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NIGERIA Food Security Update	 April 2008
 

	 Food security conditions continue to deteriorate throughout the 
country, owing to the combined impact of continuing increases in 
food and non‐food prices and lower than average stocks of major 
food commodities in urban and rural markets, as well as a scarcity of 
fuel. As a result, the lean period more severe than usual, forcing 
poor rural and urban households to resort to drastic coping 
mechanisms. 

	 The high cost of agricultural inputs is likely to limit the productive 
potential of the current season, putting further pressure on market 
prices as traders anticipate a below‐normal harvest (September – 
December). 

	 Households in the Southern states of Ebonyi and River State and the 
states in the far north such as Jagawa and Yobe states are particularly 
vulnerable to rising staple food prices. If prices continue to rise, 
coping mechanisms will be overstretched, and households could become highly food insecure, and unusually high rates 
of malnutrition could appear. 

	 Farmers in the north are trying to access seeds and fertilizer in anticipation of the beginning of the rainy season. 
Unless these inputs are made available to farmers by the government, on time, inputs are likely to be scarce, resulting 
in higher costs of production and subsequently poor fertilizer application and reduced yield. In the South, rains began 
early (in March as opposed to April) but were interrupted by dry spells, although these should have limited impact on 
crops due to their short length and because many farmers have yet to plant. Access to fertilizer is also a significant 
issue in this region 

	 There is an urgent need to improve the existing early warning system through close joint monitoring of the season, and 
the development of contingency planning and emergency preparedness to mitigate rising localized food insecurity and 
prevent any further deterioration of market conditions. 

Figure 1. Current estimated food security 
conditions, April 2008 

Source: FEWS NET 

Seasonal calendar and critical events timeline for Southern Nigeria 
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The 2008 agricultural season and rising food insecurity 

In the north, the growing season usually starts during the second dekad of May, and farmers in this region are preparing for 
planting by procuring seeds and fertilizer. 

In the southern states, farmers have begun land clearing and preparation, with minimal planting so far. Rains began early 
(in March), but in some southwestern states, such as Oyo, the rains that started well in late March stopped for more than 
ten days in April. In Abia state, in the southeast, a dry spell of over five days was reported. According to the FEWS 
NET/USGS weather reports, areas that include coastal southwestern Nigeria have experienced less than 80 percent of their 
normal rainfall over the last 30 days (Mid‐march to mid‐April).The Nigerian Meteorological Agency (NIMET) had predicted a 
relatively late start of rains in the South and advised against planting until April or May, but despite that warning, some 
southern farmers commenced planting early. So far, crops in the southeast have not been affected, but some maize in the 
southwest has wilted. 

When the rains have stabilized, crops damaged by the dry spells will have to be replanted. Seeds are generally available, 
but the poorest households may be unable to afford high quality seeds, due to the high cost of food and agricultural inputs. 
As a result, they are likely to use poor quality seeds for replanting, resulting lower yields. However, if the rains resume and 
stabilize, the impact of this dryness on household food access should be minimal because only a small portion of the maize 
crop was affected. On the other hand, a continuation of the dry spell would pose a significant challenge to the 
government’s current efforts to increase food production in response to rising global food prices, and this could translate 
into increasing food insecurity for poor farming and urban households. 

The main challenge for both northern and southern farmers is timely access to fertilizer. The price of fertilizer continued to 
rise in April as a result of high international energy prices. Current prices are as high as N5,000 per 50kg in various areas of 
the country, 50 percent higher than in April 2007. Poor households will most likely be forced to divert resources, previously 
allocated for food purchase, to fertilizer. But given their limited financial resources, these households will still be unable to 
meet their input needs, and the fertilizer they do purchase is likely to be low quality. The high cost of food and inputs has 
contributed to the gradual deterioration of the resource base of poor household, making them more vulnerable than usual 
to food insecurity during the hunger period. If urgent steps are not taken, the emerging food security crisis may worsen 
and continue after the harvest and into 2009. Making fertilizer available to farmers, on time, through subsidized 
government sales and improved distribution mechanisms should be a priority in order to ensure that farmers in the south, 
have access necessary inputs especially during fertilizer application between April and June 

Deteriorating market conditions 

Parallel increases in prices of cereals, tubers, and cash crops 

Market conditions have been deteriorating across the country since November 2007 and continued to worsen in April. 
Most urban and rural markets are exhibiting historically high prices and acute shortages of grain. The prices of maize, rice, 
and wheat are particularly high, owing to high international prices and local production shortages following the 2007 
harvest. In the Dawanu International, a large northern wholesale market serving regional traders, the prices of sorghum 
and millet are 47 and 31 percent higher than their respective four‐year averages (Figure 2). The retail price of a 100 kg bag 
of maize in Saminaka, another major northern market, is N5,520, 56 percent higher than the four‐year average. In 
Southern Nigeria, the price of maize is 34 percent higher in Ibadan, 54 percent higher in Enugu, and 40 percent higher in 
Abe (Figure 3). Prices of maize are higher in the south than they are in the north, owing to relatively low maize production 
in the south and the high cost of transport from the north to the south. The problem of high cereal prices has recently been 
compounded by an unprecedented surge in the prices of other basic household items, unusually high tuber prices, and fuel 
shortages across major urban areas. 

In addition to their direct impacts on household food purchases, high prices for maize also increase the production costs for 
animal feeds and translate into higher production costs for poultry products. For poultry farmers, this means that less feed 
is purchased and that poultry sales, and profits, are generally lower. As a result, farmers are likely to reduce production. In 
the southern state of Enugu, the price of a very basic poultry feed, growers’ mash, has risen from N1,100 in April 2005 to 
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N1,700 in April 2008. A crate of eggs now sells for N500‐600 at the farm gate, while at this time last year, it sold for N450. 
The rising price of maize is also threatening the full recovery of the poultry industry in the southern state of Abia and in 
Ibadan, Oyo State, where a quarter of the area’s poultry farmers were forced out of business by an outbreak of avian 
influenza in December 2007, which resulted in massive culling. 

Prices of yam and cassava are gradually increasing as well; the price of 100 medium sized yams in Enugu is now N15,500 (29 
percent increase over the three‐year average) and in Ibadan, a 100kg bag of gari (cassava flour) that was sold for N5,000 in 
2007 now sells for N6,700. The current price of cowpeas is 77 percent higher than its four‐year average in Dawanau and 
about 133 percent higher than price at this time last year. Similarly in Enugu and Aba, current cowpea prices are 92 and 88 
percent higher, respectively, than prices at this time last year (Figure 4). 

Figure 2: Maize, sorghum, and millet Prices in Dawanu 
Market 2004-2008 

Source: Dawanu ICT/ADPS/FEWS NET 

Figure 3. Maize prices in select urban markets 

Source: Dawanu ICT/ADPS/FEWS NET 

Figure 4. Cowpea prices in select urban markets 

Source: Dawanu ICT/ADPS/FEWS NET 

Figure 5. Imported rice prices in select urban markets 

Source: ADPs/FEWS NET 

Faced with parallel high prices of foodstuffs and goods, poor rural households are resorting to drastic coping mechanisms. 
In the Northeast state of Jigawa, which was heavily affected by production shortages following the 2007 harvest, entire 
families are reported to have migrated to cities, and poor households are now selling their fixed assets, including household 
items and land, in order to meet their basic food needs. After the exhaustion of fodder in the areas most affected by 
drought, pastoral households are turning to markets in order to buy their animal feed. The high cost of animal feed, due to 
soaring cost of maize, millet, sorghum, and cowpea, is eroding pastoral households’ purchasing power. Pastoral households 
in the State of Yobe are selling their animals at a rate higher than normal in order to meet their basic needs. If food prices 
continue to rise at this rate, household coping mechanisms will be overstretched, and high food insecurity, manifested by 
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unseasonably high malnutrition rates (GAM > 5 percent in the southeast and GAM >11 percent in the extreme south) could 
affect localized, food insecure areas of the country. 

Rising urban poverty 

In Nigeria, the high cost of food and goods has degraded urban household purchasing power and their access to food. 
According to the National Bureau of Statistics (NBS), the Composite Food Index rose by 4.1 percent in March 2008, and the 
inflation rate was 7.8 percent. In addition, food processing companies, breweries, and poultry farms, faced with rising 
production costs, are either closing or laying–off workers, contributing to higher unemployment levels in urban areas. 
Middle class households affected by job loss and high food prices are shifting towards investment in petty trade (e.g., sale 
of construction materials) while poor households are resorting to casual labor for income and depending increasingly on 
food loans, and private gifts. In the coming months, poor households’ coping mechanisms will likely be overstretched, 
leading to difficult access to food and increases in rates of malnutrition among children in poor urban communities. This 
could elevate the need for food assistance during the hunger period, in July and August. 

The soaring prices of foods essential to the urban Nigerian diet, such as bread and rice, are especially correlated with rising 
urban food insecurity. A loaf of bread sold for N250 in April 2008 ,compared to N150 in February 2008. The increase 
results from high prices for wheat flour and sugar, and is likely to grow, given that these are imported commodities. Rice 
stocks are diminishing quickly, and it has been observed that although the price of rice was high during the 2005 food crisis, 
supplies were greater during that period than they are now. Across major urban markets, imported rice prices are 
substantially higher than their three‐year averages (82 percent higher in Ibadan, 114 percent higher in Enugu, and 92 
percent higher in Aba) and prices at this time last year (78 percent higher in Ibadan, 100 percent in Enugu and 77 percent in 
Aba) (see Figure 5). Similarly, a 50 kg bag of locally milled rice that sold at N3,500 at this time last year in Aba is now selling 
at N6,400. In order to cope with the rising prices of bread and rice, urban households are reducing their bread 
consumption and shifting from rice to tubers, changes which could have important nutritional implications given that flour 
in Nigeria is fortified and that tubers like cassava have limited nutritional value. As a result of the increasingly high demand 
for cassava and yams, the prices of these commodities are likely to increase even further in the coming months, especially 
because the current stocks of cassava are diminishing quickly, and no significant new stocks are expected for three months 

Major factors influencing these price increases include the high cost of commodities on the international market, 
government policies that place high import duties on rice and wheat, and inadequate investment in the local rice sub‐
sector. Specially supporting rice farmers in the south, and the north‐central and northwestern rice belts, by supplying them 
with improved seeds varieties, fertilizer, credit, and processing equipment will substantially boost local rice production this 
season. 

Responses to rising food insecurity 

Since March, the federal government and some state governments have been releasing limited quantities of grain to 
targeted areas of the country and to poultry farmers, but the operation has had little impact on prices because the quantity 
released is too small and the intervention is limited to the far north. There are indications that more state governments 
may be inclined to provide support to agriculture this season following new budgetary allocations, as well as guidance and 
incentives from the federal government aimed at boosting production at state levels. For example, states are formulating 
responses to the current food price challenge and considering several interventions, including the provision of additional 
food subsidies, refurbishment of vandalized silos, and the construction of new storage facilities. This support to agricultural 
production and post harvest management of crops is essential to reducing food insecurity over the coming months. 

In order to further mitigate rising food insecurity and stabilize markets, the Federal Government has decided to buy 
500,000 MT of rice from Thailand. The rice will be sold at a subsidized price across the country. In addition, the 
government is likely to ease or lift import duties on rice until August 2008. Federal government interventions to stimulate 
production and improve food access should be complemented by effective medium‐ and long‐term initiatives at federal, 
state, and local levels. These should be centered on providing loans to farmers at appropriate rates, expanding on and off‐
farm storage capacity, supporting food processing and marketing of agricultural products, and establishing strong 
emergency preparedness capabilities. 


