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Key Findings

• Severe environmental shocks in both 2017 and 2018 have 
resulted in consecutive poor harvests and limited access to 
livestock, which has reduced general food availability and a 
sharp increase in food prices has severely prevented financial 
access to food.

• Livestock were moved from normal wet season grazing land to 
the highlands due to the excess standing water, resulting in no 
household (HH) access to essential livestock products, such 
as milk, which is a key food source during the lean season, 
June to August. The excess water also precipitated livestock 

disease and reportedly increased livestock mortality. 

• Extended closure of seasonal Sudan-South Sudan trade 
routes decreased market supply, while the limited harvest 
increased HH market reliance. The market shocks doubled 
the price of sorghum during the post-harvest season as 
compared to last year, decreasing HH purchasing power and 
access to food. 

• Food shortages have driven HHs to adopt coping 
mechanisms such as the consumption of wild foods, 
collection and sale of forest resources and both 
permanent and livelihood migration to Sudan. HHs 
currently maintain access to normal seasonal coping 
strategies; however, early and heavy reliance on coping 
mechanisms has strained available resources and driven 
down the relative value of commodities, such as labour and 
firewood.

• Flooding of the lowland areas negatively impacted soil quality 
in traditionally the most fertile area of the county, which may 
result in lower agricultural output in future cultivation.

Context and Background 
The southern portion of Aweil North County, Northern Bahr el 
Ghazal State sits in the lowlands, with many areas subject to 
seasonal flooding of the Lol River, which runs between Aweil North 
and Aweil West counties (Map 2).1 While HHs have established 
practices to mitigate minor annual flooding, a series of larger 
environmental shocks in 2017 and 2018 have severely impacted 
access to food and the ability of HHs to meet basic needs in the 
county.  

Situated in the western floodplain sorghum and cattle livelihood 
zone, HHs in Aweil North County rely on cultivation and livestock 
as their principal livelihood activities.2 Aweil North has one annual 
harvest season between September and November, the yields 
of which typically last up to 5 or 6 months following a full harvest 

Introduction
Heavy rains and flooding of the Lol River in Aweil North County, 
Northern Bahr el Ghazal State (NBeG) in August and September 2018 
have reportedly heavily damaged and destroyed crops in lowland 
areas, increasing food insecurity and resource gaps. Spikes in market 
prices have further decreased access to food in flood-affected areas. 
Initial reports from humanitarian partners in the region indicated the 
flooding caused major shelter damage and crop destruction; however, 
there are gaps in knowledge on the severity and impact of the flood 
and price inflation on food security in the county. To better understand 
the food security situation in Aweil North County, REACH carried out a 
Food Security and Livelihoods (FSL) assessment, conducting 6 FSL 
Focus Group Discussions (FGDs), 1 key informant (KI) interview (KII) 
with a local leader, informal KIIs with humanitarian partners and direct 
observation. Assessed settlements include Makuac Deng Ayom, 
Lueth Lual, Malual Loc, Lol-Kou, Nyinameth and War-Kuel (Map 1). 
These settlements were chosen  given their location in the reported 
flood zone and road accessibility with the Food Security and Nutrition 
Monitoring System (FSNMS) assessment team. Secondary data was 
also analysed to triangulate qualitative findings.

Map 1: Areas assessed by REACH, December 2018
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(Figure 1). FGD participants reported HHs also carry out seasonal 
livelihood activities, such as fishing and hunting, vegetable gardens, 
casual labour and the sale of firewood and charcoal when there are 
food consumption gaps.

Food and Livelihood Shocks
Consecutive minimal harvests
Irregular rains and flooding of the Lol River damaged or destroyed 
lowland crops in Aweil North County in both 2017 and 2018. 
Additionally, consecutive outbreaks of fall army worm early in the 
growing seasons damaged crops and reduced yield sizes in both 
years.3 

In mid-May 2018, heavier than normal rain, over 140% of the 20-
year average, was followed by consecutive weeks of below average 
rainfall, dropping to less than two-thirds of the 20-year average, which 
impeded initial crop growth.4 Subsequently, in first dekad of August, 
rainfall was 177% higher than the 20-year average, which resulted in 
flooding of lowland settlements along the Lol River, inundating crops 
and minimizing crop yields (Figure 2).5 FGD participants noted that the 
repeated flooding has also caused soil erosion, reducing the potential 
for full harvests in the most fertile area of Aweil North County.  

FGD participants reported that the period of hunger in 2017 from the 

lack of access to food following the flooding subsequently limited 
HHs’ physical capacity to plant as many feddans (4,200 square 
metres) in 2018. This, in combination  with the environmental shocks 
in 2018, resulted in smaller reported harvest sizes in 2018 than in 
2017. FGD participants noted that crop yields were projected to last 
for only 1 to 2 months, exhausting by early 2019. Without access to 
harvested crops, HHs have an increased reliance on markets, wild 
food consumption and a host of livelihood coping mechanisms to 
mitigate food-consumption gaps.    

Reduced access to livestock
FGD participants reported that the heavy rains in 2018 resulted in 
livestock disease and excess livestock mortality, damaged the wet 
season grazing land and reduced HH access to livestock products. 
Given that livestock are a primary livelihood source for HHs, the 
recent environmental shocks have had a considerable negative 
impact on HH resources.

Due to the flooding, many cattle keepers reportedly moved cattle north 
to the highlands of Aweil North County (Map 2), making the livestock 
and livestock products, such as milk and blood, inaccessible to HHs. 
During the wet season cattle normally graze in local settlements, 
allowing HHs access to milk during the lean months, reportedly an 
essential supplement to their diet. Between August and October 2018, 
milk prices increased by 150%, while, as per the 5-year average, milk 
prices normally decrease by 50% during this time.6 This price increase 
may be resultant of the unseasonable inaccessibility of livestock. 
Additionally, HHs typically use livestock manure to fertilize land 
through the cultivation period and FGD participants noted the lack of 
fertilizer has reduced soil quality in key cultivation areas, impacting 
both the 2018 and future crop yields. FGD participants also reported 
that the excess standing water in the wet season grazing land caused 
an increase in cattle disease and consequent cattle mortality in Aweil 
North County, diminishing HH assets.

FGD participants projected that the flooding will not affect their 
southern dry season cattle migration routes for 2019; despite the 
rains causing atypical movement north, cattle keepers from Aweil 
North County will still migrate south to the toich (swamp) in Chelkou, 
in northern Aweil Centre County starting in January. This is a an 
annual migration route and cattle keepers typically return north to the 
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Map 2: Cattle movement in wet and dry season and 
blocked seasonal trade routes

Figure 1: Seasons in Aweil North County, NBeG State
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home settlements before the start of the rains in May (Map 2). 
One FGD participant noted that in some areas of the county, the 
water had already started to subside, allowing cattle keepers to 
return to the home settlements with their cattle before dry season 
migration. 

Decrease in HH purchasing power
The low yields this harvest season resulted in an increase in HH 
market reliance. The high demand, combined with the prolonged 
closure of the seasonal Sudan-South Sudan trade routes due to 
extensive rain damage, increased market prices and decreased 
the relative value of HH assets, or HH Terms of Trade (ToT). 
This reduction in HH purchasing power has negatively impacted 
access to food in Aweil North County.

FGD participants reported that HHs rely on Gok Machar and Ariath 
Centre markets (Map 2), typically supplied by traders from Sudan. 
FGD participants noted that the two roads from Sudan to South 
Sudan through NBeG State are seasonally closed from June to 
November; however, due to heavier than normal rains in 2018, 
the roads remain closed into January 2019 (Map 2). Some local 
traders have reportedly turned to Amiet market in Abyei to stock 
Aweil North markets; although, the unrest in Sudan that began 
in December 2018 has reportedly prevented many Sudanese 
traders from supplying this market.7

The lack of market supply has driven drastic price increases. In 
September 2018, pre-harvest, a malwa (3.5kg) of red sorghum 
cost 359% of the price of sorghum at the same time last year, and 
250% of the 5-year average. While the price expectedly dropped 
during the harvest in October, sorghum still cost 3 times (309%) 
more than the 5-year average and 2 times (203%) more than 
in October 2017.8 The price of other key goods, such as rice, 
sugar and maize have also increased since last year and FGD 
participants projected they will continue to rise. 

With the high market dependency, the relative value of unskilled 
casual labour has decreased. Casual labour is a common 
livelihood coping mechanism to fill food gaps for HHs (see Coping 
Strategies section). In October 2018, the HH ToT for casual labour 
wages was 66% of what it was in October 2017; one day of casual 

labour could allow a HH to buy 6.1kg of sorghum in October 2017, 
and only 4.1kg in 2018.9

Coping Strategies
Due to the compounded impact of multiple poor harvests, 
unseasonal livestock movement, increases in livestock disease, 
spikes in market prices and reduced purchasing power, FGD 
participants noted that HHs have adopted a variety of coping 
mechanisms to meet basic needs. FGD participants reported that 
they maintained access to most of their typical seasonal coping 
mechanisms, but that the strategies were adopted earlier in the 
year than normal and some mechanisms will exhaust or become 
inaccessible in the coming months. 

FGD participants emphasized that HHs previously relied on 
support from family and social networks to meet basic needs 
between harvests; however, given that the environmental shocks 
and high market prices have negatively impacted most HHs within 
the affected area, they can no longer rely on these networks for 
support.  

Livelihood migration
FGD participants reported that working-aged males have started to 
out-migrate to find casual work, fishing or trade to mitigate resource 
gaps in their HHs (Map 3). While this is a common seasonal coping 
mechanism for HHs, FGD participants emphasised that many 
more individuals are traveling north than in a normal year and they 
have left earlier in the year. Participants also noted that in some 
settlements entire HHs have migrated due to resource gaps, which 
they projected will increase as access to local coping strategies 
decreases. In order to travel to Sudan, HHs that managed to 
harvest a small amount of sorghum reportedly sold, rather than 
consumed, the yields to cover transportation costs.11 However, 
the growing unrest in Sudan may result in road closures, blocking 
possible migration routes, decreasing market supply, as well as 
reducing possible labour opportunities that would normally be 
accessible at this time of year.12

FGD participants reported that because the Lol River was still too 
flooded to fish in December, fishermen traveled to Kiir River to fish 

Figure 2: Rainfall by dekad, May-Oct 2018, 
Aweil North County10
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and trade at the seasonal market. Kiir Market is typically active 
during the dry season and is central for trade between Sudan and 
South Sudan. However, Sudanese traders have reportedly not yet 
arrived to open Kiir Market this season due to the extensive rains, 
poor roads and unrest, and many South Sudanese fishermen and 
traders who were intending to rely on this market have been unable 
to buy or sell goods. 

Primary labour migration destinations reportedly shifted between 
2017 and 2018 (Map 3). A KI noted that following the flooding in 
September 2017, some traveled to Sudan, but many more migrated 
to Aweil Town or other urban centres in NBeG State where they had 
family connections and knew of casual labour opportunities.  The 
influx of working-age males in 2017 flooded the labour markets in 
city centres and left many people unemployed. FGD participants 
noted there is still a lack of casual labour opportunities within NBeG 
and reported their intentions to travel to Sudan following the missed 
harvest in 2018, not within NBeG State.

FGD participants noted that HHs with multiple family members 
who have migrated for work will have less support in carrying out 
agricultural work at home and may have a decreased capacity to 
properly prepare and plant full plots in 2019. 

Early and over-sale of forest resources
Following the poor harvest, FGD participants reported that 
collecting and selling forest resources, such as grass and firewood, 
and making charcoal were the only remaining viable livelihood 
activities in Aweil North County. Collecting grass and wood are 
reportedly normal coping income generating activities (IGAs) at this 
time of year; however, FGD participants noted that the increasing 
food insecurity has driven people to start these activities earlier 
than normal and a much larger portion of the population is relying 
on them as compared to previous years. 

Due to limited alternative IGAs, the over-reliance on the sale of 

firewood has over supplied the market leading to a large decrease 
in price per bundle. In October, the price of firewood dropped to just 
22% of the September price, with bundles decreasing from 131 South 
Sudanese Pound (SSP)/bundle in September to 30 SSP/bundle 
in October.13,14 The relative value of the firewood in the market to a 
malwa of sorghum (the ToT) also decreased dramatically; the October 
2018 value of firewood was a mere 30% of its value in October 2017 
and 36% of the 5-year average value of firewood at the same time 
of year. In October 2017, HHs had to sell 2.6 bundles of firewood to 
purchase 1 malwa of sorghum, while in October 2018 this increased 
to 8.3 bundles per malwa of sorghum.15 

FGD participants also noted that women started cutting and selling 
grass while it was still green, before it was mature (dry) and typically 
harvested to be used for tukul and fence building. The heightened 
and early strain on forest resources reportedly drove some local 
authorities to establish policies that made cutting down trees and 
grass illegal, reportedly in an effort to prevent deforestation. With 
new policies limiting access to the only remaining IGA for HHs in 
Aweil North County, FGD participants noted their last option will be 
to migrate with their entire HHs to Sudan. A KI noted that due to the 
new laws, some women are consequently traveling further into the 
forest to still collect wood and grass, resulting in injuries from walking 
longer distances carrying heavier loads. Additionally, FGD participants 
emphasised that the seasonal grass-burn to prepare the land for 2019 
planting and cultivation season will reportedly begin in February and 
March, making grass collection no longer a viable livelihood coping-
strategy for HHs. 

Wild food consumption
In Aweil North County, wild fruits, leaves and roots supplement main 
staples in times of plenty as well as act as a primary food source 
during the lean season or periods of hunger. As food consumption 
gaps increase following the 2018 floods, FGD participants reported 
that HHs had already started relying on wild foods, much earlier into 
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the post-harvest dry season than in a normal year, and wild foods are 
making up larger portions of their diet. FGD participants listed Lang, 
Lulu and Thöu (Lalouf) fruits; Akuor and Anet leaves; and Nana and 
Nando roots as currently accessible and consumed by HHs, none 
of which are currently reported to cause sickness or negative side-
effects. A KI noted that Thöu (Lalouf) leaves are also starting to be 
gathered by some HHs, which, unlike Thöu fruit, are considered to 
be socially less acceptable to consume and can reportedly cause 
severe stomach problems. If access to basic food items continues 
to decrease, HH over-reliance on wild foods and the consumption of 
wild foods that are known to make people sick may have long-term 
negative impacts and become unsustainable.

Early livestock sales
In times of acute food insecurity, HHs often rely on the early sale 
of livestock as a coping strategy. Following the flooding and poor 
harvest in 2017, many HHs reportedly sold much of their livestock 
to meet essential food needs. The continued food insecurity in early 
2018 reportedly drove HHs to sell cattle to traders from eastern 
Darfur, Sudan, who traveled with the cattle back to Sudan.16 The 
early cattle sales in 2017 and 2018 in conjunction with the reported 
livestock disease and mortality during the flooding in mid-2018 has 
meant that some HHs had already exhausted livestock as a coping 
strategy by the time of the assessment.

A KI reported that current livestock sales are relatively normal for 
this time of year; however, FGD participants projected that HHs who 
still own livestock will likely start selling more livestock than normal 
in March and April 2019, as forest resources and alternate coping 
strategies become unavailable.  

Access to Services
The standing water from the recent flooding has also reportedly 
caused an increase in diseases among people in Aweil North 
County. FGD participants noted that the excess standing water in 
the settlements has resulted in more reported cases of malaria, 
diarrhoea and typhoid. A KI noted that the excess water blocked 
roads from rural settlements to urban centres, making basic services, 
like health facilities, inaccessible to some populations; however, this 
is reportedly improving with the dry season. 

Conclusion
Aweil North County has experienced consecutive years of severe 
environmental shocks, including erratic rainfall and flooding in 2017 
and 2018, causing poor harvests, an increase in livestock diseases, 
atypical wet season cattle migration, blocked trade routes and 
high market prices. The excess water has also reportedly affected 
soil quality in the fertile riverine areas of the county. This series of 
shocks has reduced access to resources and prompted the early 
adoption of typical coping  mechanisms for most HHs, such as 
labour migration, selling forest resources, and gathering wild foods. 
However, the high reliance on seasonal coping strategies has led 
to rapid forest resource exhaustion and the depletion in value of 
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labour in the market. Consequently, HHs in Aweil North County are 
facing increasing food-consumption gaps and with current coping 
strategies becoming inaccessible, this will likely trigger an early-
onset lean season in 2019 with high food insecurity.


