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Food Situation in the Sahel and West Africa:  
Could a forecasted satisfactory rainy season ease the hike in food commodity prices 

during the upcoming 2008 lean period? 
 

 
1. Outlook for the 2008-09 agricultural season 

favourable  
 
The African Center of Meteorological Applications 
for Development (ACMAD) forecasts favourable 
agro-meteorological conditions for the 
beginning of the 2008-09 agricultural 
campaign for the Sahel and West Africa. If 
these forecasts hold, the 2008 rainy season 
should be normal to above-normal in most 
CILSS member countries. 
 
Productivity simulations from the end of May 
2008 indicate provisional crop yields in 
CILSS countries that are equal to or above 
the long-term average (1971-2000), and 
rainfall activity in these areas is anticipated to 
be similar to that of 1999, which was 
considered a satisfactory rainfall year. There 
is, however, a potential for localized flooding 
similar to that which was experienced during 
the 2007-08 agricultural season. 
 
The locust situation remains stable 
throughout much of the region, although 
some measures have been undertaken in 
northwestern Mauritania to combat minor 
infestations. Reported infestations in northern 
Mali and Niger have not been addressed due 
to ongoing armed conflicts in these areas. 
Increased surveillance of locust activities 
using remote sensing tools is needed during 
the 2008-09 agricultural season.   
 
2. Will satisfactory rains help reduce prices 

during the lean period?  
 
In an international context of rising agricultural and 
food product prices, a decrease in food prices due 
to expectations of a normal to above-normal 
agricultural season is highly desirable. However to 
meet this end, several factors need to be 
considered, including: 
 

a. The overall agricultural season: fields must be 
prepared and sown in a timely manner and 

with adequate inputs in the Sudanian zones 
of the Sahel and in coastal countries for the 
main agricultural season. In some Sahelian 
countries (Burkina Faso, Chad, Niger), 
rainfall was slightly below normal in April and 
May of this year compared to last year and 
the long-term average, though it is still too 
early to announce the beginning of the 
agricultural season in these areas, as the 
season normally begins between June and 
July. 
 

b.   Maintaining and strengthening country-
implemented mitigation measures. Currently, 
overall food security remains satisfactory in 
the region, even in a context of abnormally 
high food prices. Current stable food security 
conditions are due in part to three 
consecutive years of satisfactory cereal 
production and the positive impact of ongoing 
mitigation activities. However, prices usually 
reach their maximum during the lean period, 
even in good years of agricultural production.  
 
Market analyses carried out at the beginning 
of June indicate price stability for traditional 
cereals and continued price increases for 
imported and local rice across the region. 
Thus, the major challenge in this 
environment remains states’ capacity, in 
collaboration with key actors (civil society 
organisations, development, private partners, 
etc.), to maintain and strengthen emergency 
actions geared towards assisting the most 
vulnerable populations 
.  

c.   Expected flooding and persistent access 
issues could exacerbate food insecurity for 
vulnerable populations. Lessons learned 
from the flooding that occurred during the 
2007-08 agricultural season underscore the 
importance of targeted and appropriate food 
and non-food humanitarian aid. The 2008 
lean period comes at a time when food 
commodity prices are abnormally high and 
several measures are being implemented to 
encourage local agricultural production. 
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Strengthening local production capacities 
through the provision of seeds, farming 
equipment, and other necessary inputs, 
particularly in zones subject to flooding, is 
urgent and vital. 

 
In summary: Although it is currently too early to 
speculate on the overall start of the 2008-09 
agricultural season, a late or difficult start to the 
rainy season is likely to severely aggravate food 
availability and access. Flooding could make food 
access more complex, particularly for vulnerable 
populations, and, should it occur, it is likely to 
require targeted, appropriate emergency actions. 
 

3. What should be done?  
 

It is recommended that decision-makers 
undertake the following actions as the 2008-09 
production season begins: 
 
a.   Create conditions for a successful 2008-09 

agricultural campaign. Satisfactory rainfall is 
not enough to assure successful agricultural 
production during the 2008-09 season. 
Appropriate support measures, including 
strengthening access to agricultural inputs 

and facilitating access to agricultural advice, 
credits, etc. is also needed.  

b.   Reinforcing mitigation activities that are 
already underway through social safety nets 
and other means, management short-term 
food supplies, and measures to mitigate price 
increases are also needed. 

c.   Assuring consistent monitoring of evolving 
prices and the nutritional status of children. 
This monitoring must be strengthened in all 
CILSS countries to facilitate improved and 
more effective decision-making. 

d.   Preparing for possible floods. Lessons 
learned from the 2007-08 floods regarding 
evaluating impacts and providing responses 
during the current agricultural season should 
be acted upon.  

 
In conclusion: Increased monitoring and 
contingency planning for flooding is needed during 
the start of the 2008-09 agricultural season, as 
difficulties encountered early in the season could 
increase food tensions during the remainder of the 
lean period. Successful management of the 2008 
lean period also requires ensuring the availability 
of the necessary inputs and strengthening 
mitigating actions.  

 
   Information Sources  

 
This FCPN analytical note was produced based on information or analyses provided by various, specialised Network and 
non-member institutions. More information on each institution is available on their websites. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Afrique Verte www.afriqueverte.org,  Reliefweb: www.reliefweb.int/ 
OCHA:  www.humanitarianinfo.org & http://ochaonline.un.org/; SISA/CNSA:  www.sisa.bf  
 
 

 Better understanding of the markets, prices and food security prospects in the Sahel and West 
Africa 

 
The FCPN has set up a website to encourage access to information on the food and nutritional situation in the region in 
view of decision-making for action. For any information questions, and/or analytical document you may need with regard 
to the food and nutritional situation, please access the site at: www.food-security.net. 
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