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A paradox: good harvest forecasts and exceptionally high cereal 

prices in West Africa 
 

Local grain crops are commanding record-high prices 

on some markets in the midst of the 2008/09 harvest 

season. 

 

The steep price increase that began in 2007/08 

gathered new momentum early this year. Despite 

good harvests with production levels well above the 

five-year average and adequate supplies on most key 

markets across the region, the 2008/09 marketing 

season is getting underway with grain prices at record 

highs. Nominal grain prices are running above both 

the five-year average as well as 2004/05 prices. The 

region’s last food crisis took place in that year, 

triggered by poor harvests and high prices.  

 

For example, nominal millet prices in February of this 

year on certain markets were 30 to 50 percent above 

the five-year average and approximately 20 percent 

above February 2005 prices.  

 

Except for a few outliers, regional price trends for 

local grain crops (millet, sorghum and corn) achieved 

record-high levels in the midst of the harvest, 

between October of 2008 and February 2009, just 

when one would expect to see a seasonal downswing. 

In other words, current retail prices for local grain 

crops in certain areas are double the average price for 

this time of year, reaching levels generally found only 

during the hunger season three months from now. 

 

Until the middle of last year, the sharpest hikes in 

prices had been limited mainly to rice and wheat, the 

region’s two main imported grain crops. While it is still 

hard to explain the role of all factors of current price 

dynamics with certainty, it is becoming increasingly 

apparent that since 2006/07, rising prices for 

imported foodstuffs, particularly rice and wheat, have 

influenced the prices of local grain crops. The speed at 

which this has occurred depends on the level of 

import dependency of the area in question.   

 

The livelihoods of major grain-producing Sahelian countries 

like Burkina Faso, Mali, and Niger are based on agricultural 

production, which meets close to 90 percent of domestic 

needs. In addition to an exportable surplus of locally grown 

coarse grains, these countries, particularly Mali and Burkina 

Faso, produce enough rice to reduce their reliance on 

imports.  

 

In contrast, the high degree of dependence of Atlantic 

coast countries like Senegal and Mauritania on wheat and 

rice imports has had a much more pronounced effect on 

food prices. Domestic production in Mauritania meets only 

25 percent of the country’s grain consumption needs, 

leaving the population completely dependent on imports 

and food aid for a large part of the year.   

 

In Senegal prices for imported foodstuffs have been 

climbing since 2006, when prices were already above the 

five-year average. This upward movement in prices was 

driven by the poor 2006/07 harvest and high prices for 

imported grain from Mali. Even with the rainfed and 

irrigated rice crops produced in the Senegal River valley 

shared by both countries, Senegal relies on imports to meet 

over 80 percent of its rice needs, estimated at close to a 

million metric tons a year.  

 

A number of local, national, and regional factors contribute 

to this upward trend in prices, including but not limited to:  

 

• Localized production shortfalls; 

• low local and national food security reserves in the 

wake of the high-price crisis of 2007/08;  

• Heavy demand for the rebuilding of household, 

institutional, and national reserves; 

• Trade policies restricting the free flow of cereals 

between surplus and deficit areas;  

• Physical isolation problems and the skewed distribution 

of grain supplies; 

• Exchange rates between cereal trading partners.   
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What is the potential effect of simultaneous price 

increases for rice imports and local grain crops on the local 

population?  

 

For the past two decades, residents of the Sahel have 

regularly managed local, sometimes acute, food crises by 

turning to imported rice whenever coarse grain prices 

reach levels as high as those in force since 2007/08. This is 

true of rural and urban dwellers alike.  

 

The long-term price stability of imported rice and its regular 

availability on the market previously helped to control 

intra- and inter-annual fluctuations in prices for local grain 

crops, thus easing food insecurity problems. Today’s 

record-high price of imported rice has managed to outstrip 

even the price of locally grown rice, leaving area residents 

without this tactical substitution option to resort to as they 

did in the past. High prices for local grain crops actually 

pose less of a problem than the lack of low-cost imported 

rice as an alternative food source during the upcoming 

hunger season (June through September).  

 

Continuing, simultaneous price increases for local grain 

crops and imported rice will curtail food access until the 

next harvest, particularly for low-income groups 

completely dependent on the market for their food 

supply.  

 

Whether in landlocked Sahelian countries or along the 

Atlantic coast, this new crisis will be first and foremost a 

“rice crisis.” Following the same pattern as prices for other 

food products since 2006, the cost of staple grain crops is 

becoming prohibitive, making them virtually inaccessible 

for the poorest households. Landlocked countries will 

suddenly find it difficult to ensure an adequate food supply 

by relying on increasingly costly rice imports.   

What interventions are recommended to slow the rapid 

rise in grain prices? 

 

At the first signs of the surge in prices in 2006, national 

governments, regional integration organizations, donors, 

and their development partners committed to address two 

major, conflicting concerns, namely: (1) the need to take 

advantage of high price levels to boost local production by 

assisting local farmers, compensating them for their efforts 

and stepping up investments in agriculture; and (2) the 

need to help improve food access for impoverished rural 

and urban dwellers. 

 

Though the upward trend in prices was noticeable as early 

as 2006, the first programs addressing this problem did not 

begin until 2008. In contrast to the effect of programs 

designed to boost local production, the impact of measures 

designed to improve market regulation was negligible.  

 

The primary recommendation aims to help boost local grain 

production to ensure a successful 2009/10 growing season 

through timely distributions of farm inputs. At the same 

time, it is important to ensure adequate grain supplies in 

structurally deficit areas, both rural and urban, by ensuring 

the smooth operation of local markets.   

 

Joint food security assessments in West Africa are ongoing 

to help improve decision-making.  

 

Beginning February 10
th

 of this year, FEWS NET partnered 

with the CILSS, the WFP, and national market information 

systems to undertake a series of food security and market 

assessment missions in the face of these steep rises in 

prices, as was the case in 2008. The missions will cover all 

of West Africa from Cameroon to Mauritania. The 

assessments will evaluate market supplies and inventories; 

study trends in prices, supply, and demand; and explore 

possibilities for the regular supply of food-short areas and 

access for at-risk groups. The purpose of these missions is 

to: 

 

• Establish current price levels, inventory levels on cross-

border markets, and future projections of volume and 

direction of trade flows based on the interplay of 

supply and demand; 

• Provide reliable information for government agencies 

in charge of managing food security reserves and 

assisting food-insecure population groups and agro-

food market analysts for national and regional early 

warning systems; 

 

• Provide early warning to decision-makers regarding 

appropriate measures for controlling the rapid rise in 

prices ; 

• Provide a frame of reference for the management of 

food security programs at the country and regional 

levels between now and the upcoming 2008-2009 

harvest season. 

 

Upcoming information notes will focus on the findings by 

these missions. 
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Caterpillar infestation in Liberia: CILSS and FAO evaluate the situation  
 

In January of this year, Liberia announced an infestation of 

hordes of caterpillars worse than ever before. The 

government has declared a state of emergency and called 

on the international community for assistance. 

 

The insect species in question is Achaea catocaloides 

Guenee, not the legionnaire caterpillar as was previously 

announced. 

 

The caterpillar is born in trees known as Dahoma in the 

local dialect, which are the main hosts for the eggs laid by 

adult moths. Once the eggs hatch, the larvae grow on the 

leaves of the trees before dropping to the ground to pupate 

under fallen leaves.  

 

When the caterpillars no longer have enough to eat in the 

trees (once the trees are completely defoliated, for 

example), they drop to the ground to look for another 

source of food, which explains the migration of larvae in 

search of other host plants. Since Dahoma trees tend to 

grow in the vicinity of water sources and, therefore, 

populated areas, there is a high probability of the 

contamination of these bodies of water and a high risk of 

damage to crops. 

 

According to the report, the main effects of the infestation 

are: 

 

• The contamination of water sources with excrement 

and the bodies of dead caterpillars, making the water 

unfit for consumption; 

• Damage to coffee, cocoa and plantain crops and, wild 

flora; 

• The abandonment of homes and fields by area 

residents; 

• Water pollution caused by the powdery scales from the 

wings of adult caterpillars, possibly triggering allergic 

reactions in certain individuals; 

• The likely arrival of a second generation of caterpillars. 

 

A total of fifty-five villages in northern and western Liberia 

are reportedly infested. According to information on the 

life cycle of the caterpillar and observations on the ground, 

older larvae could appear by the second half of March at 

the latest. 

 

The CILSS mission recommends the following short-term 

measures: 

 

1. Rapid training of technicians for canvassing and 

treatment, as well as training farmers as auxiliary plant 

protection agents in the absence of a Liberian National 

Plant Protection Service; 

 

2. Establishing monitoring and control teams consisting of a 

mix of trained technicians and support agents; 

 

3. Organizing public service campaigns to encourage the 

population to effectively assist with monitoring efforts over 

all areas requiring canvassing and control measures; 

 

4. Spraying targeting larvae on the ground in the event an 

infestation is detected, and taking all necessary precautions 

to prevent the contamination of rivers, streams, and wells 

by insecticides; 

 

5. Mobilization of adequate physical and financial 

resources. 

 

Recommended medium and long-term measures: 

 

1. As the pest poses a threat to the region, the response 

in Liberia warrants regional coordination, starting with 

the scientific establishment of possible migration 

routes;  

 

2. The development of a pest monitoring system and 

control methods based on field and lab research are 

needed. These should focus on the insect’s relationship 

with its environment, its life cycle, and insecticide 

testing, both in the lab and in the field. 

 

This research, which also requires the mobilization of 

resources, could be conducted by the Central Agricultural 

Research Institute (CARI). 

 

 

  

������������   Sources of information 

 

The content of this analytical note by the FCPN is based on information or analyses furnished by various specialized network-affiliated or 

outside organizations. Additional information is available on their respective websites. 
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Afrique Verte www.afriqueverte.org,        

Reliefweb: www.reliefweb.int/ 

OCHA:  www.humanitarianinfo.org & http://ochaonline.un.org/;   

SISA/CNSA:  www.sisa.bf  

 

������������ Promoting better access to information on the food and nutrition situation in the Sahel and West Africa 

 

The FCPN website is designed to provide better access to information on the food and nutrition situation in this region for decision-

making as the basis for future action. This website, at www.food-security.net, is at your service to answer your questions and provide 

related analytical documents.  

 
 


