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The year in review – lessons for the future 
 
The year 2000 has witnessed a continuation and deepening of the crisis in the Horn of Africa as a result of 
drought and conflict. During the year emergency relief was required in each of the ten countries in the 
Greater Horn. The numbers involved at the height of the crisis were the greatest since the catastrophic 
famine of the mid 1980’s. The WFP food operation alone (excluding support to refugees) requested 1.8 MMT 
of food relief for around 18 million people (see the FEWS NET regional report for August 2000). 
 
Drawing from the experience in 2000 we ask what lessons can we learn for the future. Using examples with 
regional relevance what challenges and priorities can we identify? The effectiveness of early warning 
systems are examined with the need to adapt systems to monitor pastoral areas, the urban poor, victims of 
conflict within the context of improved livelihood analysis and more rigorous and standardized nutritional 
information. The issues which have both contributed to and impeded the success of relief responses are 
discussed; the timing of aid deliveries, the balance between food and non-food interventions, the knowledge 
gained from impact assessments, and the impact of changes in coordination structures in designing and 
delivering aid.  
 
Beyond this two more fundamental questions are asked. Firstly, what is happening to the underlying trends 
of poverty and vulnerability and how should an awareness of these trends modify our intervention strategies. 
Secondly, we ask “was famine averted” in the Horn during 2000? This analysis is intended to contribute to 
redesigning interventions in the coming year. 

 
1. Lessons Drawn from Responding to the Crisis of 2000 
 
Building Early Warning Systems 
 
In general, there are well established Early Warning Systems (EWS) in most of the region, utilizing both 
donor and government resources. In Burundi and Djibouti effective early warning systems still need to be 
established, but this is the exception. These EWS worked adequately to predict the two most serious drought 
related crises (Kenya and Ethiopia) well in advance. Even in Somali Region of Ethiopia—admittedly the most 
dramatically affected place in early 2000—there were adequate indications of a problem.  However, we need 
to creatively adapt our EWS to deal with the evolving challenges: 
 
Improved Pastoral EWS EWS still tend to be designed for agricultural production systems—the major 
exception is the government managed EWS in northern Kenya. As many pastoral areas are chronically 
vulnerable and the epicenter of the current crisis affected pastoralists, appropriate EWS need to be 
established. As the major pastoral groups also span national borders these systems also need to be 
regionally linked. This is a major lesson learnt and is already being acted upon—the regional consolidated 
UN appeal will include a ‘pastoral’ component and at national level pastoral EWS are being supported. 
  
Monitoring Urban Vulnerability and Conflict The needs of urban populations is of increasing concern. 
However, their situation is rarely monitored by existing EWS. Urban populations tend to be indirect 
beneficiaries on the back of a crisis centered in the rural economy. Shocks from regional conflicts and 
insecurity, for example the Ethiopia / Eritrea war and the continuing civil war in southern Sudan, are 
generally not well predicted. Although this problem has been acknowledged, progress in establishing a 
conflict EWS has been slow. 
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The Crisis of 2000 and the Emergency Food 
Security Reserve in Ethiopia 
 
During 1999-2000, Ethiopia suffered its worst food 
security crisis since 1984-85. Since the famines of the 
mid-1980s, both the government and external donors have 
invested heavily in institutional improvements for famine 
prevention in Ethiopia, including a major expansion in the 
strategic food grains reserve held by the Emergency Food 
Security Reserve (EFSR).  Despite adequate early 
warning, however, in run-up to the crisis in early 2000, 
stocks of the EFSR dropped to levels well below the 
minimum on which the reserve is supposed to function. At 
the peak of the crisis in April 2000, the EFSR was owed a 
total of nearly 300,000 MT of food that had been loaned 
to emergency response agencies against a donor pledge to 
repay. Total available grain in reserve was equivalent to 
less than two weeks worth of emergency requirements, 
and much of the debt was 6-12 months old. The length of 
time it took to repay and the amount of the debt was such 
that a major institutional response—set up specifically to 
buy time and enable a rapid response time in the event of 
a serious crisis—was seriously impaired at the moment it 
was most needed to avert a disaster.   Understanding how 
this situation developed and how to prevent it happening 
again is a matter of urgent concern to the humanitarian 
community.  

  
Building Livelihood Baselines Even where EW 
information is available there is often a problem 
in translating this information into appropriate 
response recommendations. In the absence of 
baseline information on the local economies, 
assets and depth of coping strategies, it is hard 
to interpret EW signals. Consequently this tends 
to slow down the formulation and implementation 
of a response. 
 
Using Nutritional Information The 
measurement of acute malnutrition offers one of 
the few potentially standardized benchmarks for 
measurement and review of a crisis. However, 
inconsistent methods tend to mean that the 
potential is rarely realized. A region-wide 
technical review to clarify standard procedures 
for sampling, measurement, analysis and 
reporting, as well as tools for interpretation and 
strategic planning, is urgently required.  
 
Emergency Responses, Evaluation and 
Coordination 
 
The crisis in 2000 led to a massive consolidated 
UN appeal; for Ethiopia, Djibouti and Kenya this 
totaled $353 million for the June to December 
period alone. Against this there was an relatively 
good donor response, compared to previous 
years. Figures compiled in October showed that 
over $252 million (71% of the appeal) was 
pledged—with the major contribution of $193 million coming from the US. Within the context of a generous 
response there are important lessons to be learnt. 
 
Timing of Food Aid Deliveries The agencies 
involved in food relief deliveries are continually 
striving to narrow the time gap between 
identifying needs and delivering relief assistance. 
However, a problem was still evident in 2000. 
This problem affected nearly all the programs in 
the region and resulted in major shortfalls in 
deliveries in late 1999 and early 2000. These 
were not corrected until later in 2000. Figure 1 
illustrates the case of Ethiopia. Coming at a time 
of deepening drought this exacerbated the 
growing crisis. The delays in food arrivals 
overwhelmed the capacity of local reserves in 
both Kenya and Ethiopia (see box story).  
 
Balancing Food and Non-Food Assistance 
The delivery of food aid is a relative success 
story in comparison to the non-food sectors. The 
ability of WFP to attract resources is in stark contrast to pledges to other UN agencies (figure 2). This data 
shows that by mid October the WFP appeal was over 80% subscribed, but the average for other UN bodies 
was just over 20%. Significantly over 96% of the total donor resources were allocated on emergency food 

Figure 1  Shortfall in Food Distributions (MT) in Ethiopia  
                in 1999/2000 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Source:  DPPC Fortnightly Bulletins, WFP 
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aid. Even allowing for fact that much of the non-food relief was channeled directly through NGOs, there is 
clearly a massive imbalance. Food aid in isolation is a blunt and inadequate instrument to adequately 
address a humanitarian crisis.  
 

The skewed allocation of resources is highlighted 
in many of the (draft) appeal documents for 2001. 
Several hypotheses could be advanced to explain 
this. The availability of agricultural surpluses in 
the west partly underpins the generous in-kind 
food aid donations. Existing early warning 
systems tend to be oriented towards food aid 
recommendations and contribute to the under 
recognition of non food needs. The collaborative 
planning structures, which underpin credible food 
aid requests, are generally not as well evolved in 
the other sectors and Government partners in the 
non-food sector are often less adept in designing 
‘emergency’ interventions.  However to create a 
more balanced response, the reasons need to be 
fully understood and concerted action taken by all 
the actors. 
 
Evaluating Interventions Given the massive 

food relief operation in 2000, the general lack of investment in impact assessment stands out. There have 
been some national “Lessons Learnt” exercises, notably in Uganda and an on-going exercise in Ethiopia. 
Monitoring of food distributions has been conducted fairly routinely. However, there are relatively few 
examples of studies which have attempted to answer fundamental questions, through field assessment, on 
the role of food aid in consumption and protecting assets. Without this information our ability to reprogram 
interventions in the coming year is seriously undermined. 
 
Coordination Structures One of the biggest successes of the management of the current crisis has been 
the improved coordination between Governments, UN agencies, NGOs and Donors. This is particularly 
evident in Kenya and Tanzania. Other countries such as Somalia already have well established coordination 
structures, while some, such as Uganda, have recognized the need to strengthen them. This coordination 
has resulted in an efficient sharing of information, consensus on the problem specification, better response 
planning and ultimately improved funding. It has also had the positive effect of creating more flexibility for 
integrated Government / UN / NGO interventions. This process should be sustained and improved upon and 
where necessary all actors need to be encouraged to engage through these structures to fully coordinate the 
use of resources. Coordination has also improved within the UN, especially between sectors, under OCHA 
with the consolidated appeal process. While this is generally seen as positive step, there is clearly still far to 
go to ensure that consolidated appeals are based on a continuing process involving inter-agency 
assessment, dialogue and planning.  
 
 

2. Increased Destitution and “Chronically Acute” Emergencies 
 
1999-2000 was marked by the rapidity with which relatively minor shocks led to the rapid deterioration of 
humanitarian conditions.  While there was a serious and prolonged drought in the pastoral areas of East 
Africa, in the Ethiopian highlands—home to close to half of all people affected in 2000—a series of relatively 
minor shocks set up this crisis during 1999.   
 
Increasing Vulnerability to Minor Shocks One explanation for this is an underlying process of destitution 
that is leaving increasing numbers of people with inadequate assets to weather even a relatively minor 
shock—including groups traditionally believed to reasonably resilient—leading to the deterioration of social 
safety nets that might have previously helped to absorb the impact of shocks. It now appears that this region 
may be facing a period of “chronically acute” emergencies that might not even be triggered by conventional 

Figure 2  Funding to the UN Emergency Appeal for 
Ethiopia, Kenya & Djibouti. Summary of requirements 
and contributions, June to December 2000. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Source:  Compiled by OCHA (as of 13th October 2000) 
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shocks.  Several practices of the humanitarian community have probably contributed to this process.  
Targeting only the poorest may be one contributing factor—virtually ensuring that somewhat better-off people 
will have to sell off assets and will be among the poorest the next time around. A major study is getting 
underway in Ethiopia to document these processes. 
 

Gaps in Response  Across the region 
there have been gaps—some large, 
some relatively insignificant—between 
assessed food requirements and actual 
food aid available for distribution, in spite 
of there being no global shortage of food 
aid.  Figure 3 compares the assessed 
requirements with actual food aid 
distribution over recent years in Ethiopia.  
The proportion of requirements met in 
2000 is relatively high, but twice in the 
past three years, only about half the 
assessed requirements were met.  So 
long as there was no noticeable increase 
in malnutrition or mortality, the 
humanitarian community was prepared to 
tolerate these gaps.  However, the rapid 
deterioration in both nutritional status and 
mortality in 2000 highlights the loss of 

assets that probably made up the difference between requirements and available assistance over recent 
years.   
 
Implications This discussion raises several important issues.  The first regards the manner in which early 
warning information is gathered and analyzed.  While EW systems worked fairly well during 1999-2000, 
systems are generally not well geared to the monitoring of assets and coping capacity—indicators of this 
underlying process of destitution.  The second is the need to re-think the use of food aid for chronic food 
insecurity.  Emergency programming cannot be a substitute for sound, long-term improvements in people’s 
livelihoods, nor can humanitarian operations be a substitute for dealing with underlying political causes of 
food insecurity. If the situation can now practically be described as “chronically acute,” what are the 
implications for the use of food aid as a safety net?  What are the alternative strategies that will leave 
communities more—not less—resilient to shocks?  Can adequate resources be made available in a 
sufficiently flexible manner to enable these strategies?  These should be crucial policy debates in the coming 
months. 
 
The international community must not lose sight of the fact that for many, a conventional “recovery” in terms 
of improved weather, improved livestock conditions, and better prices, will not spell the end of the “crisis.”  It 
is this rapidly growing chronically vulnerable group whose longer-term livelihood prospects must be 
addressed, and many of our conventional tools for addressing the problem are of dubious value. 
 
 

3.  Conclusion:  Famine Averted? 
 
Across the international humanitarian community, a consensus of “famine averted” prevails as 2000 draws to 
a close.  With the exception of Gode, the humanitarian response in 2000 was able to prevent a major loss of 
human life and massive distress migration.  Some creative uses of food aid and non-food responses were 
piloted.  However, while a major crisis was averted in 2000, there are several reasons for the humanitarian 
community to guard against complacency. 
 
Scope of the Crisis Compared to Severity of Causes 2000 was not “the big one.” Despite the fact that the 
sheer number of people affected was probably the highest region-wide since the catastrophic famines of the 
mid-1980s, the crisis of 2000 represented the conjunction of several causal factors, but none of them (with 

Figure 3  Ethiopia Food Aid Requirements and Actual 
Distributions 1995 – 2000 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 Source:  WFP EMOP 6218, DPPC (1995 – 1999 data) OCHA 
(2000) 
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the exception of the drought in the pastoral areas) represented a catastrophic set of causal factors. The 
circumstances that can trigger a crisis on the scale of 2000 are, in themselves, significantly less “serious” 
now than they were fifteen years ago.  In the future, EWS will have to pick up more minor fluctuations over a 
broader range of causal factors in order to give adequate warning of adverse conditions.  The buffering 
mechanisms in place at the moment need to be improved in order to buy the time necessary to mount a 
major response in the future.  The actual operational capacity and the political will to mount a response to a 
really large-scale crisis—such as a complete failure of the meher rains in Ethiopia—remain question marks in 
the wake of the experience of 2000. 
  
Timing of Responses While the overall level of food aid response in 2000 looks fairly good, there were long 
delay in actual deliveries (as opposed to pledges) of food aid to Ethiopia and Kenya in late 1999 and early 
2000 that drained reserves and resulted in shortfalls in food available for distribution for several months.  
Little information exists to demonstrate the impact of these delays on the overall development of the crisis, 
but they can only be presumed to have had an adverse effect.   
 
Measuring “Success” The international humanitarian community must discipline itself with the same kind of 
criteria for “success” and “failure” as the development community has begun to adopt.  With the exception of 
direct nutritional interventions, monitoring and evaluation of emergency response efforts remains limited 
mostly to logistical tracking and in some cases, end-use monitoring.   It is very difficult to say whether the 
operations of 2000 were a “success” because there is so little information available about impact.  The 
available information is geographically and temporally scattered, methodologically ad hoc—and therefore 
very difficult to aggregate.  Because impact information is scarce, there is little reflection on lessons learned 
and overall strategic improvements required. 
 
Loss of Assets While major loss of human life was averted, the damage to livelihoods and assets resulting 
from the crisis of 2000 has been heavy.  Again, reliable information is a major constraint to drawing 
conclusions, but in this area, a number of studies are underway that should shed light on the extent of the 
problems—and point the way to strategies for rebuilding assets.  While “saving livelihoods saves lives” has 
been a catch phrase for the humanitarian community for several years, this has probably been the biggest 
failure of the collective humanitarian effort in 2000.  If this region faces an increased likelihood of chronic 
acute crises, the rebuilding of the assets and livelihoods of vulnerable populations is surely the only viable 
long-term strategy. 
 


