
 Mauritania Food Security Update: October 25, 2000 
 
 
Summary  
 
Rainfall was relatively good during the last two dekads of September and the early part of the 
dekad of October. This situation renewed the hopes of farmers who planted late.  However, the 
cumulative seasonal rainfall remains below last year's levels, but above 1981-95 average levels 
in Gorgol, Assaba, Hodh El Guarbi and Guidimaka (all rainfed agricultural areas) and Brakna 
(an area of irrigated and flood recession (walo) agriculture).  Planting which took place in August 
and September significantly increased the areas sown to rainfed crops (dieri).  Crop plant 
growth there varies between flowering and maturity. 
 
However, the irrigated crops areas decreased substantially as compared to 1999, because of 
many problems encountered by rice growers in all the production zones.  Flooded areas for 
walo crops are also down because the floods crested late and receded fast.  Most of the 
production increases this year will come from the natural bottom lands (bas fonds) because the 
rainfall was less harsh than in the past and the dikes held, leaving these natural depressions 
quite saturated.  The FAO/CILSS/Government mission that just visited Mauritania estimates that 
the gross production for this season will reach 169,096 MT of cereals. 
 
The pastoral conditions are very good, even excellent in some areas.  In fact, a good distribution 
of rainfall over time allowed for a very good vegetative development of the pastures.  However, 
here and there, there are pockets of poor pastures, but this should not have a big adverse 
impact on the overall situation of the livestock, because these pockets are surrounded by areas 
of excellent pastures.  Despite some cases of botulism, foot-and-mouth disease and nodular 
dermatosis, livestock health is generally considered good. 
 
The status of locusts is still quiet but there are more and more reports of caterpillars (sesamie) 
in rainfed and lowland crops that have not reached maturity.  Many birds are reported in the 
Senegal River Valley but no plant protection activities were taken. 
 
Food availability and access have significantly improved in the whole southeastern part of the 
country, where pastoral conditions are excellent and where farmers have started eating newly 
harvested crops, such as cereals, wild fonio, cowpeas and watermelons.  In Aftout and in the 
Valley the effects of the extended hungry period were mitigated by distributions of free food. 
However, because of the poor outlook for rainfed crops, especially where they have failed, the 
food situation is still difficult.  A recent mission by FEWS NET in Adrar Wilaya recently found 
that the food security situation is very tenuous in Aoujejt and Chinguitti moughaatas. 
 
The increase of prices of basic food staples further weakens low-income urban households. 
Fuel prices were raised 20.9% in August, leading to new increases in food staples.  New price 
increases were registered since the end of September, mainly for local food products such as 
grains, meat and fish.  
 



1. Agro-Pastoral Conditions 
 
1.1. Rainfall 
 
Rainfall has been regular and well distributed since the start of the second dekad of September.  
Except for Sudanno-Sahelian zone stations in Guidimakha Wilaya (Wompou and Khabou) and 
in Ain Farba, Tamchakett (in Affole) and Tintane in Hodh El Gharbi Wilaya, all other stations 
registered rainfall below last year’s levels.  Yet, a number of stations in the agro-pastoral zones 
recorded above-normal rainfall (1981-95).  In contrast to the pattern in recent months, there 
were no significant breaks in rainfall during September-October that could negatively affect the 
development of rainfed crops.  Persistant rainfall raises hopes for a long extension of the rainy 
season, easing farmer fears in the two Hodhs, eastern Brakna and the pastoral zones of central 
Trarza Wilayas.  
 
1.2. Agricultural Conditions 
 
Crop production in Mauritania is characterized by several traditional production systems:   

• Dieri refers to rainfed crops grown in sandy-clay soils where seasonal rainfall 
averages between 150 and 160 mm. 

• Walo refers to crops grown in receding waters in alluvial plains, or river recession 
crops. 

• Bas-fonds crops are grown in the receding waters of natural depressions or bottom 
lands or in areas behind dams and dikes. 

•  
More recently, two other production systems have been added: 

• Décrue contrôlée refers to controlled flooding in village perimeters along the Senegal 
River. 

• Irrigated production occurs along the River in larger perimeters managed by the 
National Agency for Rural Development (SONADER) or the Ministry of Rural 
Development and Environment (MDRE). 

 
The location of these agricultural production systems is depicted in Figure 1. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
The joint FAO/CILSS/Government (GIRM) mission, which spent some time in the country, 
published its preliminary estimates of the 2000/01 cereals production.  Compared to the 
1999/2000 figures, these figures show a large increase in rainfed (dieri) and bottom lands (bas 
fonds) planted areas, but major decrease in flood recession (walo) and irrigated crop areas.  
 
 
 
 
       
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Table 1.  FAO/CILSS/GIRM First Estimate of 2000/01 Cereal Production  
in Mauritania (MT) 

 
Production 
System 

 
Millet 

 
Sorghum 

 
Maize 

 
Rice 

 
Total 

Rainfed (dieri) 7,255 58,025 534 0 65,814 
Bottom lands 
(bas-fonds) 

0 27,125 934 0 28,059 

Flood recession  
(walo) 

0 8,581 996 0 9,577 

Irrigated 0 1,617 3,076 60,953 65,646 
Total 7,255 95,348 5,540 60,953 169,096 
 
Source: Mission FAO/CILSS/Government, October 2000 
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Figure 1.  Mauritanian Agricultural Production Systems

Aftout

Affole 



The FAO/CILSS/GIRM figures show that total cereal production reached 169,096 MT in 
1999/2000 (Table 1), a 14.6% decrease compared to production of 198,119 MT in 1999/2000. 
Compared to 1999/2000 figures, these figures show a 12% increase in rainfed (dieri) 
production, but a 15% decrease in bottomlands (bas fonds), a 5% decrease in river flood 
recession (walo) and 27% decrease in irrigated crop production (Figure 2).  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
However, based on field observations, FEWS NET believes that the FAO/CILSS/GIRM figures 
substantially overestimate production this year.  FEWS NET offers the following observations, 
by production system.   
 
Rainfed crops (dieri):  Cultivated areas doubled almost everywhere.  Both breaks in rainfall 
earlier in the season are likely to affect yields, but it is certain that if the rainy season lasts 
beyond the end of October, many crops will reach maturity. The poor results of rainfed crops in 
Brakna and the western part of Gorgol could be offset by good results in Guidimaka, southern 
Assaba, Hodh El Gharbi and the southwestern part of Hodh El Chargui Wilayas.  Moreover, the 
size of cultivated areas in the mixed rainfed/bottom lands systemi, including both Hodhs, 
Assaba, and central Brakna and Gorgol Wilayas should improve rainfed production.  In these 
sandy-clay areas, farmers plant long cycle (4-5 months) crops by mid-season and hope for a 
cool weather in December and January for crops to mature. 
 
River recession crops (walo):  The 5% production decrease seems greatly underestimated.  
According to first-hand observations and information gathered from farmers during the last 
mission of the Multi-disciplinary Working Group (Groupe de Travail Pluri-disciplinaire, GTP), the 
decrease will be more on the order of 50% in Brakna, 30% in Gorgol where only lower and 
medium parts of the Fori Valley (located between Lexeiba and Kaëdi) and the Maghama Plain 
are flooded, and 60% in Trarza Wilayas.  Exploitable water recession land this year will barely 
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cover 60% of the area in 1999 (an unusually large area following heavy flooding) because the 
Diama Dam is permanently open, the River crested late, the flooding period was short (only 19-
30 days, depending on location), and the flood waters receded too quickly.  Some rice farmers 
in Trarza Wilaya already have water problems because the water level is very low in some 
inlets. 
 
Bottomlands (bas-fonds):  Following the good distribution of rainfall and the high level of the 
water filling the dikes, the bottom lands cultivated area should increase this year, not decrease. 
All bottom lands which could be cultivated under rainfed conditions were sown.  Farmers 
released water from most of the dikes, which were filled up to 80% capacity, and cultivated the 
area previously covered by water. Compared to the bottom land area last year, it is anticipated 
that the bottom land area cultivated area this year should increase by at least 30%. Yet, due to 
the sesamia caterpillar problem, already reported in rainfed crops, it is not sure whether this 
significant increase in cultivated area will be translated into increased production.  Everything 
will depend upon the efficiency of the caterpillar eradication program developed by the Ministry 
of Rural Development and Environment (MDRE) assisted by the Lutheran World Federation 
(LWF). 
 
Irrigated Crops:  Synthesizing all available information from MDR technical staff, the National 
Agency for Rural Development (SONADER) as well as farmer interviews, FEWS NET 
concludes that the planted area will significantly decrease in 2000 compared to 1999 because 
the season started very late this year: 
 
• Many farmers chose to delay the sowing period beyond the usual late June/early-July 

period, anticipating late flooding like last year when the floods came when rice was already 
near maturity and many farmers, unable to reap in deep water, lost their crops.  In order to 
avoid a recurrence of this situation, some farmers waited, so that when the floods would 
come in September, the crops would be at flowering or beginning of heading stage, and 
then recede by maturity.  

 
• Some rice growers had hopes that surveys and missions evaluating the damage from 

flooding last year would bring them flood compensation.  They feared that by restarting 
farming this year would decrease any aid disbursement.  These farmers waited in vain 
because the only relief they got was a rescheduling of the 1999 debt. 

 
• The loan ceiling of Agricultural Credit (Crédit agricole, CA) did not allow a timely start of 

farming operations.  The CA loan rates (40,000 UM per hectare) are far below the real 
expenses per hectare (100,000-120,000 UM). This divergence between avaialble credit and 
actual costs is more difficult to manage because input prices, especially diesel fuel and oils, 
increased sharply. One liter of diesel oil increased from 88.1 UM to 106.1 UM at the pump, 
a 20% increase. 

 
• Due to poor accessibility, many cooperatives did not procure or provide production inputs to 

their members on time. 
 
• Many irrigation perimeters have problems of access to water: the Diama dam is totally open. 

The water level, 150 cm above sea level, is too low for some inlets that supply irrigation 
perimiters to have water. 

 



• Farmers were disheartened by the lack of good quality seeds.  Some rice growers 
complained that seeds bought in Mauritania did not germinate satisfactorily.  Others bought 
their seeds in Senegal. 

 
For all these reasons, the decrease in cultivated irrigated areas and productivity rates, 
combined with uncertainties that led to large areas sown late, should result in a drop in irrigated 
area of nearly 40% compared to the irrigated area in 1999. 
 
1.3. Plant Health and Protection 
 
The status of locusts is still quiet.  Despite improvement of ecological conditions, including in 
potential breeding areas, no infestation of migratory locusts (Schistocerca gregaria).  Unlike 
conditions in recent years, Senegalese grasshoppers really threatened crops only in Guidimaka 
and southern Assaba Wilayas.  In Aftout and in the Senegal River Valley, an infestation of 
rainfed crops by sesamia caterpillars was reported previously. 
 
1.4. Livestock Conditions 
 
By and large, livestock conditions are satisfactory.  Even patches of poor pastures in Hodh El 
Chargui (the area located between Adel Bagrou and Bassikounou), Gorgol (Lexeïba 
arrondissement in Monguel moughataa), do not pose any basic risk for herders because nothing 
prevents herd migrations within the country and between countries (towards Mali and Senegal).  
There are no significant herd movements because most of the camels and cattle based in the 
northern and the central regions left the southern part of the country during the second dekad of 
August to return home, always staying near major roads in order to sell their milk to 
pasteurization units. 
 
Animal health is considered good.  However, some cases of botulism and parasitic diseases 
were reported in Hodh El Chargui and food and mouth disease in Brakna, Gorgol and Tagant 
Wilayas.  In Guidimaka, Gorgol and Assaba Wilayas, the veterinarian services report that 
contagious nodular dermatosis is spreading among cattle species. 
 
 
2. Food Access 
 
2.1. Market Price Trends 
 
Increasing prices of imported foods has brought about an increase of domestic food products.  
This knock-on effect happened faster than expected because the outlook for rainfed cereal 
production is uncertain due to the presence of sesamia caterpillars.  Moreover, the impact of 
free food distributions has subsided and price increases of local cereals have resumed.  The 
price of sorghum in Sebkha market in Nouakchott increased by 25%, from 80 UM to 100 UM per 
kilogram between mid-August and mid-September.   
 
But overall, meat and fish have registered the sharpest increases.  The price of mutton and goat 
meat, which cost 600 UM per kilogram in August is now 700 UM, and some butchers already 
talk about 800 UM.  Fish prices have also increased very sharply.  One kilogram of top-quality 
Thiof jumped from 600 to 1,000 UM and mackerel doubled 60 to 120 UM.  In this case, fish 
price hikes also reflect the seasonal end of fishing.  Each year, the Ministry of Fishing halts 



industrial fishing and certain types of artisanal fishing to allow the fish to reproduce and build up 
their numbers. 
 
2.2. Vulnerability Update 
 
Vulnerability levels have changed significantly with changes in agro-pastoral conditions and the 
marketing environment.  At this period of the year, the areas where people are most at risk of 
food insecurity are the Senegal River Valley, Aftout and some parts of Adrar WIlaya.  Figure 1 
also shows the location of these vulnerable areas. 
 
2.2.1. Vulnerable Areas in the Senegal River Valley 
 
Trarza Wilaya:  Food access problems are not linked to poor cereal production but poor 
marketing prospects.  In this Wilaya, intensification of cash crop commercial irrigation has led a 
decline in production for home consumption.  Only 30% of the farmers grow food crops for 
themselves.  The rest produce rice and vegetables for sale.  The problem is that the farmers are 
not able to sell their production because there is strong competition from importers of Asian and 
Senegalese rice.  Consumers in non-cereal producing areas (such as Mederdra, Ouad Naga 
and Boutilimit) are more connected with the Nouakchott market because transportation is easy 
than with the rice producing areas of Rosso, R'Kiz and Keur Macene moughataas.  Consumers 
in other areas are so poor that they cannot afford to buy cereals that are on the market.  Food 
was available on all visited markets. 
 
It thus appears that the pockets of vulnerability coincide with structurally deficit production zones 
or with extreme poverty in northeastern R’Kiz moughataa, central Ouad Naga moughataa and 
Boutilimit moughataa where livestock conditions improved only by the end of September.  The 
departure of the herds weakened the households who stayed behind and depend heavily upon 
river flood recession (walo) crop production. 
 
In last year’s flood stricken areas, food access has greatly improved as a result of programs 
developed by the government’s Food Security Commissariat (CSA), the World Food Program 
and other donors. 
 
Brakna Wilaya:  Food access has improved significantly in agro-pastoral areas.  In rainfed 
areas, only crop by-products and wild foods (such as cowpea leaves, cocoyam leaves and wild 
finger millet) allow the population to cope with the pre-harvest hungry period.  However, no 
concentrations of populations were observed around groves of Boscia senegalensis trees like 
previous years.  While waiting the first dieri harvests, the agricultural areas in Aftout and in the 
Valley are still highly vulnerable.  People in areas identified in early August are still at risk, but 
their vulnerability levels declined significantly due to distributions of food aid in July and August 
by the CSA and WFP and the improvement of rainfall conditions and River levels. 
 
 Vulnerable zones in M’Bagne moughataa:  

• M’Botto–Garlol–Aly Baïdy zone . 
• The zone comprised of M’Beydiya–Lewré–Liliya–Thinguelel–Ibn khaldoun in 

Bagodine commune. 
 

Vulnerable zones in Bababé moughataa: All of Haïré M’Bar commune.  
 

Vulnerable zones in Boghé moughataa: All of the eastern and northern part. 
 



Gorgol Wilaya:  Improvement in crop production conditions has reduced vulnerability levels in 
all the pastoral and agro-pastoral areas. Because the rainfed crops in the lowlands are at an 
advanced stage, some farmers started already to consume this year's cereals.  Despite these 
improvements, people in some areas are still highly food insecure. 
 

Vulnerable zones in Kaédi moughataa:  Vulnerability is mostly an urban phenomenon.  
Food access is particularly difficult in the peri-urban neighborhoods and among 
populations which were displaced by the floods of 1999.  According to estimates of the 
National Office of Statistics, 56% of the population in the town of Kaëdi have monthly 
incomes below 8,000 UM, a level too low to meet food and other needs. 
 
Vulnerable zones in Maghama moughataa:  In Belloughé commune, all the population 
between Wendou Thillé and Nima in the western part of the moughataa, where rainfed 
and river recession crops were nil in 1999. 

 
2.2.2.  Vulnerable Areas in the Aftout  
 
Assaba Wilaya:  From Barkeol moughataa at the western end of the wilaya to the central part 
of Kankossa moughataa, there is a crescent shaped band, about 80 km wide and 150 km long, 
which stretches to southern Hodh El Gharbi wilaya and is populated with the Adwaba people 
who are extremely poor.  Despite an improvement in production conditions and the current 
harvest, food insecurity is still a reality.  As a result of a high rate of indebtedness stemming 
from several poor harvests during previous years, households owe money to local traders.  
Many housheolds have mortgaged their crops for several years. 
 
Brakna Wilaya: 

Vulnerable zones in Aleg moughataa:  Mâle arrondissement. 
 
Vulnerable zones in Magta-Lahjar moughataa: Cheggar Gadel commune in the western 
part of the moughataa and the southern part of Dionaba arrondissement which is in fact 
the extension of the extremely food insecure area of Bora 
 
Vulnerable zones in Bababé moughataa: Fora commune, the north and eastern part of 
Bababé commune. 

 
Vulnerable zones in M’Bagne moughataa: The structurally vulnerable zone of Debay 
Hizaz in northern Niabina commune.  

 
Gorgol Wilaya:   

Vulnerable zones in M’Bout moughataa:  Chelkhet Tiyab, , Lahrache, Soufa and Tikobra 
communes. 

 
Vulnerable zones in Monguel moughataa:  The agricultural zones between Bokhol, Moït 
and Melzem Teïchett, Tweïzikré.  Food insecurity there is always more accute than 
anywhere else in the wilaya.  

 
Tagant Wilaya: 

Vulnerable zones in Moudjéria moughataa:  Throughout the entire southern part of this 
moughataa, rainfed crops were planted behind small dikes that collapsed under 
pressure of the water.  The major dams of the area did not retain the water either.  



Therefore, for a third year in a row, the population has experienced poor production 
conditions. 

 
2.2.3. Adrar WIlaya 
 
There is some food insecurity in the agricultural and pastoral areas of Aoujeft and Chinguitti 
moughataas.  This food insecurity results from local natural conditions and inefficient 
implementation of food aid programs for communities suffering from the prolonged hungry 
period.  The local production systems are really dysfunctional (bottom land crops, vegetable 
crops, palm trees and livestock) and local adaptive strategies have not been efficient enough for 
closing the resulting food shortfall.   
 
Commercial networks and free food aid distributions are handicapped by transportation 
problems.  The medical centers barely operate because a lack of drugs and personnel.  For all 
these reasons there is a high level of vulnerability, particularly among children, although no 
deaths from hunger was reported, even in areas where in 1999, 11 children died of hunger and 
12 were taken to the Nouakchott hospital.  Besides aid programs, mobilizing returnees to the 
area helped to reduce vulnerability levels. 
 


