
 

FAMINE EARLY WARNING SYSTEM NETWORK u MAURITANIA 
USAID Project managed by Chemonics International Inc. 
 

 TEL: (222) 25 39 18  FAX: (222) 25 39 18  Email: hsy@fews.net  

 
 

Monthly Report for December-January 2001 
January 25, 2001 

 
 
 
Summary: 
 
The Dieri crop harvest is completed with record results.  Farmers and technical staff of the Ministry of 
Rural Development and Environment  (MDRE) confirm that, except for Brakna Wilaya, the production 
was the best in the last five years in every production area. 
 
In the Hodh El Chargui, rainfed production fell off in Amourj and Bassikounou Moughataas (two major 
production areas in this Wilaya) and Timbedra Moughataa (an agro-pastoral area) and is unlikely to be 
offset by the good yields in Djiguenni and Néma Moughataas.  However, the deficit in Hodh El Chargui 
will probably be mitigated by the import of cereals from Mali, even though imported quantities will be 
limited by stricter customs controls.  
 
In the Hodh El Gharbi, crop deficits in the major production zones (Kobonni and Tintane Moughataas) 
will only affect the low-income groups who cannot afford marketed cereals.  In these two moughataas, 
which are also crossroads for every type of clandestine trafficking to and from Mali, cereals are available 
weekly at each market.  There will be no problem of availability because people do not notice the drop of 
the cereal production in neighboring areas in Mali when compared to an average year (and not to 
1999/2000, a record year).  The food situation is clearly improving in both Hodhs, with a few exceptions: 
in the pastoral areas of the Dahr of Bassikounou, there are no pastures due to the lack of rain, and in the 
pastoral areas in the southern part of Tintane, bush fires have destroyed the pastures. 
 
Prospects for improved lowland (bas-fonds) production are being reported all over the country.  Even so, 
farmers’ enthusiasm about the harvest outcome is being dampened somewhat by the start of caterpillar 
attacks on their crops (Aleg and Magta-Lahjar Moughataas in the Brakna, Barkéol Moughataa in Assaba, 
Monguel and M’Bout Moughataas in Gorgol and Moudjeria Moughataa in Tagant). 
 
The forecasted drop in Walo (flood recession) planted areas is now confirmed.  Worse, crops in many 
areas started to show signs of wilting because the residual water in the soil is not sufficient for normal 
plant development.  Recall that the Senegal River crest came late and lasted a very short time (2 to 3 
weeks, depending on location) as compared with the ideal cresting of 10 weeks. 
 
Less water flowed to irrigated areas, mostly affecting the wilayas of Trarza and Brakna, due to Manantali 
Dam’s water management policy.  Unless the dam changes its water release policy, there will be no off-
season crops in Trarza this year.  (The downstream Diama Dam stayed open during the entire rainy 
season and the water released by the Manantali Dam simply flowed into the Ocean.  On the assumption 
that it is desirable to raise the level of water in the River to ensure a regular supply to irrigated crops in 
the Delta and in the middle valley, additional water needs to be released from Manantali Dam while 
Diama Dam remains closed.)   



 
Yields were not good in the harvest in Brakna in the village irrigation perimeters.  Many communities, 
fearing floods, invested too late in irrigated crops.  Very few plan to grow off-season crops because of 
lack of production credits and stray animals in their fields. 
 
Despite good productivity of the Dieri crops in some production areas, internal trade is still very limited.  
Farmers are cautious, holding back their supplies, and waiting to be reassured by prospects for the 
lowland crops because it is widely known that Walo production will not be good. 
 
Food security of pastoralists remains good.  Pasture conditions are satisfactory, despite an increasing 
number of bush fires.  In Tintane Moughataa, two huge bush fires recently destroyed up to 30 percent of 
the pastures.  Residents in Gorgol, in Maghama Moughataa, are starting to complain about the impact of 
bush fires.  Without strong action to prevent the fires, the campaign to build and rehabilitate firebreaks 
could be undermined.    
 
Efforts to control nodular dermatosis and foot-and-mouth disease are under way but could be short-lived 
due to a shortage of funds and staff.  Seasonal migrations, which until now took place only in the central 
areas, unexpectedly have reached the Hodh El Chargui.  Under normal conditions, the migrations reach 
the southern part of the country only in March when the herds move toward the pastures in Mali. 
 
Vulnerability to food insecurity is easing everywhere in the country, including in the Senegal River 
valley, where the irrigated perimeter harvests provide some cereals to farm households, though these are 
not expected to last long.  .  Moreover, production in the rainfed lowlands, which are mostly cultivated in 
the northern part of M’Bagne, Bababé, Boghé and R’Kiz Moughataas, was not enough for farmers to sell 
surpluses for purchase by farmers in the south.  The average price of 1 moud (4 kg) of millet, which 
fluctuated between 150 and 200 UM in December, has stabilized around 200 UM, whereas in a year of 
near-normal production, 1 moud drops to 50 UM as soon as farmers start to harvest their Dieri crops.  
This relative price stability can be explained only by the supply of small quantities of paddy selling for 
120 UM per moud.  After milling, 1 moud of paddy yields about 2 kg of rice.  It is doubtful whether this 
price stability will last. 
 
The end of Ramadan did not usher in lower food product prices.  The new 6.94 percent increase in the 
price of petrol prices, put into effect by the Government, could fuel new price increases in food markets.  
In Mauritania, each time fuel prices increase, other price increases quickly follow.  
 
 
1.  Review of Food Crises in Mauritania 
 
Farmers are confirming a drop in the level of food insecurity in most Dieri production areas.  
Good forecasts for the lowlands will strengthen this improved outlook provided caterpillars have 
a limited impact.  A few centers of insecurity emerged in the pastoral areas in both Hodhs.  If the 
number of bush fires increases, food insecurity could spread to other areas.  In the Senegal River 
valley, the degradation of food security slowed for the time being because of the harvest of 
irrigated crops.  In the Adrar, the Moughataas of Aoudjeft and Chinguitti remain zones of food 
insecurity; harvest has not begun in the lowlands. 
 
 



1.1. Diminishing Crises 
 
The harvest of the higher rainfed lowlands improved the level of food security for farmers in Aftout and 
Affolé.  The practice of usury was considerably reduced due to development programs implemented by 
OXFAM in Affolé and the High Commission for Human Rights and Poverty Reduction.  Therefore, 
farmers have bigger stocks and the level of coverage of their cereal needs has increased.  Nevertheless, 
farmers in Aftout remain dependent on the system of usury.  Migrations seem to be returning to their 
original scale, where farmers seek an off-season job to purchase equipment and increase their purchasing 
power. 
 
1.2. Continuing or Worsening Crises 
 
The food situation is worsening in the Moughaatas of Aoujeft and Chinguitti, especially for date growers. 
Because of the poor date campaign, farmers have been unable to save money to purchase food on the 
market.  Nor do they have reserves for family consumption.  Farmers in the rainfed lowlands are slightly 
more confident than livestock breeders because, except for some unforeseen event, the fields of sorghum, 
which are now at their milky stage and beginning to dry, will have good yields.  However, the impact of 
this production will be short lived because there is not much production. 
 
The food security of the breeders in the northern part of Bassikounou and the southern part of Tintane 
continues to deteriorate.  The diminishing  potential of the pastures led herders to leave before their usual 
time, heading for Mali. 
 
Prospects for production in the small village irrigated perimeters in the valley of the River Senegal, could 
theoretically cover two to three months of consumption for those who invested in these crops.  However, 
this consumption period will be shortened due to the animal production practices, which are geared more 
toward milk processing than feeding people.  Without secondary production (watermelons and cowpea), 
milk is the item that is marketed or bartered to procure accessory food products (such as oil, fish, meat, 
milk, sugar and tea) or staples (such as rice, wheat, meal and pasta).  Farmers continue to skip meals and 
sell coal and charcoal.  Lines of women invading areas of wild fonio disappeared because there is no 
more fonio left. 
 
In the suburbs of Nouakchott and Nouadhibou, the situation has not changed since December.  The new 
price of fuel (1 liter increased from 104.1 UM to 119.1 UM) has not affected the prices of food. 
 
 
2. Food Situation and Prospects 
 
All indicators point to a deterioration in food conditions from now to November 2001 in the 
areas of mixed farming systems in the valley and in the following areas of single farming 
systems: Southern Tintane, South-Eastern Kobonni, South-Eastern Amourj and Bassikounou 
Moughataas.  In these areas of high and even extreme poverty, and except for some pastoral 
groups who can sell a few animals for purchasing marketed cereals, people must borrow to 
avoid famine.  Except for Trarza, Brakna and Adrar, all other agriculturally productive wilayas 
have enough cereals to supply nearby locations.  In the urban centers, fuel price increases will 
surely lead to additional increases for essential food and increase the level of food insecurity. 
 
 



FEWS NET believes that food security is calculated as a ratio of consumption needs and availability, and, 
in turn, access.  Therefore, assessing food security in each wilaya begins by comparing cereal production 
to needs, differentiated by socioeconomic group.  . 

The notion of needs varies considerably between groups; therefore, instead of using the average of 176 
kg/person per year, we calculated the needs according to the norms pertaining to each group: 230 kg for 
farmers, 165 kg for agro-pastors, 110 kg for livestock breeders, and 140 kg for all others).  These norms 
were determined by FEWS NET/Mauritania, following small surveys made during missions. 
 
In Table 1, the coverage ratios shown in the last column reflect the ability of each wilaya to cover the 
needs of its population for cereals.  For the second consecutive year, there will be a relatively significant 
production deficit in the Wilayas of Brakna, Gorgol, and Tagant.  Cereal production in the Trarza Wilaya 
dropped from self-sufficiency in 1999/2000 (101 percent) to deficit in 2000/01 (67 percent).  Under 
normal conditions (based on a good annual rainfall and a normal cropping cycle), these wilayas are able 
to cover more than 70 percent of their needs.  This refers to Trarza, with its significant irrigated rice 
production; Brakna and Gorgol, with their diversified cropping systems; and Tagant, where the lowland 
production is supervised by the National Authority for Agricultural Development (SONADER) and 
covers easily the needs of a sparse population. 
 
 

Table 1: Evolution of Cereal Needs Coverage Ratios, by Wilaya 
 

 Wilaya Population 
2001 

Total 
Needs MT 

Net 
Production 

MT 

Deficit 
2000/01 

MT 

Coverage 
Ratio* 

2000/01 

Coverage 
Ratio 

1999/2000 

Coverage 
Ratio  

1998/99 

Agriculturally Productive Wilayas 
Hodh El Chargui 305,219 53,719 32,845 -20,874 61 35 30 

Hodh El Gharbi 226,662 39,893 8,636 -31,257 22 22 20 

Assaba 233,595 41,113 13,629 -27,484 33 20 17 

Gorgol 244,297 42,996 18,179 -24,817 42 96 88 

Brakna 261,668 46,054 14,634 -31,420 32 40 42 
Guidimakha 165,321 29,097 10,020 -19,076 34 39 45 

Trarza 228,550 40,225 26,755 -13,470 67 101 191 

Adrar 79,414 13,977 290 -13,687 2 4 1 

Tagant 83,802 14,749 3,505 -11,244 24 29 32 

 

Subtotal  1,828,529 321,821 128,493 -193,328 40   
Agriculturally Non-productive Wilayas 

Nouakchott 749,917 131,985 0 -131,985 0 0 0 

Tiris Zemmour 9,508 1,673 0 -1,673 0 0 0 

Inchiri 14,417 2,537 0 -2,537 0 0 0 

Dakhlet Ndb 120,178 21,151 0 -21,151 0 0 0 

 

Subtotal2 894,021 157,348 0 -157,348 0 0 0 

Grand Total  2,722,550 479,169 128,493 -350,676 27   

Source FEWS NET/Mauritania 
 
Note: Inchiri Wilaya has significant lowland areas.  In a good year its cereal production is much higher 
than it needs and the caravans coming from the northern Trarza and Adrar prefer to get their supplies 
there.  However, no statistics are available regarding this production because no monitoring is done by 
the agricultural statistics service. 



 
 
Heavily affected by the uneven rainfall, none of these wilayas will be able to cover its needs.  This 
includes Trarza, where private production of rice feeds the urban population of Nouakchott and not the 
population inside the wilaya.  This structural production deficit will have an even greater impact on the 
population than last year because of this year’s lower natural production levels of fonio and fruits of 
“Balanitès, “Zizuplus,” and Boscia. 
 
The coverage ratio is increasing in Hodh El Chargui, where despite a production decrease in some 
Moughataas of Amourj and Bassikounou, the coverage ratio rose from 35 percent in 1999/2000 to 62 
percent in 2000/01.  In Hodh El Gharbi, following production declines in the moughataas of Kobonni and 
Tintane, the coverage ratio was stabilized at 22 percent as in 1999/2000.  Some populations will be 
harshly affected by production drops in these rainfed agricultural zones, primarily the populations in the 
Adwabas (farmer villages) who are too poor to buy food on the markets. 
 
The comparative analysis of coverage ratios indicates the evolution of food security.  In turn, availability 
affects access to food.  Accumulation of deficit rates does not necessarily lead to heavy food crisis.  Very 
often, internal transfers mitigated regional deficits long before modest actions were taken by the 
authorities and donors.  This situation led FEWS NET to differentiate spatial vulnerability, which is 
decreasing consistently in some wilayas, from group vulnerability, which is significantly improving in 
areas that depend upon rainfed crops. 
 
FEWS NET/Mauritania is in the process of finalizing its food security assessment for 2000/2001.  The 
results of this assessment will be available soon. 
 
 
3. National Trends  
 
Except for the Hodhs and Assaba, the need coverage ratios are decreasing for 2000/01 
(November-October).  For some, this is the third consecutive year this decrease has taken place.  
Because the harvest of wild food is limited, the rural populations of deficit zones need to 
increase their resources so are able to pay for the ever-increasing cost of imported cereals.  
They need to diversify and intensify their living techniques to avoid famine.  Urban vulnerability 
increases as the purchasing power of low-income groups deteriorates. 
 
 
Table 1 suggests that the regional vulnerability of the last three years does not mean that all 
socioeconomic groups in this region are vulnerable.  For most producing groups, the coverage ratio is 
near normal. 
 
For other nonproductive groups, the decrease in producers’ “surpluses” of marketable cereals does not 
raise concern because the incomes of these groups are regularly renewed (traders and public servants) or 
substantially improving (livestock breeders).  Normally, they should not encounter serious food problems 
because all the urban markets are well stocked and risks of lack of food are almost zero. 
 
Thanks to the natural features of the Dieri production, the transfer channels between production areas and 
urban centers for national cereals operate normally.  Because of the road network, farmers of Guidimaka, 
Assaba (Moughataas of Kankossa, Kiffa and Barkéol) and Gorgol (Moughataas of Magama and M’Bout) 
have more opportunities to sell their marketable surpluses in towns.  The rural deficit areas in Gorgol 
(Moughataas of Kaedi and Monguel), and Brakna and Trarza, although close to surplus areas, are hard to 



access and sale prices are significantly below prices in towns.  In the deficit areas of both Hodhs, thanks 
to the daily or weekly open markets, people are able to get fresh supplies in neighboring areas and on 
markets stocked with cereals imported from Mali.  On the other hand, the deficit areas of the wilayas of 
Brakna and Gorgol are not able to rely on cereals imported from Senegal because of a poor rainfed 
production and poor prospects for the Walo crops in the northern part of Senegal.  In the western part of 
the country, interregional cereal transfers are expected to be low. 
 
Livestock breeders and agro-pastors are not expected to have problems procuring food because the 
favorable pastoral conditions will strengthen their purchasing power. 
 
 
4. Markets and Prices 
 
The end of the Ramadan did not usher in lower prices for food products.  Indeed, the Government’s recent 
6.94 percent increase in the price of oil products could fuel new disruptions in food markets.  In 
Mauritania, everything is linked, and each time the price of fuel increases, prices of other products follow.   
 
This month, the prices of meat stabilized around 700 UM for mutton and 550 UM for the bigger 
ruminants (camels and cattle).  Meanwhile, prices of fish are increasing because fresh fish supplies were 
disrupted by poor fishing conditions.  The catches of mullet, a seasonal fish, were not good enough to 
provide for the “poor people’s market.”  Mullet is fished mostly for its eggs and, when catches are good, 
the carcasses are sold for a very low price, 10-40 UM per fish.  Today, carcasses are sold for 200 UM 
each. 
 
 
5. Zones At Risk 
 
Although food conditions are better than in previous years, Aftout and Affolé remain highly 
vulnerable areas.  Major agricultural and pastoral production zones have been hurt by uneven 
rains and by the destruction of pasture potential.  The shantytowns of Nouakchott, Nouadhibou, 
and Zouérate will experience another drop in their purchasing power with new increases of food 
prices. 
 
 
This year, the major at-risk zones are in the mixed farming areas of Trarza, Brakna, Gorgol, Guidimaka, 
and both Hodhs.  These zones include Amourj, Bassikounou, and Timbédra in Hodh El Chargui Wilaya; 
Kobonni, Tamchakett, and Tintane in Hodh El Gharbi Wilaya; Kaëdi, M’Bout and Monguel in Gorgol 
Wilaya; Magta-Lahjar, Bababé, Boghé, and M’Bagne in Brakna Wilaya; and Ould Yengé in Guidimaka 
Wilaya.  In some areas (Boghé, Bababé, and M’Bagne), the Dieri production was low to nil and the 
hunger period stretches on, exacerbated by poor production in these areas in 1999 due to floods and 
damage caused by sesamia and birds.  The forecasted low coverage ratios, 55 percent for Bababé and 37 
percent for R’Kiz are a result of overestimates of Walo production in Brakna and Trarza.   
 
In some areas, a combination of circumstances reduced the level of food security of livestock breeders, 
prompting them to migrate sooner than anticipated (the migration usually starts around the end of March).  
The early migration deprived families staying at home of food produced by the livestock.  Compounding 
the impact of poor pastures, there was a significant drop in cereal production.  This situation is affecting 
some areas of Tintane in Hodh El Gharbi, the southern Moughataas of Brakna, the eastern part of the 
Moughataa of M’Bout, and the southwestern part of the Moughataa of Monguel. 
 



In the north of the Moughataa of R’Kiz and the East of the Moughataa of Mederdra, drought and heavy 
grazing by herds from other moughataas of this Wilaya destroyed the first emergence of the pastures.  
 
The center and the south of Brakna are plagued by soil problems as well as poor distribution of rains.  
Intensive winds have made soils more fragile, which hampers plant efforts to anchor their roots in the 
soil.  As a result, winds quickly blow away dry vegetation.  In areas where pastures were dense two 
months ago, only sparse grass can be seen.  Livestock producers in Boghé, Bababé, and M’Bagne now 
walk a few kilometers each day seeking pastures. 
 
In Tintane Moughataa in Hodh El Gharbi, bush fires destroyed more than three-quarters of the existing 
pastures.  In the northern and central part of Bassikounou Moughataa (the Dahr area), pastures are lean 
because of insufficient rains.  


