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NIGERIA Food Security Update	 December 2007
 

	 Low market stocks and high demand within and outside 
Nigeria are pushing the prices of major staple foods 
higher, threatening food security in the Nigerian Sahel, or 
dry savannah zone bordering Niger and Chad. 

	 Unless significant measures are taken by government and 
its partners to support off‐season farming between 
November 2007 and March 2008, high levels of food 
insecurity, as well as high rates of malnutrition, are likely 
to emerge in pockets of the northeast. 

	 Prices of maize, millet and sorghum are now above their 
four‐year averages. The increase in prices for these three 
staple cereals limits poor households’ food access. By 
early 2008, low market stocks and high demand from 
households and neighboring countries are likely to result 
in further price increases, further limiting food access for 
poor households, especially in northeast Nigeria. 

	 A surge in the number of severely malnourished children 
is likely in the next few months in extreme northern Nigeria. Considering the high prevalence of underweight, 
chronic and acute malnutrition in the dry savannah even during normal times, community‐based nutrition support 
programs and integrated public health services need to be strengthened urgently, in anticipation of increased 
needs. 

Figure 1. Estimated food security conditions in 
Nigeria, quarter four (Oct to Dec) 2007 

Source: FEWS NET 

Production shortages 

In November, staple foods are normally abundant in urban and rural markets, household food reserves are usually 
replenished and staple food prices are generally low. However, this year, one month after the harvest, a very different food 
security picture is emerging, with marked differences between the north‐central and extreme northern parts of the 
country. 

North‐central Nigeria experienced only minor dry spells during the main production season, and food security conditions 
are generally good. In addition, while staple food prices are high in these areas, many alternative sources of cash exist, 
such as labor, petty trade and off‐season cropping. These additional income sources make access to food relatively easy for 
poor households in this part of the country. 

In contrast, the main agricultural season ended early and abruptly in mid‐September in the dry Sahelian Savannah. The 
early cessation of rainfall, after several interruptions during the season, caused significant crop losses, reduced yields and 
reduced overall crop production. Maize, sorghum, cowpeas, groundnuts and rice, which were in their vegetative stage 
when the rains stopped, were the most affected crops. Production in this area is, therefore, expected to have decreased 
for all major cereal and cash crops, except for millet, which drought tolerant. 
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According to a November 2007 United States Department of Agriculture (USDA) report, 2007/08 maize production in 
Nigeria is estimated at 6.5 million metric tons (MT), down 1.3 million tons compared to last year’s production. The sorghum 
harvest will take place in December 2007 and January 2008, and already production is expected to be much lower than 
normal owing to crop failures. Sorghum shortages are expected to be exacerbated by strong demand for the crop from 
breweries, processing companies and households, which will likely keep stocks low in the markets. 

Cereal production shortages are likely to be most acute in the northeast (Yobe, Borno, Northern Bauchi, and Northern 
Gombe) and the northwest (Jinigawa). According to the northeast regional Agricultural Development Project (ADP), maize 
production in the region is expected to be 40 percent lower than normal. 

The combination of poor cereal production and poor cash crop production, are likely to lead to earlier than normal 
households food deficits, starting in April 2008. 

Seasonal Calendar and Critical Events 

Increasing staple food prices 

Poor households’ food access in the extreme northern states is increasingly constrained by steadily rising food prices. 
Across major markets in northern Nigeria, the current retail prices of major grains are significantly higher when compared 
to November 2006 prices, and include average price increases of 34 percent for maize, 28 percent for millet, 23 percent for 
cowpeas and 16 percent for sorghum. Within northern areas, price increases appear to be significantly higher in the 
northeast, compared to the northwest, with increases of 50 percent noted for maize, 67 percent for millet and 124 percent 
for cowpea in Maiduguri alone (see Figures 2, 3 and 4). Cowpea prices also increased suddenly in May in Maiduguri, rising 
from N43/kg to N75/kg. Since June, cowpea prices here have remained at N103/kg. 

In Dawanau Market in Kano, the prices of grains (maize, millet, sorghum and cowpea) have been rising steadily since July. 
Since October, the price of 100 kg sacks of maize, millet and cowpeas have increased from N4,000 to N4,300; N3,200 to 
N4,300; and N4,200 to N5,300, respectively. The price of sorghum has remained stable. However, current prices for maize, 
millet and sorghum are now above their four‐year averages in this market. Figure 5 shows that the price of maize (N4,300) 
in November 2007 exceeds the November 2005 price of N4,000. Current wholesale grain prices are also substantially 
higher than their prices at this time in 2006. 

These steady price increases have been associated with the early cessation of rains in September, low expectations for the 
cowpea and sorghum harvests, the fear of impending food shortage in the coming months – especially in the extreme north 
– which has lead to farmers withholding supplies from the market and panic buying of grains from the Dawanau market and 
other major northern markets by traders and organizations from Niger. Given these factors, it is likely that prices will 
continue to rise during the coming months. 
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Despite overall satisfactory cereal production in the Sahel this 
year, demand for Nigerian agricultural products from countries 
that experienced production shortages – such as Ghana, as well 
as Sahelian countries that normally experience localized food 
shortages before and during the June to August hunger season 
– could increase. 

The relatively high demand for cereals from Nigerien traders, 
just a month after the harvest, is an early indication of likely 
continued high demand from this country. Regional 
organizations such as CILSS and ECOWAS should take a lead in 
promoting the fluidity of staple food trade and joint activities 
aimed at mitigating food insecurity. 

If efforts to mitigate food insecurity are not made early enough, 
high prices may result in moderate to high food insecurity 
among poor households especially in Kebbi, Sokoto, Zamfara, 
Katsina, Northern Kaduna, Jigawa, Yobe and Borno in the next 
few months. Existing food security conditions for poor 
households could further deteriorate between January and 
March, with localized extreme food insecurity emerging in April 
and May in the northeast, and an earlier than normal and more 
severe hunger season may result. 

Nutritional Situation 

As food access is constrained by increasing food prices in the 
coming months, malnutrition and morbidity are also likely to 
increase. A nutritional assessment of the North West Millet and 
Sesame Livelihood Zone, which includes northern Jigsaw and 
Katsina states, in August 2007 found that despite relatively 
stable food security and livelihood conditions during this year’s 
hunger season, serious child malnutrition and high levels of 
mortality and morbidity exist in the zone. 

The impact of price increases on household food access, dietary 
diversity and nutritional status of vulnerable groups in the 
northeastern part of the dry savanna is not well understood at 
this point. However, the nutrition assessment carried out in 
August recommended close monitoring of food security and 
implementation of extensive community‐based nutrition 
support programs, while providing targeted, integrated public 
health services. At that time, these actions were considered 
urgent. In light of the deteriorating food security situation in 
these areas, these recommendations are even more urgent. 

Figure 2. Retail prices for maize in select markets in 
Nigeria 

Source: Namis 
Figure 3. Retail prices for millet in select markets in 
Nigeria 

Source: Namis 
Figure 4. Retail prices for cowpea in select markets in 
Nigeria

 Source: NAMIS 
Figure 5. Wholesale grain prices in Dawanau Market, 
Kano, 2005/07 

Source: Dawanau Association/FEWS NET 

Deteriorating household food security 

This year, household food reserves are likely to be lower than 
usual, and poor households are likely to turn to markets for 
food as early as April in order to buy food (at prices higher than last year, and with very limited options for substituting 
expensive crops for cheaper ones). This could lead to a significant increase in food expenditures at a time when households 
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have limited food reserves and income. The result is likely to be reduced food access for poor households before the onset 
of the traditional hunger season in June. 

In the short term, the situation could lead to moderate food insecurity in the northwest (Sokoto, Kebbi, Zamfara, Northern 
Kaduna, Kano), with pockets of extreme food insecurity emerging in April or May in the northeast Savannah zones (north 
and central Borno and Yobe, Northern Bauchi and Gombe and Jigawa), where households depend mainly on cereals for 
both food and cash and where off‐season cropping is constrained by limited water resources. These areas face some of the 
highest levels of poverty in the country, with between 60 and 90 percent of the population living below the poverty line. In 
these areas, poor households purchase between 70 and 80 percent of their annual food needs from markets and are, thus, 
highly vulnerable to price increases. 

The anticipated early onset of the hunger season will be marked by distress migration of poor households to cities 
throughout the country in search of work. Some households will seek work in agricultural, industrial and transportation 
sectors, while other households will sell their livestock. Increased remittances, along with livestock and firewood sales, will 
be critical coping strategies. 

Pastoral Households 

Long dry spells and the early end of the rainy season have also adversely impacted pasture production in the dry savannah, 
especially in the grazing areas of Borno, Yobe and Northern Gombe. The early arrival of large numbers of herders from 
Niger and Chad in search of pasture is putting enormous pressure on these pastoral resources, forcing pastoral households 
to migrate to the Guinea savannah and to the south much earlier than usual. The early transhumance of animals 
southward has caused conflicts between herders and farmers. In addition, long treks have weakened animals and reduced 
milk production, which has serious implications for the nutrition of children under five years of age. However, the current 
high prices of livestock, due to high demand from southern Nigeria, is likely to improve the income of pastoral households 
and help them to maintain their food security over the coming months. 

Interventions and Programs 

The federal government has been buying millet, sorghum and maize as part of its policy of maintaining a strategic grain 
reserve. Federal funds were also provided to the states in order to build up their own reserves. These grains will be sold 
later at subsidized prices in order to stabilize food prices in the markets. However, as of November, the stocks stored in the 
federal government reserves were insufficient to have any significant impact on prices if they are released. Many northern 
states, including Kano, Kaduna and Gombe, started buying significant quantities of cereals as early as September 2007, but 
stopped when prices of food staples drastically increased in October. In fact, recent price increases might have been 
partially caused by these strong demands from government in some states. 

Support to off‐season cropping could have a significant impact in reducing supply shortages in 2008, as well as providing 
additional income earning opportunities for households. In Kano, the government is already providing farmers with basic 
tools for irrigation. However, adequate access to water for irrigation is needed for these schemes to be successful. In 
Sokoto, Kano, and Kaduna in Niger, lakes and rivers such as the Rima, the Niger, and the Kaduna rivers provide water 
resources for irrigation and off‐season agricultural activities. In contrast, the harsh and dry ecology of the northeast, 
including Borno and Yobe, as well as northern Gombe, provides fewer opportunities for irrigated farming, with most off‐
season farming limited to onions and vegetables. 

A Joint CILSS/FAO/FEWS NET crop assessment mission carried out in October 2007 recommended that the Government of 
Nigeria provide substantial support to off‐season food production, especially in drought‐prone areas, as an emergency 
intervention. The mission also recommended that the National Strategic Grain Reserves implement timely and appropriate 
interventions and that efforts be made to closely monitor market trends and understand the dynamics of the deteriorating 
food access situation. Finally, the assessment teams recommended that food import/export policies be reviewed to ensure 
they help mitigate food insecurity. 


