
 

 Uganda Food Security Update: June 2000 

Summary
Poorly distributed rainfall characterized the first season, resulting in a reduction of 
approximately fifty percent in the national production of cereals -- maize, millet and sorghum.  
Lower than normal sorghum production in Kotido and Moroto Districts (Karamoja Region), 
following immediately on a very poor season in 1999, makes the situation there critical.  This 
poor production will increase the risk of household food insecurity in a region where food stocks 
are meager and market supplies are severely restricted.  FEWS NET expects a shortage of 
cereals for household consumption and for sale to earn income.  Nevertheless, with exception 
of Karamoja, which has limited crop options, FEWS NET only expects localized household food 
insecurity and not famine due to the availability of alternative and “food security” crops, such as 
cassava and sweet potatoes. . 
Unseasonable rainfall experienced in several districts since late June stretching into July, 
normally a dry month, is expected to have minimal impact on improving cereal yields and output 
for second season cereal crops.  However, this unusual rainfall benefits perennial and food 
security crops, including bananas, cassava and sweet potatoes, which will provide sustenance 
to households affected by lower than normal rainfall during the first season. 
Pasture conditions remain adequate in the “cattle corridor” of western and central Uganda but 
are gradually declining as the dry season sets in.  Water for livestock and human consumption 
is accessible from ground sources although supply is limited in some counties. Mostly dry 
conditions in Kotido and Moroto Districts in the northeast limit regeneration of vegetation and 
availability of fodder and browse for livestock. Steady rainfall is necessary to maintain pastures 
and water for livestock use through October when the dry season is expected to begin. 
A sharp rise in the price of dry maize grain and cassava chips has been observed since the first 
quarter of 2000.  Maize grain has recorded increases between 50 and 75 percent since March.  
High maize grain prices generally imply declining carry-over stocks and low supplies from new 
production.   In turn, high maize prices increase demand for cassava, a major food security 
crop, as a supplement to maize and other staple crops.  Low and declining prices of bananas 
(matooke) and sweet potatoes indicate increasing supplies at the household level and in the 
market, including urban centers. 
In a mid-May nutritional and food security assessment of Kotido District, Oxfam/Great Britain 
(GB) found that prevalence of malnutrition in children under 5 years to be “borderline of normal” 
during the hunger gap and not alarmingly high.  However, due to successive crop failures in 
recent years and continued civil insecurity that prevents mobility, food aid is required for about 
six months until the next harvest in late August/early September.  This aid will enable 
households to maintain their usual productive livelihoods instead of migrating in search of food 
and work.  OXFAM proposes that the current targeting methodology for food aid be reviewed to 
enhance its impact, especially on poor households.  According to the agency, even at half the 
ration currently provided, the targeted population will get more food than they do now.  Oxfam 
concluded that traditional nutritional interventions, such as the Selective Feeding Program, are 
not required because: 
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1. the prevalence of malnutrition does not warrant such interventions; 
2. it would be logistically impossible reach the total number of malnourished children, 

estimated at 5,260 based on the above prevalence rate, as they are scattered all over 
the district; and 

3. the creation of feeding centers would result in the displacement of mothers at a time 
when they should concentrate on household agricultural activities. 

Accordingly, a well managed distribution system providing adequate rations to vulnerable 
communities should be enough to take care of these malnourished children within a household. 

1. Rainfall and Vegetation Conditions 

Rainfall 
Uganda experienced poorly distributed rainfall for most of June (see Figure 1), continuing a 
trend observed since May in various districts.  This signifies an early end to the season.  
Sporadic rainfall has been observed over several parts of the country, including areas of 
eastern, northern and northeastern Uganda, western districts on the shores of Lake Albert and 
central and southern districts since late June. 

Figure 1: Rainfall Estimates 
Based on METEOSAT Satellite Images 
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Source: FEWS NET Project, July 2000 

Pasture Conditions 
Availability of pastures and browse remains adequate in western and central Uganda’s “cattle 
corridor” but is gradually declining due to mostly dry conditions experienced since late May.  
These conditions have diminished sprouting and regeneration of vegetation.  Water for 
livestock and human consumption is available and accessible from ground sources in the 
region.  However, supplies are increasingly limited in some counties as the dry season begins. 
Rainfall in June in western Kotido and Moroto Districts favors limited regeneration of vegetation, 
augmenting livestock access to browse and fodder.  Steady rainfall is necessary to maintain 
pastures and water for livestock through October when the dry season is expected to start. 
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2. Crop Calendar and Production 
July is normally a dry period, marking the end of the first rainy season.  Unseasonable rainfall 
received in several districts since late June will benefit perennial crops, such as matooke 
(bananas) and cassava, as well as short cycle crops, including sweet potatoes.  Poorly 
distributed rainfall in most districts of Uganda during the first season of 2000, especially in the 
southern half of the country, negatively affected the yields and production of the main cereals -- 
maize, millet and sorghum.  Recent unseasonable rainfall will have a limited impact on the 
overall performance of cereal crops. 

Summary of Crop Performance and Food Security Situation in Uganda 
A combination of a late start to the season, late planting and below-normal rainfall for a major 
part of the season negatively affected crop growth.  This has: 

• reduced total cereal production for the first season by as much as 50 percent.  Most of 
the affected districts are located in western (minor season)) eastern, northeastern and 
northwestern Uganda. 

• led to reduced replenishment of food stocks that limits supply to markets in Kotido and 
Moroto Districts, which suffered low crop production in 1999.  In addition to targeted food 
aid, households are coping by eating wild foods, migrating away from home and seeking 
labor opportunities usually limited to informal, short term employment working in fields or 
grazing cattle.  High market prices limit households’ access to food in the markets. 

• led to staggered cropping as farmers replanted in an attempt to make up for lost 
cultivation. 

Beans were less affected and hence, production was about average. 

Off-season rainfall since late June boosts production of matooke, cassava, sweet potatoes, 
which are key food security crops in most of the districts affected by low rainfall (except for 
Kotido and Moroto Districts).  This will help to augment households’ daily food requirements. 

Despite the reduction in cereal production, FEWS NET expects only localized household food 
insecurity that may be best addressed through local social coping mechanisms and use of 
available alternative and food security crops as well as market supply from regions of relative 
surplus.  At this point, there is limited need for extensive donor food aid interventions. 

Some counties in Kotido and Moroto Districts are an exception in that poor harvest this season, 
following on low production last year and already meager food stock, will increase households’ 
risk to food insecurity there.  However, any determination of the level of food insecurity is best 
done through joint assessments, security permitting.  The World Food Programme is already 
providing food to the most affected population, mainly children and the elderly.  Given limited 
resources, any food aid assistance -- current and future -- will best achieve optimal food security 
and nutritional impact through community-based targeting of the most vulnerable. 
Source: FEWS Project, July 2000 

3. Market Trade, Food Availability and Access 
Prices of dry maize grain and cassava chips have risen sharply in several major markets since 
the first quarter of the year.  Maize prices have jumped from 50 to 75 percent since March.  
High maize grain prices generally imply low stocks and limited supplies.  The projected poor 
performance of the first season maize crop will do little to reverse this trend but will likely lead to 
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Figure 2: Crop Prices for Select Crops in Selected Markets, January to June 2000 
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Dry Millet Grains 
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Source: The Market Information System (International Institute of Tropical Agriculture) and FEWS, July 2000 

further speculative trade and higher prices, as observed in Masindi, Iganga, key production 
areas, where there have been marked price increases. 
Cassava prices in Arua District remain higher than prices in other cassava markets, a trend 
observed since the beginning of the year.  A general rise in cassava prices in several markets 
indicates declining supplies and increasing demand for this food security crop as a supplement 
to staple crops.  For Arua, this reflects increasing demand from the Democratic Republic of 
Congo and Sudan where fighting limits production. 
The price of beans remains about relatively normal, compared to maize.  A slight decline has 
been observed in selected markets, signifying gradually increasing supply from the ongoing 
harvest and decreasing demand.  Currently, a kilogram of dry millet grains sells for an average 
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UShs 350/kg in most markets, where the prices has been observed to be stabilizing since about 
May with a slight decline recorded in Arua District. 
The main banana (matooke) growing areas are located in western Uganda although eastern 
districts also boast of a sizeable production.  Sweet potatoes are widely grown in the country, 
with the major commercial producing areas being eastern, parts of central and western 
Uganda.  A discernible decline in the price of bananas and sweet potatoes has been observed 
in some major markets, suggesting that increasing supplies from producing areas are reaching 
urban centers.  Figure 2 shows price trends for some staple crops in various major markets. 

4. Socio-Economic Conditions: OXFAM GB Nutritional Assessment in 
Kotido District 
Between 8th -14th May 2000, OXFAM Great Britain (GB) conducted a nutritional and food 
security assessment of Kotido District, northeastern Uganda, which with Moroto District 
comprises Karamoja Region.  The Region experienced much below-normal rainfall in 1999, 
resulting in near total crop failure of its only cropping season.  This severely limited the build-up 
of household food reserves that remain very low in Kotido and Moroto Districts.  The extended 
dry conditions also reduced pasture availability and access by livestock as well as ground water 
for human and livestock consumption. 
The main objective of the assessment was to ascertain the impact of the extended dry 
conditions on nutritional status and the magnitude of the food insecurity in Kotido district.  A 
two-stage cluster sampling methodology was applied where 30 clusters were surveyed and 30 
children (912 children under 5 years old) were measured and weighed in 900 households.  
Findings of the assessment are summarized in Annex 1. 

Annex 1. OXFAM GB Nutritional Assessment in Kotido District 
“…[G]lobal acute malnutrition rate (wasting including severe wasting +oedema) is 10.7% <-2 
weight for height Z score, including 2.1% severely malnourished children (<-3 weight for height 
Z score)”.  OXFAM GB states that based on the United Nations Administrative Committee on 
Co-ordination/Sub committee on Nutrition (ACC/SCN’s) cut-off points, this shows a “poor” 
nutritional status, but not emergency condition.  Using the cut-off points, prevalence between 5-
10% is considered typical in African populations in non-drought periods, while above 20% is 
regarded as undoubtedly high and indicating a serious situation.  OXFAM notes that the survey 
was conducted after two-time distribution of relief food by the World Food Program and that the 
situation might have improved following the distribution.  However, the agency also observes that 
ration size received by the targeted beneficiary was less than half of that initially planned. This 
was attributed “to lack of information of entitlements to the targeted beneficiaries and poor food 
distribution systems”. 
The assessment found very high mortality rates, classified as “very serious”, with the 
retrospective Crude Mortality Rate (CMR) recorded during the last three months being 1.03 per 
10,000 per day while under-five Mortality Rate (U5MR) was 2.1 per 10,000 per day.  Although 
there is no baseline mortality data with which to compare this rate, it is definitely higher than the 
normal mortality rates during non-drought situation. This could be attributed to the food 
insecurity and high disease prevalence recorded during this survey. 
The prevalence of diseases was 75.7% with diarrhea, Respiratory Tract Infection (RTI) and 
malaria being the three leading diseases. The drought has affected livestock conditions thus 
their marketability and terms of trade.  Milk production and availability has reduced, however, it 
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is expected to improve with the beginning of the rains, which started a week before this survey 
was conducted.  Low livestock mortality was reported among all types and improvement in their 
health is not expected to take long if sustained well-distributed rains are received. 
WFP/ADRA had distributed relief food 1-2 times before this survey, the first distribution was in 
March, while the second round started in April and was continuing.  The theoretical ration provides 
909 to 2388 Kcal per beneficiary per day to 80,000 target beneficiaries. There are four different 
ration sizes for the different groups of beneficiaries and these target groups include widows, 
disabled, children under-five years old, school children, pregnant and lactating women.  However, 
the survey results showed that on average 589 Kcal was received by the beneficiaries, which is 
far less than the 1900 kcal recommended as minimum. The shortfall in the amount received is 
attributed to lack of targeting. The ration provided for 80,000 distribute for more than double this 
population. 

Conclusion 

The prevalence of malnutrition does not seem alarmingly high and it is around the borderline of 
normal rates during hunger gap. However, because of the crop failure in the previous years and 
civil insecurity, which prevented mobility, intervention in the district in terms of food relief will be 
required for a period of about six months until harvest period (late August to September 2000). 
This will enable households to concentrate on agricultural activities (for own production) instead 
of migrating in search of food and work elsewhere in the absence of relief food.  However, 
unless the current targeting methodology is reviewed, the impact of the food distribution 
especially on the poor household will be minimal.  Even if a half ration were provided, the 
targeted population would be getting more food than they are currently receiving. 
This could mean that along the distribution chain some misappropriation of food is taking place. 
Lack of awareness among the beneficiaries about their entitlement means that the communities 
have no idea about what they were supposed to be receiving. The food, which is being 
provided, if targeted well or distributed equitably will provide almost 1/3 ration for the entire 
community. 
The traditional nutritional interventions such as Selective Feeding Program are not required in 
this particular case because: 

• The prevalence levels do not warrant such interventions, 

• The total number of children who are malnourished in the whole district based on the 
above prevalence rate will be 5,260 scattered all over the district. 

• Logistically it will be impossible to reach these children. Creation of Feeding centers will 
result in displacement of mothers at a time when they would devote their energy on 
agricultural activities. 

Therefore, a well managed distribution system providing adequate ration to the vulnerable 
group should be enough to take care of these malnourished children within a household. 

Main Recommendations 

• There is a need to support the drought-affected community until the harvest in Kotido 
begins in September/October plus in neighboring districts. Since the drought did not 
result into massive livestock mortality, recovery would possibly be achieved soon 
especially among the pastoral households. 
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• There is need to continue distributing food aid in Kotido to support agricultural activities. 
This should however be targeted to communities rather than individuals because the 
community leaders find it difficult to target these individuals within a household and the 
precise calculation of the three different ration sizes provided by WFP is clearly difficult 
for them.  There is need to increase the targeted beneficiaries' numbers in the area 
most affected especially in parts of Dodoth and Jie Counties.  This has been discussed 
with the WFP staff on the ground. 

• To improve level of information on entitlements to the beneficiaries and targeting, the 
following steps that have not been taken need to be revisited.  These are community 
sensitization on who is vulnerable and why they are being targeted, registration of 
beneficiaries, and enlightening them on their entitlement. The relief communities need to 
know their role and while the rest of the beneficiaries are informed of how long the relief 
assistance will last.  Oxfam GB has developed over the years from its relief work in East 
Africa the community based food distribution system, which is currently being adapted 
by the Kenya government.  Agencies implementing food aid could be trained in this 
system of food distribution. This can only be done when agencies are willing to accept 
the system, and this could be done with the government authorities as a way of building 
their capacity in emergency response.  This method requires more financial investment 
in registering beneficiaries, setting up food committees, and recruitment of distribution 
monitors. 

• Given the rate at which drought recurs in the region, Oxfam GB plus other agencies 
working in the district should explore ways of collaborating with the Ministry of Disaster 
Preparedness and other willing agencies in implementing a drought monitoring system 
with an element of emergency preparedness and mitigation program. Currently there is 
no systematic collection of data in the region, which makes planning very difficult. 

• Cattle rustling present a major threat to the communities’ livelihood security. The 
drought in most of the parishes has been exacerbated by internal and external border 
conflict. It is therefore important to intensify conflict resolution efforts as a program but 
also during drought periods when cattle raiding is on the increase and these very factors 
threaten peoples’ coping strategies and their livelihood security. 

• There is an urgent need to step up the measles immunization in the district.  This is 
because with poor nutritional status, measles out break can lead to depletion of the 
Vitamin A reserve, resulting in Vitamin A deficiency with the worst case being blindness, 
and mortality. 

• The need for seeds and tools has been expressed especially among the community in 
Labwor County.  However this is because of the time it takes to raise funds and procure 
seeds. The distribution cannot be done in time for timely planting. Since the length of 
the rains is not known, agencies need to prepare themselves for the next season in 
case of any failure of crop. 

Source: Kotido District Nutrition Survey, Food Security Assessment Report, Karamoja District, Uganda, a report by 
Oxfam GB 
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