
ACUTE FOOD AND NUTRITION CRISIS 
IN THE SAHEL

A CALL TO ACTION

The Sahel region faces an exceptional crisis with the worst humanitarian needs in years requiring an 
urgent scale-up of emergency response. Millions of people in Burkina Faso, Chad, Mali, Mauritania, Niger 
and Senegal are struggling to meet their daily food needs and face extreme vulnerability and increasing 
hardships. 

Poor rainfall in the 2017 season has sparked acute pasture and water shortages, raised food costs and 
caused livestock prices to plummet. Pastoralists have migrated months earlier than usual with millions of 
livestock in search of water and pasture. 

Levels of food insecurity and malnutrition are markedly high. Almost six million people require food 
assistance, and up to 1.6 million children risk facing life-threatening severe acute malnutrition in the six 
countries.  Around 2.5 million pastoralists and agro-pastoralists are at a serious risk of livelihood crisis. 

CRITICAL MONTHS AHEAD
This year’s especially acute lean season is approaching its peak – meaning food scarcity, increasing severe 
acute malnutrition and outbreaks of epidemics. 

With rapidly deteriorating needs, affected communities, if they don’t receive assistance now, will struggle for 
survival for months to come. However, programmes providing emergency nutrition and food assistance and 
livelihood support remain underfunded.

The critical situation requires a swift and targeted response, and humanitarian actors call for immediate 
support from the international community. The window of opportunity to assist communities during the 
most difficult months, and provide life-saving aid to the most vulnerable is closing soon.
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THE WORST IN YEARS 
Analyses by Governments, NGOs and UN agencies since September 2017 point to an increasingly alarming 
situation, destabilizing the livelihoods of millions of people. Shortages of water and fodder have led to 
the earliest transhumance movements in 30 years, cross-border and with millions of animals. Herders are 
extremely vulnerable, and their families left behind with meager resources. Water points and pasture in host 
communities are thinly stretched and often insufficient.

Affected communities have already exhausted their food reserves, often months earlier than usual, and first 
harvests are only expected in September. Across Burkina Faso, Chad, Mali, Mauritania, Niger and Senegal, 
5.8 million people need urgent food and livelihoods assistance to go through the lean season, the highest 
number in years. The most recent analyses indicate that the figure could reach up to 6.5 million people. 

Malnutrition rates across the six countries are worryingly high. Up to 1.6 million children risk suffering from 
life-threatening severe acute malnutrition, an increase by more than 50 per cent compared to last year. In 
addition, 3.4 million could suffer from moderate acute malnutrition. Alarming global malnutrition levels 
exceed the emergency threshold in many zones across the region.

Acute water shortage and early drying up of water points have induced heightened pressure on resources in 
the region and reduced capacity of water and sanitation infrastructures, especially in most isolated areas. 
Across all drought-affected countries, a total of 3.8 million people need urgent WASH assistance.

Thousands of families are forced to adopt negative coping mechanisms. They are cutting down on meals, 
withdrawing children from school, remaining without health treatment. In some areas, over 50 per cent of 
affected people have already resorted to emergency measures such as selling reproductive cattle, begging 
or migrating.

The crisis has severely affected the most vulnerable civilian population, particularly women and children, 
older persons and those with disabilities and serious medical conditions. Across Burkina Faso, Chad, 
Mali, Mauritania, Niger and Senegal, 2.5 million are in need of protection and 4.8 million of urgent health 
assistance.
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COMPOUNDING FACTORS
The Sahel has seen an expansion and intensification of armed conflict. This spike in violence has worsened 
chronic needs in countries which count among the world’s most at risk of crises and disasters. 

Conflicts in Mali and the Lake Chad Basin are protracted. In northern and central Mali and parts of Burkina 
Faso, Niger and Chad, insecurity is disrupting basic services, hindering access and delivery of assistance. 
Livelihood activities have been curtailed by movement restrictions. In many areas, schools and clinics 
are closed, or staff have fled. Across the six countries, there are 293,000 internally displaced people and 
718,000 refugees.

While the humanitarian footprint in the region and the national capacity to deliver services are stronger than 
in 2012, insecurity and access constraints increasingly complicate access to many communities and the 
delivery of aid.

In the border triangle of Burkina Faso, Mali and Niger, a recent upsurge in violence has newly escalated 
needs. In Burkina Faso’s most affected Sahel region, food insecurity has tripled. Thousands of people in 
western Niger, central Mali and northern Burkina Faso have been displaced since December 2017. More 
than 1,200 schools are not functioning because of the insecurity, leaving almost 300,000 children in the 
three countries deprived of education.

SCALING UP TO PREVENT TRAGEDY
The Sahel region is once more facing a food and nutritional crisis. In recent years, governments in the 
region, together with humanitarian actors, have increased preparedness capacity. In the past few months, 
in reaction to the early warnings, some UN agencies and NGOs have drawn on internal advances to start 
responding as early as possible. 

Thanks to early donations from donors, including US$30 million allocated by the Central Emergency 
Response Fund (CERF), humanitarian partners, with governments and local organisations, are striving to 
scale up the response to the emerging needs. 

•  The UN and NGOs have supported national authorities to develop response plans focusing on pastoral 
and food security needs. A scale-up operation aimed at reaching 3.6 million people with food security 
intervention is underway.

•  Advocacy and technical support to governments and regional structures, especially with regards to 
enhancing pacific transhumance between Sahelian and coastal countries is ongoing. These will help 
avert potential risk of conflict and tension between settled farmers and herders.

•  A geographic prioritization to areas exceeding the global and severe acute malnutrition emergency 
thresholds, combined with additional risk factors, has been agreed with key partners to ensure early 
scale up of a multisectoral response, including appropriate infant feeding, health, water and hygiene. This 
will ensure to prevent reaching the estimated burden and guarantee better targeting and reprioritization 
of activities in hotspot areas. 

•  Efforts are underway to prioritize moderate acute malnutrition (MAM) treatment to ensure a continuum 
of care with SAM treated patients as they are most at risk of mortality. Support to pregnant and lactating 
women is essential given the higher risk of deterioration and mortality.



CRITICAL UNDERFUNDING
Despite ongoing efforts, the scale of the emergency in 2018 requires greater solidarity from the 
international community to ensure a strong and timely response and mitigate the impact of this 
exceptionally acute crisis.

With alarming signs of an acute crisis, the United Nations and NGO partners at the beginning of 2018, 
appealed for US$ 1.37 billion to adequately respond to the most urgent needs of 13.4 million people in 
Burkina Faso, Chad, Mauritania, Mali, Niger and Senegal. The requirement for the food security and nutrition 
response alone stands at $794 million. As of beginning of June however, the humanitarian response has 
only received 26% funding across the six countries. 

RUNNING OUT OF TIME
Humanitarian actors call on governments, donors, development actors and private institutions to do more 
to help prevent a further deterioration of the situation and create conditions for people to survive and 
prosper.

Without immediate scaled-up assistance, many lives will be at risk and the livelihoods of thousands of 
families wrecked, deepening misery and adding momentum to the cycle of adversity in the Sahel.

A response at scale will help safeguard hard-earned development gains and reduce the impact of coming 
shocks and next year’s lean season. If not attended to immediately, the crisis will have disastrous 
consequences and lead to an even more prolonged, challenging and expensive response. 

Failure to act now will leave millions of people in untold hardship.
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