population (which accounts for over 56 percent of the nationwide population), or 

more than 33,000 urban dwellers, were classified as food-insecure, compared with 20,000 in 2008.  

 

Without dwelling on the connotation of the terms “severely food-insecure” and “moderately food-insecure,” which may 

not coincide with our own food insecurity scale, in sum, compared with figures for 2008, the size of the food-insecure rural 

population is down by 12 percent, while the food-insecure urban population has grown by 60 percent. This means that, in 

spite of rising food prices, the effects of the financial crisis on the country’s tertiary sector, seed access problems, 

grasshopper infestations, heavy pressure from grain-eating birds, and mediocre conditions in pastoral areas, there has been 

a relative improvement in the food availability, food access, and food use of certain poor and middle-income rural 

households.  

 

However, despite continuing price controls for staple foods on markets in Nouakchott, this improvement is still rather 

precarious with the shutdown of the special government-run Ramadan shops. The damaging effects of the financial crisis 

have limited sources of income. Any disruption of these markets caused either by losses of flood-recession crops (due to 

locust infestations or attacks by stalk borers), security problems (in the northern and central regions of the country), or by 

the suspension of cross-border trade could mean a sharp deterioration in food security conditions, particularly in urban 

slum areas and poor districts of large cities (Nouakchott and Nouadhibou). 

 

Markets in all livelihood zones are still well-stocked with imported foodstuffs, but prices for key food crops, though stable, 

are still unusually high for most households faced with a steadily shrinking stream of income with the depressed state of all 

sectors of the nation’s economy. The abundance of household assets offered for sale on urban markets, the growing 

numbers of beggars, and the large percentage of female beggars are rather striking indicators of the deterioration in food 

access in these areas. Current food security conditions are normal for this time of year. 

 

Harvests of rainfed crops (millet, sorghum, cowpeas, and corn) in rainfed farming areas (livelihood zone 6) are virtually 

completed. Despite heavy pressure from grain-eating birds, relatively speaking, production levels are still near-average, 

enabling local households to meet five to six months worth of grain needs. However, this hypothetical coverage rate may 

actually be much lower, particularly in the southeastern reaches of this livelihood zone where many poor households were 

forced to borrow against future harvests during previous hunger seasons. Most flood-recession cropping areas in the 

western reaches of this livelihood zone suitable for farming with natural or controlled flooding systems have been planted 

in walo crops. 

 

Southern and eastern agro-pastoral areas (livelihood 5) are food-secure. There were good harvests of rainfed crops in 

these areas and pastoral conditions are still satisfactory. Current migratory movements in the direction of Mali are dictated 

much more by pastoralist strategies than by fears of pasture deficits. In contrast, pasture shortages in the northern and 

western reaches of this livelihood zone have weakened the resilience of poor and middle-income pastoralist households, 

which have already begun heading towards the eastern and southern reaches of this area. Current household coping 

strategies (sales of small animals, borrowing, out-migration, etc.) are barely able to ensure their daily meals.  

 

Most irrigated areas in the Senegal River Valley (livelihood 7) have been left to lie fallow with the unexpected decision by 

the government to suspend its farm credit program, which has prolonged household dependence on local markets 

throughout the central and western reaches of this livelihood zone. The last harvests in this area date back to November of 

2008 and were not very good due to the poor farming conditions for walo (flood-recession) crops at that time. Moreover, 

the slowdown in cross-border trade in rice with the purchasing of 15,000 MT of rice by the Senegalese government has 

sharply curtailed rice availability, which is the main grain consumed by local households. The higher prices commanded by 

small animals are unable to keep pace with the rise in prices for imported rice, with poor households relying mainly on 

migration income, gifts, and cash remittances from emigrants to keep their food security status from deteriorating from 

moderately to highly food-insecure. Any hopes founded on harvests of walo crops are currently dissipating with the 

destruction of sorghum crops by grasshoppers and beetles. 

 

Western, central, and southern transhumant pastoral areas (livelihood zone 4) have been hard hit by severe pasture and 

water deficits preventing transhumant herds from returning to these areas since 2008 and making it difficult for sedentary 
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pastoralists to take advantage of their animal production to improve their food situation. Stepped-up sales by poor and 

middle-income households have driven down the price of livestock and eroded terms of trade, which is further weakening 

the resilience of this group of households which, with shortfalls in rice production in the near-by Senegal River Valley, are 

being forced to turn to imported rice whose momentary price stability is due only to ongoing harvests in rice-producing 

areas of Senegal. Worse yet, they are forced to resort to the use of animal feed purchased with proceeds from loans or 

from sales of larger numbers of animals than usual.  

 

Poor households in urban slum areas of Nouakchott and Nouadhibou are severely impacted by the economic recession 

affecting the nation’s tertiary sector. Many households had been earning income from the informal service sector which 

was giving them access to commercially marketed foodstuffs. Moreover, until now, social programs mounted by the 

government and certain partners had been helping to stabilize food security conditions for what had been classified as 

highly food-insecure households due to ineffective coping strategies forcing them to skip meals, to resort to foods of 

questionable quality and, in some cases, to sell off certain household assets. Though the government still has price controls 

for staple foods sold on markets in Nouakchott, the shutdown of its special Ramadan shops is forcing households to buy 

provisions in other shops at higher prices. The only sector still going strong is the small-scale fishing industry which employs 

a large part of the population of these urban slum areas, but whose extraversion could downgrade conditions between 

March and June, together the growing burden created by the pick-up in out-migration. 

 

Pastoral conditions are good in all northern livestock-raising and oasis areas with the exception of Aoujeft and Tichitt 

departments hard hit by rainfall deficits. The low water levels in depression areas and wadis in both departments are going 

to affect flood-recession (lowland) crops, which are vital for poor households. Moreover, these areas have the highest food 

prices in the country due to supply bottlenecks created by transportation problems (with the increasingly poor condition of 

local roads from one year to the next) and new security threats. Poor households in these areas are facing a combination of 

production shortfalls, limited food availability from imports, and a dwindling stream of tourism income.  According to 

coinciding data from our investigator (in Aoujeft) and the regional Ministry of Agriculture and Livestock-Raising office in 

Tagant, there has been a slight deterioration in the household food security situation in Aoujeft and Tichit departments 

since the month of November. Rainfall deficits have sharply reduced animal production and endangered lowland crops 

which are vital for poor households which, in many cases, are without access to land in oasis areas. These households have 

already begun to modify their diets, replacing fresh milk, wheat, and meat with powdered milk, locally grown rice, food 

pastes, and mackerel. To this end, they have begun to sell off household assets to supplement proceeds from livestock 

sales, which are down sharply with this year’s earlier than usual seasonal migration, in order to purchase food supplies. 
 

 

Most likely food security scenario for the period from January through June of 2010 
 

Based on current conditions, the most likely food security scenario for January through June of this year is based on the 

following assumptions: 

• Brush fires in transhumant pastoral and agro-pastoral areas 

will be of the usual magnitude;  

• There will be some cuts in distributions of free food aid 

under new WFP guidelines geared to providing program 

assistance for poverty-reducing development projects; 

• International market prices for grain will be slightly above-

average with the small decline in world-wide production due 

to El Niño phenomena; 

• There will be a slowdown in or suspension of cross-border 

trade to meet restocking needs in neighboring countries and 

at the domestic level with the implementation of new 

measures designed to raise stamp taxes, customs clearance 

charges, etc., affecting shipping costs. 

 

Most flood-recession cropping areas in western rainfed farming areas 

suitable for farming with natural or controlled flooding systems have 

been planted in walo crops, which should help prolong the current 

Figure 3. Map of projected most likely food 
security conditions for January - March 2010 

 
 Source: FEWS NET 
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state of food security in these areas until the month of June. Any 

pressure from grain-eating birds and attacks by crop predators 

(beetles and stalk borers), which have forced farmers to replant 

crops, will be dealt with before these crops reach maturity. 

Government assistance through local Ministry of Agriculture offices 

should be extended and stepped up to eliminate these pests and save 

the harvest. 

As usual, these harvests will cover roughly five to six months worth of 

household food needs. Conditions in pastoral areas are still 

satisfactory, there are no administrative or fiscal barriers to cross-

border trade, markets are well-stocked, and terms of trade are still in 

favor of households. Thus, the hunger season is not expected to get 

underway until April and, at most, should produce only moderate 

levels of food insecurity, particularly among poor households without 

the means to gain access to commercially marketed foodstuffs.  

 

The current moderate levels of food insecurity reported in western 

and southern agro-pastoral areas (livelihood zone 5) much more 

dependent on livestock-raising activities are expected to remain unchanged. The mediocre condition of pasturelands in the 

western and north-central reaches of this livelihood zone has weakened the physical condition of local livestock, which will 

erode terms of trade for area pastoralists. As a result, they will have increasingly poor access to commercially marketed 

foodstuffs as the deterioration in the physical condition of their animals translates into an erosion in terms of trade for 

livestock. These households will be forced to step up their sales of animals, causing prices to plunge. The price of an 

average sheep in Boghé, the main livestock market in this area, has already fallen from 23,000 ouguiyas to 16,000 ouguiyas 

despite heavy demand for the feast of Tabaski. Pastoralists raising cattle and sheep will begin their seasonal migration 

prematurely, by January (instead of in April-May), resulting in an earlier than usual hunger season for sedentary pastoralist 

households beginning in April instead of in May, as is usually the case in an average year, the use of substitute foods, and 

overborrowing. Households concentrating on farming brought in a good harvest of rainfed crops and are hoping for a good 

harvest of lowland crops. 

 

The late start of the rainy season, the sharp reduction in irrigated crop production with the suspension of farm credit, and 

the breakdowns in village-level food security reserve (SAVS) programs in the Senegal River Valley (livelihood zone 7) will 

prolong the hunger season until the next round of harvests in March/April. The outlook for walo crops, which are the main 

food source for poor and middle-income households, indicates a production shortfall with the ravaging of sorghum crops by 

grasshoppers and beetles. The measures implemented by the Agriculture Ministry may eventually contain damage from 

these crop predators. Moreover, the falling prices for livestock in agro-pastoral areas will drive down prices for animals in 

the Valley (Boghé, which is the main livestock market for the country’s agro-pastoral zone, is located in the Valley). This 

drop in prices will hit poor households especially hard with the launching of a procurement program by the Senegalese 

government for the purchasing of 15,000 MT of locally grown rice, which will limit the availability and hike up the price of 

Senegalese rice (consumed mainly by poor households since it is considerably cheaper than Asian rice re-exported to 

Mauritania) between January and March. The main beneficiaries of large streams of migration income and sales of small 

animals are middle-income and wealthy households, whose members are either government employees or emigrants. 

Thus, in general, poor households with no crop or animal production will rely on out-migration, remittances, credit, and 

cuts in their holiday spending to meet their food needs. These households will continue to face moderate levels of food 

insecurity through November and, in some cases, will probably be highly food-insecure beyond this timeframe without the 

establishment of some type of financing facility to help them optimize their output.  

 

Current civil security threats (abductions of foreigners) in northern pastoral and oasis areas should not affect existing 

supply networks. The rainfall deficit during the cool season sharply degraded conditions in both livestock-raising and 

farming areas. Poor and middle-income households in remote parts of Aoujeft and Tichit will be facing an earlier than usual 

onset of the hunger season in March instead of in April-May, as is generally the case in an average year. Already classified 

as moderately food-insecure, a prolongation of the normal seasonal upswing in prices, combined with the expected 

shortfall in lowland crop production, will make these households highly food-insecure by somewhere between April and 

June. 

Figure 4.  Map of projected most likely food 
security conditions for April - May 2010 

 
 Source: FEWS NET 
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Table 1. Precipitating events liable to change the most likely food security scenario in the next six months 

Geographic 

area 

Potential 

precipitating events 

Effects on food security Probability * Variables to track 

Nationwide 

(with a more 

severe effect on 

rainfed farming 

areas) 

Suspension of 

Malian exports 

beginning in 

February  

Poorer coarse grain availability, rise in grain 

prices, more limited grain access for poor farm 

families 

Highly 

unlikely 

Grain prices on cross-

border reference 

markets in rainfed 

farming areas, cross-

border trade flows 

Agro-pastoral 

areas, northern 

pastoral and 

oasis areas, and 

Senegal River 

Valley 

Locust infestation Production shortfalls for flood-recession, wadi, 

and walo crops harvested between January 

and March, poorer food availability, stepping 

up of income-generating activities and animal 

sales, poorer pasture availability, deterioration 

in the physical condition of animals, lower 

prices for livestock (and deterioration in terms 

of trade for livestock/grain for pastoralists)  

Unlikely Trends in locust 

development and locust 

movements (reports by 

the CLAA and FAO) 

Transhumant 

pastoral and 

agro-pastoral 

areas 

Unusually 

widespread brush 

fires 

Less food production by livestock, 

deterioration in the physical condition of 

animals, possible pick-up in animal sales, and 

erosion in terms of trade for livestock/grain 

for the purchasing of animal feed 

Unlikely  Department of 

Agriculture bulletins 

Nationwide 

(particularly the 

Senegal River 

Valley and 

transhumant 

pastoral areas) 

Stricter 

enforcement of 

restrictions on 

Senegalese grain 

exports 

Poorer market availability of Asian rice, rise in 

prices for Asian rice driving up prices for other 

substitute grains, and slightly more limited 

food access for poor households 

Highly 

unlikely 

Cross-border trade 

flows, grain prices on 

reference markets in the 

Senegal River Valley 

Northern 

pastoral and 

oasis areas 

Civil security 

problems 

Slowdown in trade with North Africa, rise in 

food prices, less tourism income, stepped-up 

rural-urban migration in search of work 

Highly 

unlikely 

Security reports, flow of 

trade with these areas, 

local food prices 

Coastal areas Unusual climatic 

conditions such as 

the upward motion 

of cooler water 

towards the ocean 

surface (upwelling) 

Sharp increase in catches and lower prices for 

fish, weakening terms of trade for fish/grain 

and adversely affecting food security 

conditions in these areas 

Highly 

unlikely 

Ministry of Fisheries 

data 

Coastal areas Unfavorable 

meteorological 

conditions for 

fishing activities 

Smaller catches, driving up prices as supplies 

tighten, with a positive effect on terms of 

trade for fish/grain, improving local food 

security conditions 

 Highly 

unlikely 

Ministry of Fisheries 

data 

Senegal River 

Valley 

Suspension of 

Senegalese grain 

exports 

Poorer market availability of Asian rice, higher 

prices for Asian rice driving up prices for 

substitute grains such as wheat, corn, and 

sorghum 

Unlikely Cross-border trade 

flows, grain prices 

  No releases of 

water from the 

Manantalli Dam 

Limited harvests of cool (January-March) and 

hot (April/July/August) off-season irrigated 

crops, leveling off of prices for off-season 

crops with imports from Senegal, Morocco, 

and Algeria, reducing household income 

Highly 

unlikely 

River levels 

  
 

* Probability level Description 

Unlikely Could materialize during the projection period with a slight change in circumstances 

Highly unlikely Could materialize during the projection period only with a major change in circumstances 


