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A FORGOTTEN CRISIS IN THE SAHEL 

DAKAR- Two years ago, when the Sahel endured one of the most serious food crises in its history, we all 
stepped up. Humanitarian organizations provided vital support to populations in crisis, thanks to the 

extraordinary mobilization of governments, partners on the ground, and the international community, who 
listened and responded quickly to our appeal.  

Today we face a new risk: trivializing and forgetting the Sahel. Becoming comfortable with malnutrition 
rates still above alert or emergency levels. Forgetting that, behind statistics, there are children that will 
never develop normally, men and women that will be unable to feed their families. And with this risk, the 
possibility that the Sahel will suffer yet another crisis.  

Millions of dollars were invested in the fight against hunger. Families received food rations, children and 
pregnant women had access to treatment for malnutrition, rehabilitation programmes restored means of 
production. We saved lives but also made a commitment: to do everything possible so that tomorrow 

people in the Sahel could feed themselves and endure additional crises, especially drought.   

We have already set up activities to build resilience, 

including Food-for-Work programmes and P4P 
(Purchase for Progress), a WFP initiative to revitalize 
the agricultural sector. We have helped returning 
refugees find work and become self-sufficient, 

developed programmes that aim to change lives, 
kickstart agriculture, create wealth, and contribute to 
economic development.  

We cannot compromise our efforts in the Sahel, we 
cannot allow ourselves to backtrack on the progress 
we have made. If we neglect to support small 
producers today, if we do not fight daily to eliminate 

malnutrition, if we fail to give populations the means 
to meet their basic needs, we risk seeing a new major 
crisis arise.  

We already know that the situation in the Sahel is 
troubling. Most people still have not recovered from 
the crisis in 2012, and an estimated 7.6 million are 
expected to experience crisis levels of food insecurity 

during the lean season between June and September, with more than 700,000 requiring emergency 
assistance.  

We have the tools to combat these problems and avoid the worst, we have the human and logistical 

capacity. But we do not have sufficient funds. We know that early intervention and building resilience is 

less expensive than intervening after a crisis starts. WFP is always there to protect against the worst; now 

we’re looking to work towards a better future. 

     Denise Brown 

Regional Director for West Africa 

WFP is concerned that a lack of funds could compromise efforts to support households 

in the Sahel, where many are still recovering from the crisis in 2012. 

Bandiagara is one of the pockets of drought in Mali. WFP 
is providing assistance to 90,000 people. With long-term 
solutions, however, crises, even localized crises, will con-
tinue to arise. (Copyright: WFP/Daouda Guirou) 
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Guinea : The “Sultans” of Sountoudiana triple production 

GUINEA—The last few years have been difficult 
for the “Sultans,” a group of women farmers 
from the small village of Sountoudiana in 
Northeast Guinea. Harvests have barely been 
enough to feed their families, especially during 
the lean season, and the region suffers from 
high levels of food insecurity and low 
enrolment rates. With support from WFP, 
however, the group has tripled crop yields and 
doubled membership. Today the Sultans are 

supplying local school canteens and selling 
their surplus locally, in the process building the 
resilience of the entire community.   

Eggplants, tomatoes, onions, chili, okra and 
beans - the Sultans’ 15-hectare garden is filled 
with fresh produce. Their fields, however, were 
not always so bountiful. Ratou, the group’s 
leader, recalls recent years when conditions 

were “desperate” in her village. “We always 
tried to grow cereals and vegetables, but our 

resources are limited and the markets far away,” she explains. “Each year, our harvests have been barely enough to 
feed our families.” 

Trainings and tools  

In 2013, WFP began supporting the group through a Food-for-Work programme—funded by the Government of 
Japan—that provides food assistance in exchange for work that benefits the whole community.  This part of Guinea is 
highly vulnerable to food insecurity; households have few options for generating income, and access to markets is 
limited by poor roads and weak infrastructure, particularly during the rainy season. Many are forced to sell everything 
they have to survive the lean season, including the tools and seeds needed to continue cultivating the land.  

Working with the Government, women participating in the programme received training in market gardening, 
cultivation techniques, food storage and product marketing.  They also received tools to facilitate field work and 

increase yields.  

Results of these efforts have been remarkable. “This year, we were able to grow three tons of cereals, while we hardly 
reached one ton last year”, says Ratou proudly. The success of the programme has also motivated more women to 
participate; the group is twice as big as it was last year. All 53 women of Sountoudiana now work together.  

Supplying school meals  

The increased harvest has allowed the women to feed more than just their families. They now supply village’s school 
canteen with fresh, locally-grown food. "We are all very pleased to contribute our vegetables to our children’s school 
meals. It helps them to study well and to prepare for a better future," says Ratou. The women also have the chance 
earn some extra income by selling some of their surplus locally. This builds livelihoods and stimulates local trade, thus 
benefiting the whole community.  

Reducing vulnerability 

Despite the women’s success, conditions in Sountoudiana remain difficult. 34 percent of the population is food-
insecure, and hectares of tillable land lay uncultivated. Due to poor road conditions and a lack of financial means, 
access to other markets is challenging. Even in good harvest years, populations do not have the warehouses necessary 
to store food for the lean season. Through the Food-for-Work programme, the tools and training the women receive—

including proper food storage techniques—will eventually 
help them and their families become self-reliant. This 
work, however, is just beginning in the region, and the 
food assistance WFP provides during the lean season in 
exchange for their work addresses short term needs while 
still building long-term resilience.   

The Sultans have been pleased with WFP’s support. "We 
really hope that this good cooperation with WFP will 

continue," Ratou says. “We already have plans to enlarge 
the cultivable land.” 

In 2014, WFP Guinea plans to support 5,500 beneficiaries 

from agricultural producer groups like the Sultans 

through Food-for-Work (FFW) and Food-for-Training 

(FFA) activities.  

Katharina Dirr 

Thanks to a Food-for-Work programme, a group of women farmers in Northeast Guinea have been able to 
increase their harvest, feed their families, and even contribute fresh food to the local school feeding programme.   
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A collapsing economy. Poor nutrition. Widespread food 
insecurity. Diminished agricultural production. Limited 

trade and transport. These are just some of the factors 
contributing to an “ominous” food security situation in CAR, 
according to the report prepared by a joint FAO/WFP 
mission carried out in early March. WFP Chief Economist 
Arif Husain was shocked by the extent of the crisis. “It 
really doesn’t get much worse than this,” he says.  

The crisis has had devastating effects on nutrition, 
livelihoods and the economy across CAR. The entire 
population—not just refugees and the internally displaced—
are affected by the crisis, either directly or indirectly.  

Commerce and transport sectors are fractured, as much of 
the Muslim community that traditionally plays a central role 
in trade and business in the country has fled. At the same 
time, insecurity, unreliable transport and 
informal taxation hinder imports of 
supplies from neighboring countries and 

from surplus areas within the country.  

The agriculture sector is also suffering. 
Food production was down by more than a 
third in 2013, while livestock and cash crop 

production were both cut in half. Agricultural production is 
expected to be significantly lower than pre-crisis levels in 
2014, and imports will likely not be enough make up the 
shortfall. In Bangui, the largest wholesale market (KP5) is 
near collapse and gradually running out of stocks.  

The extended crisis has also taken a toll on households and 

their ability to purchase food. Nearly three-quarters of the 
workforce is estimated to be unemployed, and most civil 
servants have not been paid for the last six months.  As 
Husain explains, “The usual survival strategies, such as 
families going into debt, eating less and selling assets, 
have been a last resort for over a year for many people and 
are close to being exhausted.” 

An early start to the hungry season further threatens the 
food security of already-vulnerable populations. Even 
before the crisis escalated in December, nearly half of 
children under five were stunted, and 25 percent were 
considered underweight; life expectancy is one of the 
lowest in the world.  

About 1.6 million people directly affected by the 
crisis urgently need food, but WFP and other aid 
agencies face two main challenges:  insecurity and a 
lack of resources. A long and expensive humanitarian 

operation is expected over the next 18 months as the 
crisis evolves. 

Eliza Warren-Shriner 

Collapse of economy in CAR contributes to 

long-term humanitarian crisis  
The Central African Republic (CAR), devastated since December by widespread conflict and attacks on civilians by 
armed groups, continues to unravel. An FAO/WFP special report, released on 7 April, warns that unprecedented 
civil conflict and insecurity is severely affecting economic activity and destroying livelihoods, creating an 
“ominous” situation for the entire population.  

MALNUTRITION REACHES ALARMING LEVELS AMONG REFUGEE CHILDREN IN 

CAMEROON  

Most of the refugees from Central African Republic (CAR) are arriving in Cameroon traumatized, exhausted and often in 
poor health, requiring immediate assistance. Their nutritional status—especially among children under five years of age 
and pregnant or nursing women—is a serious concern. Global acute malnutrition rates are above 25 percent in some 
camps.  

WFP has started providing nutritional assistance in health centers to treat moderate acute malnutrition. In order to 
prevent further deterioration of the nutrition situation among refugees, a malnutrition prevention programme is also 
being prepared. 

WFP works in close partnership with other UN agencies and NGOS to meet the basic needs of refugees as they arrive. 

Despite numerous challenges, WFP has successfully pre-positioned enough food supplies to respond to the influx of 

refugees and provide assistance in camps recently opened by UNHCR. 

To date, 30,000 refugees have received food rations. In the coming month, WFP is planning to provide food and 

nutrition assistance to 100,000 Central African refugees.   

Sofia Engdahl 

“It really 

doesn’t 
get much 

worse 

than this.” 
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The Regional Office for West Africa oversees 19 Country Offices, providing strategic 
guidance, training and support in programming, logistics, resource mobilisation, public 
information, human resources and ICT.  The Regional Office also coordinates with UN 

sister agencies, humanitarian partners and donors.  

In brief 

The Nigerien government has made food security its main priority. The goal? 
Help Nigeriens feed themselves.   

BRUSSELS—Niger’s “Nigeriens nourish Nigeriens,” or “3N”’ initiative, works 
with communities to find solutions to food insecurity and malnutrition. The 
project is supported by the European Union and the United Nations, who 
reiterated their commitment at a side event of the EU-Africa Summit in early 
April. 

“As the EU-Africa summit draws to a close, one of the main messages to 
have come out of it was the need to provide African solutions to African 
problems,” recalled Andris Pielbalgs, the European Commissioner for 

Development and Cooperation, at the April 3 conference in Brussels.  

“The ‘Nigeriens Nourish Nigeriens’ initiative is a perfect demonstration of this 
idea in practice—a Nigerien solution to resolve the problem of food and 
nutrition insecurity, which affects the country so badly, » he continued. He 
assured that the EU would be « delighted to give full support to this 
initiative.” 

3N is an innovative project that aims to reinforce the resilience of populations 
and fight malnutrition. It is based on collaboration between the government, 
local communities, UN agencies and NGOs and aims to reduce the 
vulnerability of populations and allow them to determine the direction of their 
development process. 

“For many years, nutrition has been regarded as being ‘everyone’s problem 

but nobody’s responsibility,’” MEP Louis Michel said in his opening. “Thanks 
to the combined action taken by governments such as Niger, civil society, UN 
agencies and the private sector, the topic of nutrition has been on the 
international political agenda.” 

Niger is one of the countries most affected by food 
insecurity. “Malnutrition is chronic and characterized 
by periods of cyclical exacerbation. Malnutrition is a 
serious concern that has unfortunately expanded 

into a real public health problem,” explains Issoufou 
Mahamadou, President of the Republic of Niger. 

“For all of us, but especially for the Sahel, resilience 

will become increasingly important in response to 
the massive effects of climate change. 3N is a model 

of what a national resilience plan should be about, 
with its ownership rooted in Niger,” says Kristalina 
Georgieva, EU Commissioner for international 
cooperation, humanitarian aid and crisis response.  

“With alarming signals on the food and nutrition 
situation coming from right across the Sahel, we 
must remain vigilant even as we invest in prevention 
and resilience, and the European Commission is 
doing exactly that, with 142 million euros mobilised 
in response this year. We pray for the best but 

prepare for the worst,” she added.  

 For UNICEF Representative in Niger Guido Cornale, despite difficulties, there 
is now “a unique opportunity to score the decisive goal in the fight against 
malnutrition. We know WHAT to do. It is the way we implement it—and 
how—that we are about to change, towards an integrated, multi-sectoral and 

multi-player approach.” 

WFP, FAO and UNICEF support the 3N initiative through “communes de 
convergence,” a new approach to food and nutrition security based on 
synergies between needs expressed by the communities, government bodies, 
UN agencies and NGOs that work on nutrition. The approach has so far been 

a success, explains Benoit Thiry, WFP Director in Niger. “In the 35 

communities where we have started working in this manner, we are finding it 
is the best way to address pressing short-term nutrition needs while 
simultaneously providing a basis for communities’ long-term development.”  

UN and EU support “Nigeriens nourish Nigeriens” 

initiative  

In 2014... 

 

...nearly a quarter 

of Nigeriens will be 

food-insecure 

 

...3.3 million will 

need emergency 

food assistance  

 

...1 million children 

under the age of 

five will suffer from 

acute malnutrition  
 

Source: ECHO fact 

sheet, March 2014 

SAHEL: Approximately 4.9 million 

people face a serious or very serious 

food crisis and need immediate 

assistance in the 12 countries of the 

Sahel and West Africa, according to 

the Cadre Harmonisé (Burkina Faso, 

Cape Verde, Côte d’Ivoire, Gambia, 

Ghana, Togo, Mali, Mauritania, 

Niger, Guinea, Senegal et Chad) 

 

If appropriate interventions are not put 

in place, this number could increase to 

nearly 7.8 million during the lean 

season between June and August. 

(CILSS, Cadre Harmonisé, March 

2014).   

 

NIGER—The country is “once again 

heading for a difficult lean season 

(June-September) in 2014, after poor 

rains left a harvest deficit of some 

343,000 tonnes (about 9 percent of 

estimated national 

consumption needs). The UN World 

Food Programme (WFP) has warned 

that around 2m people in Niger will 

face severe food shortages  (…) It is 

the fourth time in less than ten years 

that international aid agencies have 

raised the alarm of severe food 

shortages in Niger.” -The Economist 

Intelligence Unit (Read full article 

here) 

 

CHAD/CAR-Nearly 30,000 people 

fleeing conflict in Central African 

Republic (CAR) received food 

vouchers last month in Chad. Read 

more here. 

 

CAMEROON—The school meals 

programme restarted in March, with 

over 15,000 children receiving hot 

meals daily in the most food-insecure 

regions of the country. The programme 

had been suspended for over a year due 

to a lack of funds.   

http://www.wfp.org/
https://www.facebook.com/ProgrammeAlimentaireMondial
https://twitter.com/WFP_WAfrica
https://country.eiu.com/article.aspx?articleid=1341697318&Country=Niger&topic=Economy&subtopic=Forecast&subsubtopic=Economic+growth&u=1&pid=1941499978&oid=1941499978&uid=1
http://bit.ly/1h2Pygf

