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• Due to good weather conditions this year and institutional 
support of agriculture through the farm credit, productivity 
has improved; yields are above average in both rainfed, 
irrigated, and lowland agriculture. 

• The livestock sector has also benefited from relatively good 
conditions. Livestock-to-cereal terms of trade are generally in 
favor of pastoral households despite significant increase in 
prices of imported foodstuffs (oil, sugar, wheat and flour). 
However, with the arrival of new, irrigated harvests the 
situation should improve. 

• The prices of some imported commodities such as sugar, 
wheat and oil, etc. in December 2010 were 15-25 percent 
higher than 2009 levels. Unemployment is high, particularly 
in the informal sector. These issues disproportionately affect 
poor households living in peri-urban areas of Nouakchott and 
Nouadhibou, who are currently moderately food insecure.  

 
 
 
 
 

Seasonal calendar and critical events 

 
 

Source: FEWS NET 
 
 
Most likely food security scenario for January through June 2011 
 
The good rainfall conditions in 2010 across the country and, on a larger scale, throughout the subregion helped improve 
food availability. An average to good demand for labor helped poor households generate substantial amounts of income. 
Current low levels of food insecurity are in line with normal seasonal trends during the post-harvest period.  

Figure 1. Current estimated food security outcomes, 
January 2011 

 
Source: FEWS NET 

For more information on FEWS NET’s Food Insecurity  
Severity Scale, please see: www.fews.net/foodinsecurityscale  
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Good harvests across the subregion have brought down 
prices for coarse grains (millet, corn, and sorghum) in 
crop-producing areas. Farmers in the groundnut basin, 
the buffer zone for cross-border trade between Senegal 
and Mauritania, particularly average and wealthy 
farmers, have chosen to sell their groundnut crops and 
hold onto their grain for the time being. As a result, 
certain grain traders have been unable to stock up on 
new grain crops during the usual harvesting period from 
October through December and are still holding onto 
left-over inventories from 2009. This phenomenon first 
began to emerge in 2009, but is more noticeable this 
year.  
 
Mauritania relies on imports to meet close to two thirds 
of its food needs, and most poor households depend on 
the market to serve as their main source of foodstuffs 
such as wheat, rice, oil, and sugar. The food price index 
published by the United Nations Food and Agriculture 
Organization (FAO) in November of 2010 as a weighted 
average price index for various commodities on major 
export markets hit its highest level since the food price crisis of 2008. Most of the gain was due to hikes in prices for sugar 
and cooking oil. World market prices for wheat and rice are also steadily rising, with major repercussions for domestic 
prices in Mauritania. While prices have not yet peaked, the current upswing in prices is unusual, particularly in the middle 
of the harvesting period for rainfed crops and the pre-harvest period for flood recession/walo crops. These price trends will 
make market-dependent households in urban and rural areas alike especially vulnerable during their high-market-
dependence period (April through September).  
 
Fluctuations in oil prices are also affecting trends in food prices across the country and, in particular, in central and northern 
areas of the country supplied by Nouakchott or North Africa. As of last November, oil prices were 25 percent higher than 
they were the year before. Grain prices in general and coarse grain prices in particular are stable or up slightly. 
 
Another unusual phenomenon observed this year is that livestock exports are limited solely to cattle, with urban 
destination markets for small animals in Senegal currently saturated with large numbers of unsold animals.  
 
According to the findings by the latest UNICEF survey conducted over the period between June and July of last year, the 
nationwide average severe acute malnutrition (SAM) rate is 0.9 percent (with a 95% CI, or 0.6-2.5%).  
 
The most likely nationwide food security scenario for January through June of 2011 is based on the following general 
assumptions: 
 

• Prices for imported staple commodities (oil, sugar, milk, etc.) will slowly but steadily rise, in line with world market 
prices. 

• Left-over coarse grain inventories from 2009 and this year’s good grain harvest will help increase the volume of 
grain imports by Mauritania, particularly from Senegal, and stabilize grain prices between January and the lean 
season from June to September.  

• Miscellaneous assistance from the government and NGOs in the form of training services and supplies of inputs 
will increase cold (market garden produce) and hot (grain) off-season crop production. 

• There will be normal market conditions and a normal flow of cross-border trade. 
• Harvests of flood-recession (walo) crops are the main source of on-farm production for most poor rural 

households in areas with access to suitable lands for growing these crops. The harvesting period for these crops is 
between January and March, and harvests should be average to good. The lean season for households with access 
to these crops will not begin until after the end of June, a month later than usual. 

Figure 2. Livelihood zone map 

 
Source: FEWS NET 
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• Grazing and watering conditions for livestock are 

unusually good. Even with the intervening dry season 
between March and June, pastoralist households will not 
face acute food insecurity between now and June of this 
year. 

• There will be a steep, steady decline of between 15 and 
30 percent in prices for small animals and of 10 to 25 
percent for large animals between January and June. This 
is still within the normal range for that time of year, with 
supply outstripping demand since the end of Tabaski and 
the December holidays. 
 

Food security conditions for all wealth groups are currently in line 
with seasonal norms for a good crop year. The number of people 
in need of food aid went from 487,000 in 2008/09 down to 
471,000 in 2009/10. The figure for 2010/11 is expected to be even 
lower than last year’s figure which, in itself, was 30 percent below 
the five-year average for food needs.  
 
The food security situation of average and wealthy households 
should remain unchanged through the end of June.  

 
Central Senegal River Valley 
 
Poor households in rural areas such as the central valley, 
northwestern agropastoral areas, and southeastern rainfed 
farming areas are also in a difficult situation. While currently only 
moderately food-insecure, this group of households could be 
highly food-insecure by June/July, at the height of the lean 
season, if prices continue to climb and trends in terms of trade for 
small animals/grain work against them. 
 
Rainfed grain crops in this part of the river valley, which includes 
the southwestern reaches of Kaédi department and the southern 
reaches of M’Bagne, Bababé, and Boghé departments, did poorly 
due to the late start of the rains and rather severe damage from 
crop pests. In general, ongoing rice harvests should turn out 
better than last year and production figures are expected to be 
close to the five-year average. Poor households in this area draw 
over 30 percent of their yearly income from these farming 
activities between October and March. Local rice farmers are 
currently selling part of their crops to pay for their farming costs. 
Farm-gate prices (based on the price set at the time of the repayment of corresponding debts) are approximately 30 
percent below posted prices on assembly or retail markets at the same time. This is a customary practice and an integral 
part of the livelihoods of poor households in this area.  
 
Coarse grain imports from Senegal are limited and the volume of domestic grain trade is too small to meet demand from 
grain-short areas. Along with local rice and coarse grain crops, imported grains (wheat and rice) still account for a large 
share of the supplies of staple foodstuffs found on retail markets at this time of year, despite the steady rise in the price of 
these imports since 2009.  
 
Pastoral conditions are still good, but prices for livestock are down from November of last year with the slowdown in 
domestic and Senegalese demand since the end of the holidays in November/December. 

Figure 4. Most likely food security outcomes, 
January through March 2011 

 
Source: FEWS NET 

Figure 5. Most likely food security outcomes for 
April through June 2011 

 
Source: FEWS NET 



MAURITANIA Food Security Outlook January through June 2011  
 

Famine Early Warning Systems Network  
 

4 

 
The outlook for January through June is based on the following assumptions: 
 

• Expected good harvests of walo crops should bring the levels of household food stores to 30 percent above-
normal. On-farm production, which lasts four months in an average year, should last at least five months.  

• As usual, cross-border trade with Senegal in coarse grain crops will pick up in May. 
• Rises in coarse grain prices will be slightly steeper than usual (namely 10 to 15 percent between January and June), 

especially after the end of April/May, in line with seasonal trends, driven by hikes in the price of rice, wheat, and 
fuel. 

• There will be a seasonal decline in supplies of livestock between January and May/June. 
 

The post-harvest period for rainy season crops in January was marked by an improvement in food availability on local 
markets and at the household level (particularly in the central and western reaches of this area). Harvests of green crops 
and fish and animal (milk) production will bolster household access to a more balanced diet. Earnings from current farming 
activities will give poor households enough income to strengthen their access to commercially marketed foodstuffs 
between now and June. 
 
Trends in living conditions (food consumption, nutrition) for poor and very poor households between January and March 
should be in line with seasonal norms, steadily improving as the walo harvest looms nearer. There should be major positive 
changes in these conditions after the end of March thanks to good harvests of bottomland and walo crops. 
 
However, the combined effects of the steady rise in staple food prices, repeated hikes in fuel prices, and higher household 
food costs could undermine household food access, particularly for the poorest households, making them highly food-
insecure between now and June of this year. 
 
As usual, able-bodied members of poor households will be sent off to work in Nouakchott and Nouadhibou in 
February/March. This survival strategy eases pressure on available resources and is a source of extra income from jobs in 
the city and in major rice-growing areas in the western reaches of the valley. These households will continue to limit their 
sales of livestock as long as sales of grain crops bring in more income than animals. Local authorities will attempt to rebuild 
village-level food security reserves (SAVS). The WFP and CSA will refocus their programs on food or cash-for-work activities 
to improve household access to commercially marketed food products. 
 
Planned government aid for the growing of hot off-season (rice) crops is another potential source of income to facilitate 
household access to commercially marketed grain crops. Poor households buy 50 percent of their food, particularly 
between April and September. However, they will be facing higher than usual market prices for grain and sharper than 
usual rises in prices. Below-average prices for small animals (due to the market glut since the end of Tabaski) will limit 
income-generating opportunities in the event of the need to supplement inadequate savings from farm work. Average and 
wealthy households should stay food-secure thanks to good food availability (from commercial imports and domestic 
production).  
 
Peri-urban areas of Nouakchott and Nouadhibou 
 
The steady rise in prices is making living conditions increasingly difficult for poor households, particularly in large urban 
areas such as Nouakchott and Nouadhibou. The high cost of living and low incomes from informal sector employment are 
steadily eroding their purchasing power. Recent protests prompted an increase in daily wage rates for unskilled labor by as 
much as 20 percent compared with last year. The government has been repeatedly raising fuel prices since December of 
2009, if not earlier. Poor households in peri-urban areas are virtually completely dependent on local markets to meet their 
food needs.  
 
Though the industrial sector employs only 10 percent of the country’s workforce, business is still slow at the Construction 
and Public Works Department (BTP) as well as in the small-scale and industrial fishing industry, two of the largest 
employers. There are no ongoing social programs at this time. 
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According to data from the latest UNICEF survey conducted over the period between June and July of last year, severe 
acute malnutrition rates are at 1.2 percent (95% CI, or 0.6-2.5) in Nouakchott and 0.6 percent (95% CI, or 0.2-1.9%) in 
Nouadhibou. The global acute malnutrition (GAM) rates in Nouakchott and Nouadhibou are 9.6 percent (95% CI, or 7.2-
12.7%) and 4.6 percent (95% CI, or 2.9-7%), respectively. All these figures are below the World Health Organization’s 15 
percent emergency threshold. 
 
The scenario for these areas is based on the following assumptions: 

• Good harvests will occupy a large part of the labor force which would otherwise be looking for work in peri-urban 
areas in a poor crop year between January and March/April (the end of the harvesting period for flood-recession 
crops). 

• Government assistance for the growing of hot off-season crops will heighten demand for farm labor in the river 
valley, occupying part of the labor force which would otherwise be looking for work in the city.  

• Mauritania saw its first year of negative growth in the recent past in 2010, posting a growth rate of minus one 
percent, after years of growth at a steady rate of three to four percent since 2003.  

 
Poor households in shantytowns in Nouakchott and Nouadhibou will have an increasingly hard time maintaining their food 
access as the steady rise in staple food prices and steep plunge in income from informal sector employment erode their 
purchasing power. Without outside aid, coping strategies based on borrowing and the selling of household assets, alone, 
will not suffice to cover their unmet food needs and other social costs.  
 
This economic climate marked by sharp hikes in food prices and higher costs for social services will have less of an effect on 
the livelihoods of average and wealthy households than on those of poor households. These households should be food-
secure throughout the outlook period and should not need to resort to any sort of coping strategies for their survival. On 
the other hand, without outside aid, the steady deterioration in the livelihoods of poor households could make them 
moderately food-insecure between now and June. However, scheduled programs by the CSA and WFP should help sustain 
their normal livelihoods. 
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Table 1. Feasible events liable to change the most likely scenario in the next six months 
 
 

 
 

Area Event Effects on food security conditions 
Nation-wide Suspension or slowdown in 

cross-border trade with 
Mali and North Africa due 
to possible mounting 
security threats in the 
northern and eastern part 
of the country 

• Low market supplies in Nouakchott (coarse grains and rice), rainfed 
farming areas (coarse grains), and agropastoral areas and parts of the 
river valley (rice and coarse grains); 

• Lower incomes for Mauritanian pastoralists looking to sell their 
livestock in Mali and Senegal; 

• Less migration income for members of poor households in the 
southeastern part of the country looking to work in the Niger River 
Delta area of Mali. 

Rising world market prices 
for wheat, barley, etc., 
putting heavy pressure on 
markets in Nouakchott 

• Rise in consumer prices in line with the growth in demand (with 
households falling back on other types of grain); 

• Low market supplies in Nouakchott, affecting supplies on rural 
markets generally provisioned by Nouakchott. 

Implementation of an 
economic stimulus 
package to jump-start 
industry 
 

• Better employment and income-generating opportunities, 
particularly in urban areas 

Central 
Senegal River 
Valley 

Social unrest triggered by 
recent land grants to 
agricultural entrepreneurs 
in walo-growing areas 
 

• Stoppage or delay in ongoing cold off-season farming activities, 
jeopardizing future harvests; 

• Less income from on-farm employment for poor households in 
particular; 

• More limited food availability and heavier than usual buying on local 
markets to meet food needs, even by the wealthy. 

Plunge in coarse grain 
prices with mass sales of 
crops by Senegalese and 
Malian farmers  

• Food access for poor households depending mainly on local markets 
and wage income between March/April and September/October will 
be better than anticipated in the outlook. 

• This will drive down the price of paddy, eroding the purchasing 
power of rice farmers, particularly in the case of rice-growing 
households bringing in no outside wage income. 

Rise in prices for livestock  •  Terms of trade and food security conditions for pastoralists will be 
better than anticipated in the outlook. 

Heavy cold off-season 
rains (January to February)  

• These rains will help speed up the recovery of crops in depression 
areas and help improve pastoral conditions, with better than 
expected food security outcomes. 


