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MAURITANIA Food Security Update	 March 2008 

	 In the southeast (Figue 1, zone 6), food access for 
agricultural households dependent on rainfed crops is 
steadily deteriorating. The area’s large grain production 
shortfall is compounded by the reported blockade of 
Malian grain exports since January. 

	 The rainfall deficit in the northern reaches of the country’s 
agropastoral zone (zone 5) and in transhumant pastoral 
areas (zone 4) is responsible for poor yields of rainfed crops 
and mediocre condition of pastures in these areas. Some 
agropastoralists are reportedly already in Mali while, under 
normal conditions, they would not begin their seasonal 
migration until May. The situation in the country’s 
northern regions (zones 1 and 2) is somewhat similar to 
prevailing conditions in transhumant pastoral areas after 
the sparse rainfall during last year’s rainy season (July 
through October) and the cool season (from December 
through February). 

	 Conditions in the southern reaches of the country’s 
agropastoral zone (zone 7) and the Senegal River Valley 
(zone 5) are more or less near‐normal for this time of year. 
Households are implementing traditional survival strategies 
in preparation for the lean period (sales of small animals, 
rural‐urban migration, and the pursuit of informal 
activities). The main sources of household food supplies 
are smuggled shipments of rice from Senegal. The Village‐
Level Food Security Reserves (SAVS) – initially provisioned 
by the World Food Program (WFP) as an attempted 
response to normal lean period conditions – have been out 
of stock since last year. 

	 The rise in prices for basic foodstuffs in urban slums and 
urban fringe areas in the current economic climate (at the 
subregional and global levels), magnified by local 
speculation, has been hurting low‐income households and 
households with irregular incomes since 2006. To deal with 
this problem, the government has mounted a six‐month 
emergency aid program at a cost of MRO 26.291 billion, 
with provisions for the distribution of free food aid, the 
replenishment of Village‐Level Food Security Reserves (SAVS) through the National Import and Export Company 
(SONIMEX) and for a line of credit to finance of income‐generating activities. 

Figure 1.  Livelihood zones map of Mauritania 

Source: FEWS NET 

Figure 2. Current food security assessment (January 
through March) 

Source: FEWS NET 
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Current food security 

Harvests of irrigated and flood‐recession crops (walo and 
bottomland crops) have helped ease food insecurity 
problems in the southern reaches of zone 7 and the 
central reaches of zone 5. In helping to increase 
household grain availability, they have slowed down the 
decline in prices for small animals by reducing market 
supplies. This trend could last into the month of May, 
with recent harvests providing households with large 
enough grain reserves to meet their needs for two to 
three months at most (February through April). Currently 
classified as moderately food‐insecure, residents of these 
areas (zones 7 and 5) will need to devise new strategies 
(growing of off‐season crops, out‐migration) to avoid 
becoming highly food‐insecure (Figure 3). The 
settlement in this area of some 24,000 returnees could 
add a new dimension to the moderate food insecurity 
problems affecting area residents, unless the 
government, the World Food Program (WFP) and the 
Office of the United Nations High Commissioner for 
Refugees can attract necessary funding for assisting this 
group of repatriates. 

Figure 3.  Location of food-insecure areas as of March 2008 

Source: FEWS NET 

Added to the poor grain harvest in southeastern rainfed farming areas, the official government blockade of Malian grain 
exports, accrued debts from three consecutive bad crop years, and the impoverishment of local residents are curtailing 
household access to commercially marketed food products. With emergency programs now targeting recipient households 
(some 300,000 residents are already extremely food‐insecure), out‐migration to Mali and large cities in Mauritania has sped 
up, easing pressure on sparse local resources and facilitating food access through remittances of food and cash. 

The food access of households engaged mainly in crop‐farming and small‐scale herding in agropastoral areas (zone 5) has 
deteriorated. With their main survival strategies revolving around the sale of small animals as a source of income, their 
terms of trade are being steadily eroded by the constant hikes in prices for commercially marketed food products and 
steadily falling prices for their animals. An estimated 200,000 agropastoralists in this area are currently regarded as highly 
food‐insecure. However, unless there is a disruption in market provisioning mechanisms, this population group could 
continue to follow their traditional survival strategies centered mainly on purchasing food products with income earned 
from animal sales. Nevertheless, any further price shocks would make them extremely food‐insecure, in which case they 
would face even more problems coping than farmers in the southeast who do not have livestock to save. For the time 
being, they have stepped up their seasonal migration to southeastern Gorgol, Guidimakha, southern Assaba, Hodh El 
Chargui, and Hodh El Gharbi. These unoccupied lands are being invaded by large herders (camel drivers) from eastern 
Trarza, Brakna, Tagant, Inchiri, Adrar, and from as far away as the Sahara. 

The upward trend in prices for all imported food products in poor urban areas (slums and shantytowns in urban fringe 
areas) has sped up since February (with the price of oil up 18.4 percent, rice up 11.11 percent, sugar up 14.26 percent, 
wheat up 6.6 percent, Malian sorghum up 14.28 percent, and milk up 7.14 percent), and food insecurity levels are on the 
rise. 



MAURITANIA Food Security Update March 2008 

Famine Early Warning Systems Network 3 

Markets, trade and food access 

As in February, markets have ample supplies of imported food products, but 
there has been a slight decline in coarse grain availability because of the 
limited volume of cross‐border trade with Mali and Senegal. The sizeable 
hike in grain prices on the SOCOGIM market (Table 1), one of the main 
wholesale‐retail markets in Nouakchott supplied mainly with imports from 
these two countries reflects the tightening of market supplies. The impact of 
seasonal harvests of flood‐recession sorghum and rice crops in March and 
early April was not strong enough to stabilize prices. Data collected by the 
joint CILSS‐FEWS NET‐WFP‐FAO‐EU‐Mauritanian Government mission in 
March shows prices running visibly higher than in February and well above 
average prices for the last three years. 

Table I. Price trends on the SOCOGIM 
market (the Moroccan Mosque Market) in 
Nouakchott 

Item 2006 2007 2008 
Imported 
rice 180 150 200 

Wheat 80 110 160 

Oil 280 270 450 

Milk 900 1100 1500 

Sorghum 330 380 800 
Source: FEWS NET Mauritania 

The realignment of trade channels in Gorgol linking production zones in 
M’Bout department and the Kaedi market reported in February is expanding 
into the western reaches of Assaba (Barkéol department), where traders are 
abandoning the Ghabra and Barkéol markets serving as hubs for most of the crops grown in eastern Aftout for the Magta 
Lahjar market (Brakna) and the Guerrou market (a shopping mart on the paved road), where prices are noticeably higher 
due to large local deficits and the purchasing power of area residents. The Bassikounou and Adel Bagrou markets in Hodh 
Echargui and the Voulaniya and Modibougou markets in Hodh El Gharbi, which, until February, had been realigned with the 
Tagant and Nouakchott markets, bypassing the regional capitals of Nema, Aïoun and Kiffa, have stopped exporting products 
to the west due to the blockading of exports from Mali. This restructuring process shows that domestic market supplies will 
not necessarily be ensured by local production and that, in the future, domestic patterns of trade will be governed by the 
profit motive, to the detriment of production zones. 

A tightening in coarse grain supplies can be expected in all parts of the country where the impoverishment of the local 
population is complicating household food access. This will put heavy pressure on the availability of imported grain crops 
present on markets around the country and fuel what has been a virtually steady rise in prices since March of last year. 

The drop in prices (by 10 percent since February) on livestock markets in transhumant pastoral areas which, up to this 
point, had been limited to small animals, has extended to cattle, as migratory herders are forced to step up livestock sales 
in search of cash. A two‐year‐old bull calf priced at MRO 35,000 in February is currently selling for MRO 25,000 on the 
Boghé market and for MRO 30,000 on the Kaedi market. However, thanks to the good pasture reserves still being reported 
in the southern and eastern parts of the country, this trend is expected to be short‐lived and should not affect the food 
access of this group of herders. 

Market supplies of small animals, which had been rather large through the end of the second dekad of March, have since 
dwindled sharply. It is still hard to know whether this is due to the heavy demand created by the celebration of Mowlud in 
mid‐March or an initial effect of the slowdown in sales by herders, having filled up on provisions. In the latter case, prices 
should rebound shortly and, assuming the government effectively implements envisaged measures for the replenishment 
of SAVS, terms of trade for herders should improve considerably. 

Moreover, prices for small animals have reportedly stabilized in transhumant pastoral areas (zone 4) and are slightly higher 
in areas with ongoing harvests of flood‐recession sorghum and rice crops (the Boghé market). The boost in grain supplies 
from successive harvests has helped push up the price of small animals. This trend, first observed in transhumant pastoral 
areas (zone 4), is expanding into the western reaches of the country’s agropastoral zone, where both buying and selling 
prices for animals have increased since February. However, the improvement in grain supplies and accompanying rise in 
prices for small animals will have a lasting effect only with a decline in sales of livestock by large herders in the east (in 
Hodh El Chargui, Hodh El Gharbi and Assaba), the main suppliers for urban livestock markets. 


