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GUATEMALA Food Security Update	 October 2007 

	 Food and nutrition security is stable in Guatemala. The 
primera harvest was good and it improved basic foods 
availability. In addition, the season's highest demand for 
unskilled labor for the cutting of coffee and sugar cane 
started in October, and it is foreseen to be a good source 
of income for one million people from poor households. 

	 The highland’s annual harvest and the maize and beans 
postrera harvest in the rest of the country will come out in 
November and December. Good harvests are expected, 
which will ensure food availability and income for poor 
households until the next hunger season (April‐
September). 

	 The price of the basic food basket continues to be above 
normal, as a result of high international maize and fuel 
prices. Though maize prices are expected to decrease with 
the forthcoming harvests in the next few months, high 
prices are stilling food access for poor households. 

Figure 1. Current estimated food security conditions, 
fourth quarter 2007 (October to December) 

Source: MFEWS 

Seasonal calendar and critical events 

Food and nutrition security situation 

Food and nutritional security is stable in Guatemala, despite high maize prices. This stability is due to a good seasonal labor 
demand, together with good availability of food following a good primera harvest. According to Ministry of Agriculture and 
Livestock, the primera maize crop yield, harvested in August and September, is above that of last year, while the beans 
harvest is the same as last year. This pattern is expected to continue in the postrera harvest that is due in November and 
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December. Thus, food reserves and income from the sale of staple cereals are anticipated to be within the normal range 
this year. The highlands’s single maize harvest is also due in November and December, and it, too, is expected to be within 
the normal range. Despite localized losses in the postrera harvest, it is expected that national availability will remain stable, 
as the area planted was larger this year than in previous years. 

Excessive rainfall in September in southwestern areas damaged road and houses, polluted water sources, and inhibited 
development of sesame seed crops, especially in the municipalities of Retalhuleu and, in Ocos, San Marcos. Sesame seed is 
a cash crop, and the income it generates is spent, mainly, in the purchase of inputs for the next planting season. For this 
reason, potential reductions in yields for this crop are not expected to have a significant impact on food and nutrition 
security in the short term (the sesame seed harvest is due in November‐December). Should an impact occur, it will be 
reflected in reduced planting capacity in April/May 2008, when land preparation for primera sowing begins. 

The demand for unskilled labor in agriculture is the 
main source of income for poor Guatemalan 
households. Demand for unskilled labor is highest 
from October to March every year, coffee and sugar 
cane cutting activities, which require the most labor, 
are underway. Around one million people will be 
hired for these activities during this season (500,000 
– 700,000 individuals for cutting coffee and 200,000 
– 300,000 persons for cutting sugar cane). This is a 
normal to slightly above‐normal booking compared 
to other seasons, due to a slight increase in 
production. The cutting of coffee has already 
started in the Pacific Coastal Plain or Bocacosta 
(area located between 700 to 1,000 meters (2,296 
to 3,280 feet) above sea level in the South of the 
country. 

Figure 2. Sources of income in livelihood zone 5 (highland) 

Source: MFEWS, Livelihoods Study, 2005 

The majority of unskilled labor for cutting coffee migrates from the highlands. The sale of unskilled labor is the main source 
of income for the poor and the extremely poor households of this zone (Figure 2). In the northeastern region of the 
country, the most important source of income is also the sale of unskilled labor, but for the harvest of melon (that is 
presently in progress), tomato, and sweet pepper. This activity represents more than 90 percent of the income for the 
group living in extreme poverty in this area. 

The availability of these employment sources will secure income for these households until March‐April 2008. The 
generation of income coincides with the harvest season, and is used to fulfill other needs besides food, including the 
purchase of inputs for the next cropping season. The hunger season at the household level will begin again in May/June 
2008, when the reserves of staple cereals harvested in 2007 and income are depleted. 

Prices 

The price of white maize has decreased slightly, although it remains above last year’s price due to high international prices 
(Figure 3). It is expected that maize prices will continue decreasing as new harvests become available until the end of the 
year. Maize prices in neighboring countries are similar to those in Guatemala. Thus, it is not expected that an unusual flow 
of Guatemalan maize towards those countries will occur, as was forecast in previous months. The prices of beans and rice 
have also remained relatively stable. 

International wheat and fuel price increases have had a significant impact on the price of bread, in addition to that of 
tortillas, which form the nutritional base of the country. This year’s highest price increase in the basic food basket took 
place in September. This poses an important threat to the purchasing capacity of the poorest households, jeopardizing 
their food access. 
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Figure 3. Nominal consumer staple cereal prices in Quetzals/lb, October 1, 2007 “La Terminal” market, Guatemala City 
Maize Beans Rice 

Source: Prepared by MFEWS with data from MAGA, UOR and UPIE/Information Area 
Exchange rate: US$ 1 = Q 7.75, October 2, 2007 

Weather threats to food and nutrition security 

The annual hurricane season ends in November. However, 
taking into consideration that the establishment of the La Niña 
phenomenon attracts storms towards Central America (Figure 
4), the risk of hurricane impacts persist until the end of 
November. A storm or hurricane at this time of year could 
cause losses in subsistence farming, unskilled labor sources, 
pollution of water sources, emergence of diseases, and 
damage to infrastructure. 

Figure 4. Potential hurricane paths during the La Niña 
events 

Source: NOAA 


