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MALI Food Security Update 	 November 2008 

	 The 2008/09 growing season is the best season on 
record since the country first began collecting crop 
production data. Good grain availability from the 
ongoing harvest and favorable conditions in neighboring 
countries bode for a good nationwide food outlook for 
2009. 

All parts of the country are reporting good grazing and 
watering conditions for livestock. Animals are well‐
fattened and animal production levels are good. 

	 

	 Harvesting activities are being stepped up in crop‐
growing areas across the country. The good harvest 
forecast for the 2008/09 season will be crucial in driving 
down prices on retail markets around the country, which 
still have more than adequate grain supplies. Grain 
prices across the board are running higher than last year 
and above the five‐year average for the same time of 
year. 

	 Despite the recent lull in violence, continuing problems 
with armed Tuareg bandits in the northeastern reaches of the Kidal region, particularly in the municipality of 
Tinzawatène, suggest the need for stepped‐up vigilance in that area. 

Figure 1. Current food security assessment, October to 
December 2008 

Source: FEWS NET Mali 
Click on www.fews.net/FoodInsecurityScale 

for more information on the FEWS NET food insecurity severity scale. 

Seasonal calendar and critical events 

Source: FEWS NET Mali 

Current food situation 

The pattern of frequent, regular rainfall during this past season improved animal grazing and watering conditions in all parts 
of the country. The condition of fattened animals has improved and milk production is booming, bolstering the food 
supplies and income of pastoralist households. Farm families in major crop‐growing areas across the country are stepping 
up their harvesting activities. This households depend on crops from the current winter growing season to meet most of 
their food needs. 
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Good grain availability from the 2008/09 growing season and favorable conditions in neighboring countries bode for a good 
household food situation in 2009. In theory, unlike price trends in the past few years, there should not be a steep rise in 
prices next year. However, there is a real fear that farm‐gate prices could take a nosedive, which would help grain‐
purchasing consumers but would be extremely prejudicial to grain farmers. Suggested measures for preventing a free‐fall in 
prices from hurting the nation’s farmers include rebuilding government and community food reserves as soon as the 
harvest is brought in, promoting agro‐processing activities, and facilitating the free movement of travelers and goods to and 
from subregional countries such as Burkina Faso, Cote d’Ivoire, Mauritania, Niger, Senegal, etc. 

The current stabilization period for grain prices should be followed by a normal seasonal downswing in prices. Even with 
recent price trends, millet prices are still generally running higher than last year and above the five‐year average for the 
same time of year. Households in all parts of the country still have access to regularly provisioned grain markets. Grain 
availability is keeping pace with demand and will improve as harvesting activities for the 2008/09 season are stepped up. 

With its adverse climatic conditions, the northern part of the country is generally considered a food‐insecure area. The 
chronic food shortages there are due partly to grain production deficits and partly to its extreme isolation. Conditions for 
the implementation of food access strategies such as craft‐making, small‐scale trading, truck farming, and out‐migration by 
area residents are looking good. 

Despite the recent lull in violence, continuing problems with armed Tuareg bandits in the northeastern reaches of the Kidal 
region, particularly in the municipality of Tinzawatène, suggest the need for stepped‐up vigilance in this area. Civil security 
threats could block supply channels for residents and possibly force them to relocate to more secure areas, exposing them 
to possible disruptions in their coping mechanisms and creating food access problems. 

Grain production forecast for 2008/09 

The extremely good grain production forecast for this growing season is materializing. This forecast was based on this year’s 
exceptionally good pattern of rainfall, high‐water levels on rivers and streams, the light damage caused by crop predators, 
and the smooth progress of farming activities. The earlier than usual onset of the rains and the good spatial‐temporal 
distribution of rainfall throughout the rainy season allowed for the timely planting of crops and helped maintain a proper 
water balance to meet crop water requirements. In addition, the government’s so‐called “Rice Initiative” helped improve 
access to fertilizer. These good conditions were largely responsible for this year’s extremely good cropping levels (Table 1), 
and are the reason that crop maintenance activities are going so well. 

Table 1.  Projected area under crops for the 2008/09 growing season (in hectares) 

Regions 
Grain crops 

Millet Sorghum Rice Corn Fonio Wheat/Barley All grains 
Kayes 52 468 238 626 3 191 67 103 8 078 0 369 465 
Koulikoro 238 991 215 636 17 724 36 404 854 40 509 608 
Sikasso 240 737 307 638 60 918 201 991 4 147 40 815 432 
Ségou 539 845 172 079 142 504 22 097 13 712 100 890 237 
Mopti 443 784 35 821 178 758 1 147 12 950 0 672 461 
Timbuktu 88 327 9 391 49 452 281 0 5 064 147 450 
Gao 11 321 7 176 31 369 0 0 170 49 867 
Total all regions 1 615 473 986 367 483 916 329 023 39 740 5 414 3 454 520 

Data sources: CPS/SDR, EAC, Joint CILSS/FAO/FEWS NET Mission, October 2008 

An estimated 3,454,520 hectares of land were planted in grain crops, which is just under the figure for the 2007/08 growing 
season, or 3,528,313 hectares. However, the size of the area planted in rice was 23 percent larger than last season and 19 
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percent above the five‐year average. Likewise, the size of the area planted in wheat was roughly 53 percent larger than last 
season and 133 percent above the five‐year average (Table 2). 

Table 2. Comparison of the area under crops in 2008/09 with the five-year average and 2007/08 

Grain crops 

Years 

2003/04 - 2007/08 
average 

2007/08 
season 

2008/09 
season 

Difference 
2008/09 vs 

2003/04 – 2007/08 
avg 

Difference 
2008/09 vs 

2007/08 

Coarse grains 2 354 565 3 132 914 2 970 604 26.16 -5.18 

Rice 405 007 391 869 483 916 19.48 23.49 

Wheat/Barley 2 321 3 530 5 414 133.22 53.37 

Total 2 761 894 3 528 313 3 459 934 25.27 -1.94 
Data sources: CPS/SDR, EAC, Joint CILSS/FAO/FEWS NET Mission, October 2008 

The Current Agricultural Survey (EAC) is primarily designed to help calculate crop production in general and grain 
production in particular, and produce a grain balance sheet (supplying data on grain availability and on‐farm inventories). 
The EAC for the 2008/2009 season required the services of 113 interviewers, 39 auditors, and 21 supervisors. The survey 
process is divided into two phases: (i) a grain production forecasting phase, generally conducted in late September or early 
October (before the harvest) based on information reported by farmers and the condition of crops; and (ii) a final harvest 
assessment phase, after the weighing of crops from measured areas using plate meters. The survey covered all regions of 
the country with the exception of Bamako District, where there is very little farming activity, and the Kidal region, for 
security reasons. The sampling base was all sample enumeration districts from the General Agricultural Census (RGA 
2004/2005). The sampling process consisted of drawing 501 enumeration districts from the RGA 2004/2005 sampling base 
and observing this sub‐sample over the course of the growing season. 

The grain production forecast is based on interviews of farmers, focusing specifically on their expected output from a given 
plot for the current growing season and on last year’s output from that same plot. The information collected in these 
interviews was used to establish a ratio for the two reported figures, which was applied to the final production figure for 
last season in order to extrapolate a production forecast for this season. Measurements of crop yields are already in 
progress and will eventually (by January or February of 2009) help calculate final production figures for the current growing 
season from plate meter measurements for sample plots. 

This year’s agricultural survey is projecting a record grain harvest. In fact, the quantitative pre‐harvest assessment by the 
joint CILSS/FAO/FEWS NET mission conducted in conjunction with interested specialized Malian government agencies from 
October 27th through October 31st of this year puts grain production at 4,056,556 metric tons (Table 3). 

Table 3.  Breakdown of grain production by region (in metric tons) 

Regions 
Grain crops 

Millet Sorghum Rice Corn Fonio Wheat/Barley All crops 

Kayes 43 154 229 114 4 073 108 744 7 468 0 392 554 

Koulikoro 195 932 202 312 43 510 55 771 512 66 498 103 

Sikasso 236 050 293 158 114 955 338 508 2 759 66 985 495 

Ségou 440 330 157 922 707 086 29 286 9 019 250 1 343 893 

Mopti 274 845 26 833 293 342 716 8 492 0 604 228 

Timbuktu 45 342 16 957 116 279 365 0 12 596 191 538 

Gao 5 873 4 189 30 513 0 0 170 40 745 

All regions 1 241 526 930 485 1 309 758 533 389 28 250 13 148 4 056 556 
Data sources: CPS/SDR, EAC; Joint CILSS/FAO/FEWS NET Mission, October 2008 
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This production forecast for the 2008/09 season is 4.4 percent higher than last year’s production figure of 3,885,477 metric 
tons and 17.7 percent above the five‐year average (3,446,298 MT) (Table 4). 

Table 4. Grain production forecast for 2008/09 compared with 2007/08 and the five-year average (2004/2007) (in MT) 

Grain crops 

Years 

2007/08 2008/09 
2003/04-
2007/08 
average 

Difference 2008/09 
vs 2007/08 (%) 

Difference 2008/09 vs 
2003/04 - 2007/08 

average (%) 
Coarse grains 2 794 508 2 733 650 2 491 429 -2.18 9.72 
Rice 1 082 384 1 309 758 947 549 21.01 38.23 
Wheat/Barley 8 585 13 148 7 320 55.11 81.92 
Total 3 885 477 4 056 556 3 446 298 4.4 17.7 

Data sources: CPS/SDR, EAC; Joint CILSS/FAO/FEWS NET Mission, October 2008 

This is the best growing season on record since the country began collecting crop production data in 1964 and bodes well 
for an improvement in the food situation in 2009. Shipments of increasingly large quantities of fresh crops to local markets 
should help speed up the seasonal downswing in grain prices. This downward trend in prices is expected to spread to all 
markets across the country in the next few months, raising the prospect of a free‐fall in farm‐gate prices, which would help 
grain‐purchasing consumers but would be extremely prejudicial to grain farmers. Suggested measures for preventing a free‐
fall in prices from hurting the nation’s farmers include rebuilding government and community food reserves as soon as the 
harvest is brought in, capacity‐building for agro‐processing industries, and facilitating the free movement of travelers and 
goods to and from subregional countries. 

Conditions in livestock‐raising areas 

In general, all major agropastoral areas of the country still 
have good pasture resources, although green vegetation 
is beginning to wither. There are earlier than usual 
reports of scattered brushfires in the Koulikoro region and 
on certain rangelands in the Sahelian zone. Right now, 
most annual grasses are in the heading, flowering, and 
maturation stages of development. 

The growth stages and general condition of flood‐
irrigated grassland areas (bourgoutières) in the Mopti, 
Timbuktu, and Gao regions are also generally good. An 
examination of satellite images of the condition of 
vegetation based on the Normalized Difference 
Vegetation Index (NDVI) in the first dekad of November of 
this year shows thick plant cover across a large part of the 
country (Figure 2). 

Animal watering conditions are also good. The levels of 
surface watering holes are more than adequate, giving 
livestock easy access to water. In general, fattened 
animals are in good shape and animal production levels are good. 

Migratory animal herds are still ensconced in their usual rainy season grazing and holding areas, while sedentary herds are 
making short loops around farming villages and hamlets. 

Figure 2. Condition of vegetation (NDVI) in the first dekad 
of November 

Source: USGS, FEWS NET Mali 
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Markets, trade, and food access 

The rise in prices beginning early this year on markets across the country continued unchecked until November. Right now, 
prices are holding steady or moving downwards as market supplies increase with deliveries of fresh crops from ongoing 
harvests. The downturn in prices in grain‐producing areas across the Koulikoro, Ségou, Sikasso, and Mopti regions has been 
so sharp that there is a real fear of a free‐fall in farm‐gate prices. 

The good outlook for the 2008/09 growing season caused grain prices on retail markets in regional capitals around the 
country to begin leveling off in early November. Prices on certain markets continued to rise, though with extremely small 
margins of fluctuation. In theory, this trend 
should give way to a normal seasonal 
downswing in prices, which should gather 
momentum as harvesting activities are stepped 
up. 

Average retail prices for millet rose eight 
percent between October and early November 
in Kayes and Ségou, five percent in Timbuktu, 
four percent in Koulikoro, and two percent in 
Bamako. Elsewhere, prices held virtually steady. 
Despite recent trends, prices across the country 
are still running higher than last year and above 
the five‐year average for the same time of year 
(Figure 3). 

The downturn in prices should pick up speed in 
the next few months with shipments of 
increasingly large quantities of fresh crops to 
markets across the country. Crop production 
levels and favorable conditions in neighboring 
countries are expected to keep 2009 prices well under this year’s soaring price levels. 

Figure 3. Nominal retail prices for millet on markets in regional 
capitals   
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Source: OMA; Graphic by FEWS NET Mali 

These market trends should strengthen the buying power of grain‐purchasing households on retail markets. On the other 
hand, a collapse in prices would be prejudicial to farming households, whose income is largely generated by sales of grain 
crops. The start‐up of stock‐building activities for government and community food reserves as soon as the harvest is 
brought in could prop up prices and prevent farmers from having to sell their grain at distress prices. Other suggested 
measures include the creation of agro‐processing industries and efforts to facilitate the free movement of travelers and 
goods to and from subregional countries. 


