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SAHEL AND WEST AFRICA 
Food Security Update June 2010 
 
• The lean season is well underway in the south and just 

getting started in the northern part of the region. The 
beginning of the growing season across the region 
means fewer migrant remittances and less use of other 
coping strategies by at-risk households. The only 
recourse for households will be their own food 
reserves, if any such reserves exist; local markets, if 
they have enough income; and outside food aid, in the 
case of households with neither of the previous. Prices 
are expected to move steadily upwards, in line with 
normal seasonal trends. Food insecurity problems for 
food-short households will reach their peak in the next 
few months, particularly among vulnerable population 
groups in Niger, Chad, eastern Mali, and the far 
northern reaches of Nigeria, accompanied by a sharp 
deterioration in their nutritional situation. 
 

• Pastoral conditions in Niger, Chad, northeastern Mali, 
and northern Burkina Faso are especially precarious. 
Reports of animal fatalities have been coming in since the end of May and will continue to increase between now and 
July, by which time pasture resources and animal watering holes are normally replenished. Access facilitation, cash 
transfer, food aid, and therapeutic feeding programs will need to be improved between now and September and 
possibly October, particularly for poor and sedentary population groups in agropastoral and pastoral areas. 
 

• Humanitarian assistance programs underway in Niger, Chad, Mali, and Burkina Faso have not interfered with the 
smooth operation of domestic markets. In general, prices have been stable and any movements in prices are in line 
with normal seasonal trends. Thanks to the smooth operation of area markets, there is a satisfactory flow of food trade 
between surplus and deficit areas, and food availability across the region is normal for this time of year. 
 

 
Seasonal calendar and timeline of critical events 
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Figure 1. Current food security assessment for June 2010 

 
Source: FEWS NET 

For more information about the FEWS NET food insecurity scale, please 
see: www.fews.net/FoodInsecurityScale 
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Current food security situation 
A look at current food security conditions shows the entire region in the throes of the lean season, with households 
gradually depleting their food reserves and turning more and more to local markets. This time of year is normally marked 
by an upswing in prices. This year, ongoing humanitarian assistance programs in at-risk areas and the quasi-normal start-of-
season conditions have helped markets run smoothly and, thus far, price movements are in line with normal seasonal 
trends. Thanks to rice imports and regular drawdowns of on-farm and trader inventories, there is still good food availability, 
though market supplies are beginning to be less diversified, consisting mainly of grain crops and a few tubers, with very few 
vegetables and pulses available. Moreover, since the rains have not yet started, conditions are not good enough to promote 
new pasture growth and boost milk production to improve the nutritional value of local household diets, particularly in the 
Sahel. As a result, this time of year is normally marked by a deterioration in the household nutritional situation in general, 
and that of children and pregnant women in particular. Ongoing food aid programs are easing the effects of the moderate 
to high levels of food insecurity plaguing poor households in agropastoral and pastoral areas of Niger, northwestern Mali, 
the far northern reaches of Nigeria, and the Sahelian region of Chad.  
 
With the beginning of the growing season across the region, migrant workers will be returning to the countryside, which 
will reduce the volume of remittances sustaining household grain access and increase grain demand, even on more distant 
markets. At the same time, the implementation of other coping strategies such as foraging for wild plant foods and the sale 
of straw and firewood will begin to taper off. Eventually, the only recourse for households will be their own food reserves, if 
any such reserves ever existed; local markets, if they have enough income; and outside food aid in the case of households 
with neither of these. Prices will move steadily upwards, in line with normal seasonal trends. Food-short households will be 
plagued by persistent food security problems over the next few months, accompanied by a sharp deterioration in their 
nutritional situation, particularly in the case of vulnerable population groups in Niger, Chad, eastern Mali, and the far 
northern reaches of Nigeria. Access facilitation, cash transfer, food aid, and therapeutic feeding programs will be required 
between June and September or October of this year, particularly for poor and sedentary population groups in agropastoral 
and pastoral areas. 
 
There has been a steady deterioration in sources of household income in the eastern market basin (Benin, Niger, Nigeria, 
and Chad) with off-season farming activities ending in March/April, rollbacks in prices for livestock (with the poor physical 
condition and a surplus of animals), and the gradual return of migrant workers who were the main source of household 
income. At the same time, household food stores are being gradually depleted and households are turning more and more 
to local markets. There are still abundant food supplies on markets in this area, but prices are well above the five-year 
average. The main problem for poor households in this area is one of poor grain access on local markets due to their low 
incomes. The inadequate number of facilities for the treatment of malnutrition problems, particularly in the far northern 
reaches of Nigeria and Chad, is heightening mortality risks associated with extreme levels of food insecurity. 
 
Humanitarian assistance programs mounted in April were increased in May. Even with these activities, there has been little 
progress in meeting needs for the protection of pastoral livelihoods. Localized crises in Gadabédji (Dakoro) in Niger and in 
Am Dam in Chad have reached their height.  These crises are marked by animal fatalities and liquidation sales of livestock at 
prices oftentimes as much as 20 percent below their market value when compared with the same time last year. This 
serious situation could further deteriorate over the next three weeks, with most pastoral households having left safe 
havens in the south with the start of the growing season in these areas, before the rainy season can get underway in the 
north to help promote new pasture growth. There has been localized rainfall activity in pastoral areas of the central Sahel, 
in the northern part of the Tahoua region of Niger, and in eastern Mali for the past month, and as a result, pastoralists are 
currently heading towards these areas. This is a risky move on their part, but they have little choice with the growing 
season starting up in the south. Many poor households in these areas are currently facing high levels of food insecurity, 
with no prospect of any improvement in the situation of pastoral households until July and in that of farming and 
agropastoral households until September, assuming the growing season starts up on schedule. Pastoral conditions in Niger 
and Chad are especially precarious.  
 
The lean season began on schedule in Togo, Ghana, Cote d’Ivoire, southern Mali, and Burkina Faso in the central basin. 
However, there is sufficient food availability to meet needs and a good flow of trade from southern surplus areas to 
northern deficit areas. Farmers and traders are regularly unloading their inventories of grain and tuber crops such as yams 
in the face of the good start-of-season conditions for the winter growing season. There is a normal flow of food trade, with 
no official or unusual bans. Most parts of this basin are generally food secure. However, as in the case of the eastern basin, 
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food security conditions for pastoral populations in northeastern Burkina Faso and Mali are steadily deteriorating. Like their 
counterparts in Niger, these pastoral groups are currently highly food insecure with the steady erosion in terms of trade for 
food/livestock and the sharp decline in milk production due to lack of fresh pasture. While less catastrophic than in Niger 
and Chad, current pastoral conditions in this region are troubling, particularly with the lean season for pastoral populations 
at its height. Pastoralists need help guiding them to areas with sufficient new pasture growth to prevent their animals from 
dying in June-July.  
 
In the western basin (Mauritania, Senegal, Gambia, Guinea Bissau, Guinea, Liberia, and Sierra Leone), the lean season is 
already well underway in Liberia, Sierra Leone, and southern Guinea but is only just beginning in southern Senegal, Gambia, 
Guinea Bissau, and northern Guinea. The southern reaches of this basin, including Liberia, Sierra Leone, and southern 
Guinea, have carry-over inventories of local rice and tubers (sweet potato and cassava), processed cassava (gari), and in 
particular, imported rice. There is good food availability and income from the sale of palm oil is giving area residents access 
to all major types of foodstuffs. These areas are generally food secure, with the sole exception of the remote southeastern 
reaches of Liberia and contiguous areas of Guinea, where a World Food Program (WFP) study dating back to April 
categorized 32 percent of rural households, or 2.3 million residents, as food insecure, of which 602,000 (eight percent) 
were classified as severely food insecure. The N’zérékoré, Labé, and Mamou regions have the highest prevalence of food 
insecurity problems. These areas normally get very few shipments of imported rice due to the lack of a road network and 
due to frequent flooding problems at this time of year. 
 
 
Progress of the 2009/2010 growing season  
An examination of satellite rainfall estimates (RFE) shows rainfall activity moving steadily northwards, on schedule, 
throughout the month of May. More specifically, the rains moved northwards across the entire Sahelo-Sudanian zone of 
Chad and the southern part of Niger in the eastern reaches of the Sahel. More towards the west, rainfall activity advanced 
as far as a zonal line (running from east to west) extending from northern Burkina Faso to Mauritania’s southern border 
with Mali, though any precipitation in Senegal was still limited to the southeastern part of the country (Figure 2). Rainfall 
conditions for the month of May were generally good, as illustrated by the rainfall anomalies in Figure 3. In fact, a look at 
satellite estimates (RFE) of cumulative rainfall anomalies for the month in most parts of the region shows anywhere from 
about-average rainfall to a large excess. However, there are reports of rainfall deficits in central and southern Nigeria, 
southern Benin, Ghana, and central-western Cote d’Ivoire, as well as in the far northern reaches of Nigeria (particularly in 
the northeast), in the northernmost border areas of Burkina Faso, in northwestern Niger, in an area extending from Senegal 
to southern Mauritania, and in a narrow belt skirting the coast between Sierra Leone and Senegal and including both 
Guineas. However, these deficits are not having any major effects at this point in the growing season, which is only just 
getting started. In general, the May rains created good water conditions for ongoing planting activities for different types of 
crops in the southern reaches of the Sudanian zone and for crop growth and development in areas of the Sahelian zone 
where crops were planted early. 
 

 

Figure 2. Satellite estimate of cumulative rainfall totals for 
March-May 2010 (mm) 

 
Source: NOAA/USGS/FEWS NET 

Figure 3. Satellite estimate of rainfall anomalies for 
March-May 2010 as a percentage of the average 

 
Source: NOAA/USGS/FEWS NET 
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As predicted last month, the updated El Niño forecast released 
on June 7th confirmed the weakening of this phenomenon, 
reflected in lower ocean surface temperatures (OST) in the 
tropical Pacific. The update also still assumed that the El Niño 
phenomenon would continue to weaken over the next few 
months to a neutral level or, conversely, La Niña conditions 
would begin to emerge as of July. These trends are taken into 
account in the findings by the Seasonal Forecasting Forum for 
West Africa, Chad, and Cameroon (PRESAO), which is 
predicting normal to above-normal cumulative rainfall totals 
for the months of July, August, and September of this year 
across all of West Africa, Chad, and Cameroon (Figure 4). The 
sole exceptions are the far southern reaches of Nigeria and 
northeastern Cameroon, which are expected to see dry 
conditions. These findings were used as input for the Forecast 
Interpretation Tool (FIT) to establish the most likely cumulative 
rainfall scenario for the three-month period from July through 
September (Figure 5). A look at the rainfall anomalies 
established by this model as a percentage of the average 
shows that, in general, rainfall rates in this region are likely to 
be above-average, except in a few locations in southern 
Nigeria and Cameroon. The materialization of this three-month 
cumulative rainfall forecast, with a good spatial-temporal 
distribution of rainfall, would mean good rainfed crop and 
pasture production all across West Africa and Chad, 
particularly in the Sahelian zone. 
 
 
Markets and trade 
Even with the onset of the lean season in just about all areas, 
there is still a normal supply of grain in rural and urban 
markets across the region thanks to a large flow of trade in 
food crops from surplus areas and regular rice imports from 
the international market. What, thus far, are normal start-of-
season conditions for the 2010/11 growing season are 
encouraging farmers and traders to draw down their 
inventories ensuring regular market supplies, except in deficit 
areas of Chad where supplies are as much as 30 percent lower 
than usual. However, so far, there are no reports of any 
shortages. In general, grain prices are stable or moving in line 
with normal seasonal trends, without shooting upwards. 
 
Assistance programs for vulnerable population groups 
mounted by governments and their partners, particularly in at-
risk areas of Niger, Chad, northeastern Mali, and Burkina Faso, include grain sales at subsidized prices, targeted 
distributions of free food aid, ’’cash for work’’ programs, and cash transfer programs. These programs have helped keep 
markets running more or less normally. 
 
On the other hand, as far as market garden produce is concerned, markets across the region have very limited supplies of 
vegetables and other crops, such as tubers, to help diversify the local diet. The market gardening season is winding down 
normally, though this process has been accelerated by this year’s heat and high temperatures, aggravating the already 
generally poor nutritional conditions prevailing at this time of year. However, general price levels are still above-average.  
 

Figure 5. Forecast Interpretation Tool models of 
cumulative rainfall totals for July-August-September in 
mm and rainfall anomalies as a percentage of the average 

 
Source: NOAA/FEWS NET 

Figure 4.  Seasonal rainfall outlook for July-August-
September 2010 for West Africa, Chad, and Cameroon 
(PRESAO-13, May 28, 2010) 

 
Source: PRESAO 
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Good market supplies of corn, imported rice, and substitute foods such as gari and food pastes are giving consumers more 
options and keeping market prices more stable. However, the equilibrium between market supply and demand is 
precarious, particularly in the eastern basin. Any malfunctions due to a halt or slowdown in trade could have dire 
consequences in remote food-short areas where grain is sold from market to market without building up any grain 
inventories, which could lead to localized shortages and surges in prices. Thus, these trade flows need to be closely 
monitored between now and the upcoming harvest season. 
 
In the eastern basin, imports of millet and sorghum from 
markets in northern Nigeria into Niger are increasingly 
affected by the rise in the value of the naira (Figure 6). The 
pilgrimage to Mecca, which begins next month (as does 
the demand for nairas from thousands of citizens of Niger 
planning to travel to Mecca through Nigeria) will only 
strengthen this trend. Countries like Niger and Chad will 
resort to importing rice (with a price which could go up), 
coarse grain crops from Cameroon, Mali, Ghana, and 
Burkina Faso, and/or processed wheat products from 
Algeria and Libya.  
 
The WFP is currently buying grain in Mali and Benin for its 
assistance programs in Niger and has signed other 
contracts for regional procurements in Togo and Ghana. 
These purchased grain supplies should be available for 
distribution by July. 
 
However, there is a problem brewing in the Benin-Niger trade corridor which could disrupt the regular flow of trade 
between these two countries. More specifically, the government of Benin is planning to establish new regulations affecting 
oil exports by that country. Already, nearly 2,000 MT of vegetable oil procured by the WFP on international markets have 
been held up in the port of Cotonou waiting to be unloaded and shipped to Niger since May 19th of this year. Traders in 
Niger are considering boycotting the port of Cotonou, which could affect trade flows as well as food prices. Changing ports 
would increase delivery times and transportation costs, with these additional costs passed on in prices for imports such as 
milk, rice, sugar, oil, etc. 
 
Despite all these problems, in general, nominal May prices for corn were down in provisioning markets in both Kano 
(Nigeria) and Malanville (Benin), holding at levels of 10 and 11 percent, respectively, above the nominal seasonal average. 
Prices in retail markets in Niamey (Niger) and N’Djamena (Chad) were a little high, where May prices topped the nominal 
average by five percent in Niamey and 27 percent in N’Djamena. May prices for millet were moderately high compared with 
the nominal average for that month (topping that figure by 13 percent in N’Djamena, 28 percent in Niamey, and 33 percent 
in Kano). 
 
Food supplies in markets in the central basin are normal, where prices are still close to seasonal averages despite the 
beginning of the lean season. Nominal May prices for millet were up by 10 percent from last year in the Ouagadougou 
market (a retail market) in Burkina Faso and unchanged in the Ségou market (a production market) in Mali. Price levels are 
higher than last year, with May prices on these same markets topping the nominal five-year average for that month by 21 
and 12 percent, respectively, versus 35 and 19 percent in March. Millet prices in both of these markets in the central basin 
have region-wide imports. In general, prices for corn were five to 27 percent below prices for May of last year and the 
nominal average for the month.  
 
Markets in the western basin are still reporting regular supplies of imported rice, the main food crop currently consumed in 
that basin, as well as coarse grains such as millet and corn in Senegal and gari in Liberia, Sierra Leone, and Guinea. There 
are no reports of any shortages. With the beginning of the lean season in this area, there is a small, normal, seasonal 
upswing in millet prices with the general tightening of supplies of local millet crops at this time of year and imports of millet 
crops from more distant markets in Mali into central Senegal and areas bordering Mauritania. 
 

Figure 6. Monthly trends in the exchange rate for the CFA franc 
(XOF) versus the naira (NGN), in other words, the cost of buying 
one NGN in XOF, for the past two years 

Source: OANDA (Selling rates) 
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In general, nominal grain prices for May of this year in major crop-producing areas (Kaolack for millet and Ziguinchor in 
Senegal for corn) were unchanged from the same time last year. In contrast, nominal May prices for millet in Senegalese 
markets were six to 20 percent above the five-year average for that month. 
 
Generally speaking, nominal May prices for rice were down from nominal price levels in May of last year by five percent in 
Mauritania and by 19 to 26 percent in Senegal. Prices in Guinea were up slightly, or by three percent. May prices for rice on 
major markets across the region were anywhere from two to 41 percent above the nominal average for that month. 
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