
 

 

 

Mauritania Food Security Update: 
September 25, 2000 

Summary 
The erratic rainfall that characterized the second dekad (10-day period) of August and the first 
dekad of September has had a significant impact on rainfed crops. Although seasonal 
cumulative rainfall was higher than normal and near the levels recorded in 1999, an exceptional 
season, farmers are worried in Brakna, Guidimaka, northern Assaba and southeast Hodh El 
Chargui Wilayas. Crops had to be planted several times and only those in low-lying areas and 
riverbeds have sufficient moisture. 
Caterpillars (sesami) were reported by many farmers, some of whom reduced the areas they 
had planned for sorghum and planted cowpeas (niébé) and watermelons instead as a way to 
reduce losses from caterpillars. The locust situation is still quiet, but grasshoppers pose a clear 
threat to dieri (rainfed) crops mostly in the Guidimaka and southeastern Gorgol Wilayas. 
Water levels are very good in the dams and tributary rivers, but the annual cresting of the Senegal 
River is considerably late. River flood recession areas (walo) stayed dry until the end of August. 
The River level rose very slowly and, by the end of the first dekad in September, had only reached 
the lower-lying areas. Since September 11, its level has risen very fast but farmers still doubt 
whether they can produce a crop. Irrigated crops are doing well, but the area planted is below what 
was forecasted. This year, date production has been particularly poor. 
Analysis of vegetation indexes from the third dekad of July to the first dekad of September 
shows a good development of pastureland which, advancing northward, has already reached 
the center of the country (southern Tagant Wilaya). Livestock health is good and the 
physiological status of ruminants has clearly improved. However, despite available pastures in 
the central zones of the country, cattle are still in the south of the country. 
Near the end of August, the government raised fuel prices by 20.9%, leading to increases in the 
prices of services and imported food. Prices of traditional grains (millet and sorghum), which had 
decreased in July following distributions of food aid (wheat, vegetable oil, sorghum), started to 
increase as well. 
The food security situation has clearly improved in the pastoral zones. However, food security is 
deteriorating in the rain-fed zones of Brakna, western and northern Gorgol, and northern 
Assaba Wilayas. In northern Adrar, the food situation has significantly deteriorated and 
according to press reports, not confirmed by the government�s Food Security Commission 
(CSA) or World Food Program (WFP), some people died from hunger in Chinguetti and Aoujeft 
moughaatas. 

1. Agro-Pastoral Conditions 

1.1. Seasonal Rainfall 

Figures 1 and 2, set to the same scale, show cumulative dekadal rainfall this season for Amourj 
(Hodh El Chargui Wilaya), an agricultural site in the east, and for Sélibaby (Guidimaka Wilaya), a 
more productive agricultural site in the southern Sudanian zone where prospects are more 
favorable due to consistently above-average rainfall. Higher volumes have fallen since the second 
dekad of August. 



 

 



 

 

However, the amount of cumulative rainfall conceals long dry spells (up to 15 days without rain) 
and almost all the agricultural zones in the south have experienced significant deficits and water 
stress compared to the same periods in 1999. Moreover, there has been a delay in the period of 
highest rainfall. Usually, most rains fall in August and start decreasing in intensity during the third 
dekad. This year, the rains did not start decreasing in intensity until the first dekad of September. 
This decrease has proceeded unusually from east to west, as well as from north to south, the usual 
pattern. It is not clear whether this pattern means the end of the rainy season. If so, Hodh El 
Chargui Wilaya will have a significant rainfall deficit, compared to average rainfall for 1981-1995. 
By contrast, Hodh El Gharbi Wilaya, where the start of useful rain was significantly delayed 
(farmers didn�t plant their crops until the end of the second dekad of August), will have an 
opportunity to make up its deficit. 

1.2. Agricultural Conditions 

Crops planted in late June and early July have suffered water stress following many dry spells. 
Very often, these dry spells were interrupted only by light rainfall. For example, the rain station at 
Amourj, one of the most important grain production areas of Hodh El Chargui Wilaya, recorded 
only 7.5 mm of rain on one day during the entire month of August. Overall, rainfall in July and 
August was irregular, leading many crops to be lost or abandoned. Crops at the head formation 
stage of growth show evident signs of water stress. Rainfed cereal production (dieri) will be poor 
even if the rains extend beyond October. 
Agricultural conditions in the rainfed lowlands (bas fonds) improved because of water runoff from 
many broken dams and dikes. Cultivated areas in the lowlands will be about the same overall as in 
1999, because the losses in area from breaks in some dams might be offset by the expansion of 
areas cultivated using traditional methods. Rainfed crops in lowland areas are at stem 
development and the beginning of head formation, but the threat of caterpillars is strong and 
farmers do not expect a good crop because caterpillars can be seen everywhere. Because of 
cultivation problems linked to the delay in disbursement of agricultural credit, many farmer 
cooperatives are running into serious problems. Increases in price of fuel (the price per liter went 
up from 86,1 UM to 104,1 UM), lubricants and fertilizers, all occurring in August, will throw off-
balance those rice production budgets of villages and individual farmers that were prepared in June 
and July. 
There are major concerns over the way the walo (river flood recession) crops will evolve because 
the flooding by the Senegal River only started at the end of the first dekad in September. At the 
same dekad in 1999, all the land that could be cultivated in flood recession areas was already 
flooded. Since September 11, flooding has been progressing faster and if this trend continues, all 
the useful walo land could be flooded before the end of the month. However, farmers who were 
interviewed doubt that such a rapid process would allow the silt to settle and properly fertilize the 
soil. For these farmers, in order to be beneficial, the flood needs to be slow and gradual in 
advancing as well as receding, and should remain flooded at least 45 days, whereas the ideal 
flooding time is 70 days. 

1.3. Livestock Conditions 

Unlike farmers, herders are overjoyed. Almost everywhere pastures are good and even the rainfall-
deficit areas in Mederda Moughataa (Trarza Wilaya) and the northern part of Aleg Moughataa 
(Brakna Wilaya) are green. Pastures with a low vegetation density are found only in Tagant Wilaya 
and Oulata Moughataa (Hodh El Chargui Wilaya). In spite of these favorable conditions, livestock 
migrations are slow to get underway. Herds of camels and cattle from the northern and central 
regions are still in the south of the country and cause heavy damage from time to time wandering 
through cultivated areas. It is possible that the opportunity to sell milk to pasteurized milk plants 



 

 

gives an incentive to herders to stay near the major roads and milk collection points. Animal health 
remains good. 

1.4. Plant Health and Protection 

Although no field surveys are taking place, the most recent bulletin of the Center for Locust Control 
(CLAA) indicates that the locust situation is quiet. However, heavy infestations of grasshoppers 
and Spanish flies (cantharrides) are reported in rainfed crops, especially in agricultural areas in the 
south of the country, from Maghama Moughataa to Bassikomou Moughataa in Hodh el Chargui 
Wilaya. 
Caterpillars (sesami) were reported by many farmers. Unfortunately, a useful information and 
training seminar on exterminating caterpillars, held for farmers in August in Aleg (Brakna 
Wilaya) and organized by the Ministry of Rural Development and Environment (MDRE) with 
support from the Lutheran World Federation (FLM), was not followed up by specific actions. 
Thus, some farmers reduced the areas they had planned for sorghum and planted cowpeas 
(niébé) and watermelons instead as a way to reduce losses from caterpillars. 

2. Food Access 

2.1. Price Changes 

Government-authorized increases in fuel prices by 20.9% near the end of August helped to push 
up the prices of other products. Following the 5% to 10% increase in food staple prices in July, 
there has been another round of price increases since the first dekad of September for 
pharmaceuticals and imported foods such as rice, wheat, flower, oil, sugar, and milk. It is difficult to 
discern any underlying trend as these price increases vary by region. Within each region, prices 
can differ greatly, even between two neighboring shops. Usually, such price increases create 
expectations of even higher price increases. Thus, a new wave of price inflation seems inevitable 
― unless, as in 1998, the government preempts traders and goes public (in the press, on the air 
and on television) to explain that some price increases are the result of unjustified profit taking. 
Increases in the price of imported foods have indirectly led to increases in the price of locally 
produced foods. In fact, farmer worries about the upcoming harvest have a bearing on food 
commodity prices, particularly sorghum and cowpeas. For many grain farmers, the outlook for 
rainfed crops is already poor due to irregular rainfall. The outlook for flood recession (walo and 
lowlands) crops is not reassuring either because of the caterpillar threat and the poor quality of 
flood conditions. Irrigated rice production will clearly decrease in village-run farms under the 
supervision of the National Company for Rural Development (SONADER). All indicators, therefore, 
point to a decrease of in national cereal production. Closing the gap with informal (cross-border) 
imports is now less feasible because of the mobile customs unit that cruises all around the 
southern border areas. 

2.2. Vulnerability Update 

Vulnerability to food insecurity of people in the walo areas could increase because the isolation 
created by the flooding Senegal River. Many riverine village communities did not even cultivate 
irrigated crops because of their debt to the Agricultural Credit Bank and their inability to pay for 
fuel, fertilizer, seed and other needs. Since all villagers find themselves in the same difficult 
position, they cannot rely on their usual social support networks for help. In some areas, food 
shortages are mitigated by gathering and consuming wild foods, such as wild fonio (digitaria 
exilis). 



 

 

Besides the Senegal River Valley, the food security situation is most alarming in Adrar Wilaya and 
the Aftout. The Aftout is a high poverty zone. It encompasses southeastern Brakna Wilaya 
(southwestern Aleg Moughataa, northern Bababé and M'Bagne Moughataas, and southern 
Magda-Lahjar Moughataa), northern Gorgol Wilaya (Monguel Moughataa, northwestern Kaedi 
Moughataa, and northwestern M�Bout Moughataa), western Assaba Wilaya (Barkéol Moughataa) 
and southern Tagant Wilaya (Moudjeria Moughataa). In the Aftout, crop production conditions have 
been particularly poor for the last several years, especially due to damage by caterpillars. Poor 
prospects for the rainfed (dieri) harvest only increase the level of food insecurity. 
In Adrar Wilaya, some press reports indicate that the food situation is alarming, including some 
deaths related to a lack of food. The area in question (southeastern Chinguetti Moughataa and 
northeastern Aoujeft Moughataa) is an extremely vulnerable area because of its harsh 
environmental conditions, with no land for agriculture and mediocre pasturelands. 
In the peri-urban areas, successive price increases from June to September could increase the 
levels of vulnerability for low-income households, earning less than 8,000 UM (about $33.50) per 
month. 
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