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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY 

 
 
 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Background and Objectives 

The Regional Bureau for Latin America and the Caribbean (ODM) and the Country 
Offices of El Salvador, Guatemala, Honduras and Nicaragua carried out a standardized 
food and livelihood assessment between February and March 2002, in support of the 
preparation of WFP’s Regional Protracted Relief and Recovery Operation (PRRO) - 
2003-2006. 
 
The principle objective of the assessment was to provide a more in depth understanding 
of food and livelihood security in the drought corridor and document how recurring 
shocks are affecting communities and families.  Specifically, the assessment allowed 
WFP: 

 
 Recurrent shocks have been the norm in Central America over 

the past decades and will be the norm in the foreseeable future. 
 
 Families expect shocks in particular drought but cannot manage 

them. 
 
 Thus, drought is silently destroying people’s means of 

livelihood, their ability to cope and recover. 
 
 Of particular concern are the consequences for children who 

repeatedly, year after year do not have enough to eat. 
 
 Shocks increase the huge income disparities that exist in these 

countries.  With each harvest lost each job lost, political and 
social tensions arise. 

 
 Governments recognize the silent destruction caused by 

droughts but have little capacity to respond. 
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To understand the causes of food and livelihood insecurity and identify groups 
most vulnerable to natural and economic shocks, in particular those groups with 
high malnutrition levels. 
 
To develop standardized targeting criteria to assist in the identification of those 
most in need of food assistance in the four countries. 

 
 
The outputs of the assessment were: 
 
 Profiles for the livelihood groups most vulnerable to natural disasters and 

economic shocks; 
 Natural disaster trends in the drought corridor for the last ten years; 
 Needs for the livelihood groups directly exposed to recent crisis/shocks; 
 Food consumption changes in lean periods and the effect on vulnerable groups; 
 Coping mechanisms and the extent to which the livelihoods of vulnerable groups 

are eroded by recurrent crisis; 
 An assessment of local level capacity to respond to natural disasters and economic 

shocks; 
 An assessment of effectiveness of the assistance so far and existing gaps in 

coverage that might require additional interventions. 
 
 

Drought corridor 

Drought is one of the more frequent natural threats in the Pacific coastal areas of Central 
America.  The “drought corridor”, a term used by WFP to refer to a contiguous dry area 
(with a dry season of 6 months or more), is found in parts of all four countries. The 
critical drought-prone areas are shown in Map 1. The map is based on a combination of 
climatic data and areas affected by the 2000 and 2001 drought. 
 
Drought-prone areas in Central America correspond to the production areas for basic 
grains – corn, rice, beans and sorghum – as well as to the presence of important livestock 
and forestry activities.  These areas are also partially used for cash crops, mainly coffee. 
 
Drought is a recurrent event affecting the region and is closely related to global climatic 
variations, in particular to El Niño events.  However, drought also affects the region in 
years when El Niño is not present, for example the latest drought in 2001.  This is 
particularly worrying considering the severe effects of the drought in 2001, in particular 
for small farmers’ livelihoods and their agricultural production. 
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The assessment covered dry areas in the drought corridor in the four countries, because 
these areas are of major concern to WFP in the implementation of its Regional Protracted 
Relief and Recovery Operation for Central America.  The assessment was based on 
qualitative community-level participatory techniques with focus group and livelihood 
group discussions.  It covered 122 communities in 74 municipalities spread over 35 
departments of four countries.  In the 122 communities there are about 18,000 families, 
or about 104,600 individuals. 
 
 
 

Map 1 
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Major Findings 

The assessment results based on the 122 community sample are presented in this section: 

1.  Trends of Natural Disasters 

 
Situated near the slopes of volcano Usulutan, families in the community of El Cerrito 
have come to expect some type of natural disaster, having experienced one after the other 
over the last few years.  Since 1998 and the destruction brought by Hurricane Mitch, the 
130 families have lived through the earthquakes in 2001, and recurring droughts in 2000, 
2001 and 2002.  Their proximity to the volcano makes the community vulnerable to land 
and mud slides, which can become deadly when an earthquake strikes. 

 
Compounding the effects of these natural disasters, the fall in international coffee prices 
has resulted in unemployment.  No alternative employment options exist.  In the past the 
whole family worked seasonally in the coffee fields, providing means to survive.  The 
future of the 130 families in El Cerrito is uncertain.  Now remittances from the United 
States are the main income. A general feeling of the community is  “now, we find no 
other alternative but to hope for assistance from outside. 

 
 
 The same types of natural disasters have regularly and repeatedly affected the 

communities in Central American over the last ten years, including in the drought 
corridor. 

 
 An analysis of shocks shows an increase in the recurrence of natural disasters and 

an increased regularity of shocks, particularly droughts, followed by pests and 
disease infestations. 

 
 Droughts clearly affect livelihoods in these communities more frequently than any 

other type of shock.  Drought increasingly is a shock that farmers expect, but 
cannot manage.  Consequently livelihoods are continuously under stress, with 
families losing the ability to withstand the next shock and unable to recover lost 
assets. 

 
 The food security situation of families in the drought corridor is precarious, and 

each consecutive shock affects the consumption and nutrition patterns of affected 
families.  As a result families rely on negative coping mechanisms. 
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Graph 1 

Shocks – 10 Year Drought Frequency 
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2.  Uniformity in Losses Irrespective of Shocks 

 The majority of the families in a community, often more than 85 percent, were 
affected by a shock or series of shocks in the last 10 years. 

 
 Drought frequently caused loss of crops and seeds.  Other negative effects 

mentioned were reduced work opportunities, low incomes, unemployment, 
migration and loss of animals. 

 
 If we look at the losses caused by other shocks, we find a clear and consistent 

pattern in the type of losses.  These included: crops, seeds, work, animals and 
land.  

 
  Migration, either for short or long periods, was also frequently mentioned as 

urgent response. 
 

3.  Poor Human and Physical Capital  

 Among the surveyed adult population, an estimated 37 percent is illiterate, 
approximately 31 percent completed only the first three grades of primary 
education and less than 16 percent completed grades four through nine. 
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 Less than a third of the surveyed communities have a health center. 

 
 About 20 percent of the surveyed communities have no public or private wells. 

 
 Only 16 percent of the communities mentioned having some kind of public 

storage facility, while about 63 percent mentioned having private storage 
facilities.  Field observations confirmed that few families held sufficient stocks to 
withstand a shock.  Most families have small storage facilities (trojas) with stocks 
sufficient to last for a maximum of two to three months. 

 

4.  Economic Activities and the Dependence on Agriculture 

 The main livelihood groups in the area were categorized as follows:  
 

- Agricultural production combined with agricultural wage labor (day 
laborer); 

- Agricultural production combined with non-agricultural wage labor (wage 
worker); 

- Agricultural production combined with livestock; 
- Agricultural production combined with small business; 
- Other (without own agricultural production activities); 
- Agricultural wage labor (without own agricultural production activities); 
- Non-agricultural wage labor (without own agricultural production 

activities). 
 
 
 Surveyed communities depend mainly on agricultural production.  Agricultural 

wage labor, migration, small business and livestock are important complementary 
activities. 

 
 In 115 out of the 122 surveyed communities families engage in agricultural 

production activities and on average 72 percent of the families in these 
communities dedicate time to this activity. 

 
 In 95 out of the 122 surveyed communities about 47 percent of the families are 

involved in agricultural wage labor. 
 
 In 58 communities about 27 percent of the families migrate either for short or 

long periods within their region. 
 
 In 42 communities about 12 percent of the families are involved in small business 

activities. 
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 In 38 communities on average 15 percent of the families are involved in livestock 

raising. 
 
 Most families do not have secure access to land and women in particular have 

even less access.  In the communities covered by the assessment (See Table 1): 
 

¯ Only 36 percent of the families own land 
¯ Only 23 percent of the families have ownership documents for their land 

(often only papers recognized at community level) 
¯ Only 6 percent of female-headed households own land. 
 
 

Table 1 
Land Tenure 

 

Country 
Percentage of 
families with 

land 

Percentage of 
families with 
documents 

 El Salvador 32.7 14.7 
 Guatemala 32.1 28.5 
 Honduras 48.4 15.1 
 Nicaragua 44.7 25.6 
 Sample Community Average 36.2 23.3 
 
 

 
 The graph below depicts the activity patterns of the agriculture and agricultural 

wage labor livelihood, showing the complementarities with agricultural 
production.  The patterns of the four other main livelihood activities most 
frequently mentioned in the seasonal calendars of this livelihood drop at the 
beginning of the agricultural season. 
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Graph 2 

Activity Patterns of the Agriculture and Agricultural Wage Labor Livelihood 
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5.  Negative Coping Mechanisms 

Israel Gonzales lived in a small town of, El Cucurucho in the department of St. Miguel.  
He once worked on a Merchant ship and traveled to Europe and the United States.  With 
his savings he returned to El Salvador in 2000 with the hope of buying a small farm and 
starting a family.  He invested in a house, 2 acres of land, seeds and fertilizers. 
 
In the first year the harvest was good and things looked bright.  But by June 2001 it 
became clear that the rain was not falling.  By August 80 percent of his crop and that of 
his neighbors had been lost.  With no rain in the months after, the second harvest also 
failed. In one year Israel lost half of his savings. 
 
In July 2002, against the will of Juana, his girlfriend, Israel packed his bags and locked 
the door of his small house.  He crossed the border into Guatemala and then into Mexico, 
following the route of thousands of Salvadorians before him.  His last words on leaving 
were:  “There is nothing to eat here.  The people have nothing, just a few beans and a bit 
of maize. But I am lucky; I have no family, no children to feed. In the United States I can 
find a job and one day when I have money I will come back and marry my girl.” 
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 Due to recurring shocks in the last three consecutive years – drought, floods, 

hurricanes, earthquakes and falling commodity prices - livelihoods are at risk. A 
visible consequence is the ongoing depletion of family assets, making it difficult 
for families to re-establish a minimum viable means of subsistence. 

 
 People tend to depend on negative coping mechanisms, lacking viable 

alternatives.  Among the mechanisms most often mentioned were: 
 

- Sale of assets (especially of small animals);  
- Short-term migration to find work1; and  
- Changes in meals (products, quantities and number of meals per day, 

children’s diet). 
 
 Diet in difficult times 

 
- About 80 percent of the surveyed livelihood groups reduce the number of 

food products consumed in difficult times and depend on few food items 
which have a low nutritional value, primarily basic grains (especially corn 
and sorghum), beans and salt. 

 
- About 71 percent of the livelihood groups mentioned they reduce the 

number of meals during difficult times.  The majority of groups (83 
percent) eat three meals a day in normal times. 

 

6.  Vulnerable Groups among the Livelihoods 

Alfonso Peréz, the community leader of Aldea Encuentro Guaraquiche, in the 
municipaplity of Jocotán, Chiquimula, told that the recurrence of irregular rainfalls and 
drought intensifies year after year, each time resulting in smaller yields and smaller ears 
of corn.  "Every year we move with more and more families, migrating to fertile lands.  
We move our families and take our children out of school so that they can work with the 
family.  The children are the ones who suffer the most, especially from hunger and 
fatigue.  We return with little money in our pockets, to invest in our fields.  We still have 
hanging over us the repayment of debts and uncertainty about the future, not knowing 
what to expect." 

 
 Families without land are by far the largest vulnerable group in number and 

percentage of persons.   
 

 

                                                 
1  The survey respondents identified migration as a negative coping mechanism, because the migrants have 
to leave their families behind or they have to take them with them.  In general, they didn’t consider this as a 
sustainable mechanism. 
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 Within vulnerable families children are among the most vulnerable. 

 
 Single mothers and fathers were also identified as being particularly vulnerable. 

 

7.  Suggested Solutions 

 
 Irrigation and reforestation as the main solutions suggested to fight the threat of 

drought (36 and 17 percent of the responses respectively).  Another 22 percent of 
the responses offered no solutions for dealing with drought. 

 
 The most frequent solutions suggested to offset the lack of work were the 

introduction of income-generating activities (34 percent), increased migration (17 
percent), training in skills and capacity building (ten percent) and the introduction 
of development projects with outside assistance (eight percent). 

 
 Communities suggested that water shortages could be addressed through water 

source development (48 percent of the responses).  Irrigation and development 
projects were two other frequently mentioned solutions (16 and 12 percent of the 
responses respectively). 

 
 Communities identified a number of solutions to address the obstacles they are 

facing related to accessing agricultural inputs (fertilizers, seeds, land and 
pesticides). These include: associations; credit; development projects; government 
assistance; renting of land; and land registry management. 

 
 
 
Recurrent shocks have been the norm in Central America over the past decade and will 
be the norm in the foreseeable future.  The assessment shows that many families affected 
by shocks over the last five years have not recovered or are living in the same conditions 
that made them vulnerable to past shocks.  Families living in the drought corridor are 
facing food deficiencies, a severe decline in asset levels, and no capacity to mitigate or 
respond to shocks.  The ongoing depletion of family assets and the difficulty in re-
establishing a minimum viable subsistence level prevent families from effectively 
responding to shocks and push them deeper into poverty. 
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CONTEXT 

Rationale 

The Regional Bureau for Latin America and the Caribbean (ODM) and the Country 
Offices of El Salvador, Guatemala, Honduras and Nicaragua carried out a standardized 
food and livelihood assessment between February and March 2002 in support of the 
preparation of WFP’s Regional Protracted Relief and Recovery Operation (PRRO) – 
2003-2006, Food Assistance for People Affected by Shocks and for the Recovery of 
Livelihoods.  (See PRRO Executive Summary, Annex I.) The assessment covered 
drought affected areas in the four countries, also identified by WFP as the “drought 
corridor”.  These areas are of major concern to WFP in the implementation of the PRRO.  
(See Drought Corridor Map, Map 1.) 

Objectives 

 
Principle Objectives: 
 
The principle objective of the assessment was to provide a more in depth understanding 
of food and livelihood security in the drought corridor and document how recurring 
shocks are affecting communities and families.  Specifically the assessment allowed 
WFP: 

 
To understand the causes of food and livelihood insecurity and identify groups 
most vulnerable to natural and economic shocks, in particular those groups with 
high malnutrition levels. 
 
To develop standardized targeting criteria to assist in the identification of those 
most in need of food assistance in the four countries. 

 
 
Outputs: 
 
 Provide profiles for the livelihood groups most vulnerable to natural disasters and 

economic shocks; 
 Establish natural disaster trends in the drought corridor for the last ten years; 
 Identify immediate needs for the livelihood groups directly exposed to recent 

crisis/shocks; 
 Identify food consumption changes in lean periods and the effect on vulnerable 

groups; 
 Identify coping mechanisms and the extent to which the livelihoods of vulnerable 

groups are eroded by recurrent crisis; 
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 Determine local level capacity to respond to natural disasters and economic 
shocks; 
 Determine effectiveness of the assistance so far and existing gaps in coverage that 

might require additional interventions. 
 
 
Innovative Aspects: 
 
 A standardized methodology applied to the four countries to support a WFP’s 

regional strategy. 
 
 The emphasis on livelihoods and the incorporation of key elements of a livelihood 

analysis in the methodology. 
 
 Combined information from this assessment with previous Country Office 

assessments to give a more detailed picture of the food, nutrition and livelihood 
needs in the drought corridor. 

 
 The use of participatory techniques and tools. 

 
 The involvement of partners in the design and execution of the survey. 

 
 

 
 

THE DROUGHT CORRIDOR 
 
The “drought corridor”, a term used by WFP to refer to a dry area (with a dry season of 6 
months or more), is found in parts of all four countries.  Rural areas of the drought 
corridor include 202 municipalities (10 departments) with 2.2 million people in 
Honduras; 81 municipalities (12 departments) with 2.6 million people in Nicaragua; 94 
municipalities (16 departments) with 2.5 million people in Guatemala; and 95 
municipalities (four departments) with 1.3 million people in El Salvador.  In the four 
countries there are about 8.6 million people living in the rural areas of this drought 
corridor. 

Geography and Climate  

The Central America Isthmus, with its total surface of 523,000 square kilometers, is 
found between two oceans and is under the influx of the Alisei winds.  The interaction 
between these winds and the mountain chain crossing the Central American Isthmus 
defines the two main rainfall patterns: the Atlantic unimodal season and the Pacific bi-
modal season. 
 
In the Pacific bi-modal system, the rainy season extends from May to November.  Rains 
usually start in May and a dry spell occurs between July and August.  This distribution of 
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rains defines the agricultural season - with two planting periods, the first from April to 
May and the second starting after the dry spell in August.  This pattern characterizes the 
drought corridor.  The Central American region is exposed to complex atmospheric 
phenomena that cause high climatic variability2.  Additionally, the region is exposed to 
climatic bipolarity with different rainy and dry seasons, the intermittent effect of El Niño 
events, the constant movement of the Inter-tropical Line of Convergence, and hurricane 
and tropical depression threats in the Caribbean Basin. 

 
 

Map 1 
 

 
 

Proneness to Natural Disasters 

Central America, a narrow land between two oceans, situated on six tectonic plates, with 
steep mountains, numerous water basins and coastal and alluvial plains makes it one of 
the most disaster-prone regions in the world, vulnerable to a wide number of natural 
threats:  

                                                 
2 Climatic variability is defined here as the inter- and intra-seasonal variations from long-term average 
values of the climatic parameters. 
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 Drought3.   Drought is one of the more frequent natural threats in the Pacific 
coastal areas of Central America.  The critical drought-prone zones are shown in 
Map 1. 
 
Lowlands and sub-mountain zones with scarce vegetation generally characterize 
drought-prone areas.  Moreover, in most of these areas, agricultural production is 
characterized by limited diversification, intensifying the effects of drought.  
Because these areas are relatively homogeneous, small farmers have few positive 
coping strategies effective against recurrent shocks. 
 
Drought-prone areas in Central America correspond to the production areas for 
basic grains – corn, rice, beans and sorghum – as well as to the presence of 
important livestock and forestry activities.  These areas are also partially used for 
cash crops, mainly coffee.  The coffee sector and in particular seasonal laborers 
face a double threat due to the exposure to economic slumps induced by 
international market prices, in addition to climatic factors. 
 
Drought is a recurrent event affecting the region and is closely related to global 
climatic variations, in particular to El Niño events.  However, drought also affects 
the region in years when El Niño is not present, for example the latest drought in 
2001.  This is particularly worrying considering the severe effects of the drought 
in 2001, in particular for small farmers’ livelihoods and their agricultural 
production4. 
 

 Hurricanes.   In Guatemala, the regions most exposed are Peten, the north of 
Verapaz, and El Progreso, Zacapa and Chiquimula in the northwestern area.  
Nicaragua and Honduras are completely exposed.  In El Salvador, the northern 
part of the country is the area most at risk, but effects are also felt in the south 
when heavy rainfall causes floods in the lowlands.  In 1998 hurricane Mitch 
devastated areas in all four countries.  Four years later these areas are still 
recovering from the social and economic damage. 

 
 Floods.   In El Salvador, the Inter-tropical Convergence Area affects the entire 

country, especially the lowlands.  In Guatemala, the areas with higher risks are 
located on the south coast, mainly in the provinces of Escuintla, Retalhuleu and  
Santa Rosa.  In Honduras, the areas sensitive to floods are located in Cortés, 
Atlantida and Colon, Gracias a Dios, Valle and Choluteca.  In Nicaragua the 
Atlantic regions of the RAAN (Región Autónoma de Atlántico Norte) and RAAS 

                                                 
3 In addressing drought, a first obstacle is the definition of a drought event itself.  In terms of this study, and 
more generally in the context of the Central American region, the definition used implies a combination of 
factors determining an agricultural drought, defined by the WMO (1992) as a period of prolonged abnormal 
dry weather conditions causing a serious hydrologic disequilibrium.  This phenomenon is usually estimated 
by water balance models (FAO and others) that combine precipitation, evapotranspiration and plant water 
requirements, among other variables. 
4 For more information on the effects of the 2001 drought see, among others, WFP Country Office 
Assessment reports (Honduras, Nicaragua, El Salvador and Guatemala) as well as CEPAL, “El Impacto 
socioeconómico y ambiental de la sequía de 2001 en Centroamérica,” February 2002. 
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(Región Autónoma de Atlántico Sur) are frequently threatened by floods and 
affected on a regular basis due to particularly unfavorable hydrologic and 
geologic conditions and very poor infrastructure and water management systems. 

 
 Landslides.   Most of the capitals and urban areas of the four countries are 

threatened by landslides.  Landslides also often threaten rural areas throughout the 
region causing regular damage to rural livelihoods. 

 
 Volcanic Eruptions.   There are 67 active volcanoes in these four countries: 25 in 

Guatemala, 20 in El Salvador and 22 in Nicaragua.  Volcanic threats are erratic 
but the effects can be particularly damaging for the threatened communities.  

 
 Seismic Activity.  Central America is subject to a series of geotectonic threats 

regionally and is exposed to local faults in the four countries.  The North America 
and Caribbean Plates are interacting regularly in the Atlantic Ocean, while the 
Los Cocos Plate in the Pacific Ocean also affects the four countries.  Two major 
earthquakes struck El Salvador in 2001 resulting in losses of US$ 1,604 million, 
equivalent to 5.6 percent of the GDP. 

El Niño 

El Niño is a disruption of the ocean-atmosphere system in the tropical Pacific with 
important consequences for weather around the globe.  El Niño is a term originally used 
to describe the appearance of warm (surface) water in the eastern equatorial Pacific 
region along the coasts of Peru and Ecuador.  It was once suggested that minor El Niño 
events occurred about every two to three years and major ones about every 8 to 11 years.  
Today, scientists note that El Niño has a return period of four to five years.  When an El 
Niño event occurs, it often lasts from 12 to 18 months5. 
 
El Niño events can have different levels of intensity from weak to very strong, depending 
on the increase in temperature at the ocean’s surface, how long it remains above average, 
how much of the ocean’s surface it covers, and how deep the warm water is.  El Niño’s 
impact around the globe will vary. 
 
El Niño could affect the Latin America region in 2002-03 in the following ways: 
  
 Warming of superficial water throughout the Pacific Coast (one to four meters) 

and a slight increase of sea level.  Effect: distortion of fishing trends. 
 
 Decrease in rainfall in the Central America Pacific.  Effect: decrease in 

accumulated rainfall between May and October, ranging from minus 30 to 60 
percent, leading to drought. 

 

                                                 
5 Source: http:/www.esig.ucar.edu/un/index.html 
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 Excess rains on the Caribbean Coast, largely on the southern part of the isthmus.  
Effect: flooding. 

The 1997-98 El Niño Event 

The 1997-98 El Niño event ended in June 1998, as unexpectedly and as rapidly as it had 
developed a year earlier.  The destruction worldwide of the intense 1997-98 event made 
El Niño a household word just about everywhere on the globe, even in remote rural areas.  
According to the U.S. National Oceanographic and Atmosphere Administration (NOAA), 
the event was blamed for 24,000 deaths, caused US$34 billion in damage worldwide and 
displaced six million people. 
 
Some of the climate anomalies caused by the 1997-98 event in Central America included 
an expanded area of tropical cyclone activity over the eastern Pacific; a greatly reduced 
hurricane activity over the tropical Atlantic Ocean during the 1997 season; and an 
extreme drought in Central America from June 1997 through June 1998. 
 
Map 2 shows how drought or floods affected different zones within the region in 1997 
and 1998. 
 

Map 2 
Effects of El Niño 1997-98 Phenomenon in Central America* 

 
 

 
 
* Excesos = excess rainfall, Sequias = drought. 
Source: CEPREDENAC (Centro de Coordinación para la Prevención de los Desastres en América Central)  
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El Niño Forecast for 2002-2003 

On 8 August 2002 the NOAA reported that oceanic and atmospheric conditions reflect 
the presence of a weak-to-moderate El Niño.  Forecasts indicate that El Niño conditions 
are likely to continue through the end of 2002 and into early 2003.  Although there is 
considerable uncertainty in the forecasts about the timing and intensity of this warm 
event, all forecasts indicate that it will be much weaker than the 1997-98 El Niño.  
 
The International Research Institute for Climate (IRI) assessment issued on 16 August 
20026 confirmed the NOAA report.  IRI’s assessment stated that there is a greater than 95 
percent probability that current conditions coincide with those of an early El Niño stage, 
continuing into early 2003.  Most likely this El Niño will be weak to moderate, 
significantly less than the 1997-98 event.  While, generally predicted to be weaker than 
those associated with the 1997-98, the current El Niño will nonetheless impact 
substantially some areas. 

Effects of Natural Disasters on Food and Livelihood Security 

The 1997-98 El Niño caused a serious deterioration in an already weak food security 
situation.  The following table provides an estimate of the families that were put at 
nutritional risk as a result of crop and income losses caused by El Niño in 1997. 
 

Table 1 
Estimate of Families at Nutritional Risk, 

after the 1997-98 El Niño Event 
 

Country Families at 
nutritional risk 

El Salvador 4,500 
Guatemala 10,000 
Honduras 8,000 
Nicaragua 12,700 
Total 35,200 

  Source: WFP EMOP 5949 

Other Shocks to the Region 

El Niño is only one of the recurrent disasters affecting the region.  Food insecurity 
triggered by various recurring natural disasters has placed both rural and urban 
populations in Guatemala, El Salvador, Honduras and Nicaragua in crisis situations.  
Depending on the type and magnitude of the shocks, almost nine million people have 
been affected in the last five years.  (See Table 2.) 
 
                                                 
6 Source: A monthly summary of the status of El Niño, La Niña and the Southern Oscillation, or "ENSO", 
ENSO QUICK LOOK August 16, 2002. 
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The year 2001 was no exception, with a combination of droughts, earthquakes, floods and 
tropical storms seriously damaging crops, livestock and infrastructure throughout the 
region.  These shocks negatively affected the food, nutrition and livelihood security of 
over 2.6 million people in the four countries. 
 

Table 2 
Recurring shocks 1997 – 2001 

 
Year Event Affected 

Population 
WFP Response Number of People 

Assisted 
1997 “El Niño” 

(drought, floods) 
387,000 EMOP 5949 323,000 

1998 Hurricane Mitch 6,702,400 EMOP 6079/PRRO 
6089 

   2,894,181 

1999 Floods, landslides 100,000 PRRO 6089 40,000 
2000 
 

Earthquake 
Floods 

26,096 
15,000 

PRRO 6089 
PRRO 6089 

2,000 
9,000 

2000-2001 Drought 1,790,000 EMOP 6285/ EMOP 
6286/PRRO 6089 

      380,000 

2001 Earthquakes 
Tropical Storm 
Michelle 
Floods 

1,582,400 
98,000 
7,825 

IRA/ EMOP 10022 
EMOP 6285 
PRRO 6089 

       700,000 
28,200 
7,680 

Source: Information collected from various WFP documents 
 

Socioeconomic Indicators 

Prolonged droughts, extensive floods and declining commodity prices, particularly 
coffee, are currently exacerbating poverty and inequality in Central America.  Global 
statistics conceal the huge disparity and marginalization of many people living in the four 
countries and in particular those in the drought corridor. 
 
Various indicators, such as high GINI coefficients for the region, demonstrate the 
pervasive inequalities in Central America, while the HDI rankings reflect low overall 
development in the four countries. 
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Table 3 
Economic Indicators of the Four Countries 

 
Economic Indicators ELS GUA HON NIC 

HDI Rank 2002 (out of 173 countries)7 104 120 116 118 
GDP per capita 2000 (US$)8 1,990 1,690 850 420 
GINI Index9  51 56 59 60 
GDI Rank10 87 98 96 95 
GDP per capita annual growth rate 1990-99 (percent)11 2.8 1.5 0.3 0.4 
Population living below the income poverty line 
(percent)12 48 57 53 50 

Sources: Human Development Report 2001 and 2002 (UNDP) and World Bank Report 2002 
 
These factors are particularly worrisome for a region in economic crisis, with a large 
portion of its population at nutritional risk.  Chronic malnutrition rates in Central 
America range from 23 percent to 48 percent, illustrating that children commonly face 
prolonged and repeated exposure to malnutrition during childhood (see table below).  
National average rates of acute malnutrition in Central America mask large geographic 
and socioeconomic variations.  Results of recent nutritional surveys demonstrate that 
acute malnutrition is higher among marginalized people living in drought prone areas 
with poor access to water.  These areas are particularly prone to nutritional crises 
resulting from natural or economic shocks. 
 

Table 4 
Prevalence of Malnutrition among Children under Five Years of Age 

 
Percentage of ELS GUA HON NIC 

Acute malnutrition (<-2 SD) 1.5 2.5 1.4 2.0 
Acute malnutrition in drought-affected areas (<-2 SD) 2.5 3.2 5.9 3.3 
Chronic malnutrition (<-2 SD weight for height)  23 48 38 33 

Sources: Various including information from Country Offices, Ministries of Health, UNICEF and USAID  
 
                                                 
7 Measures average achievement in human development: a long and healthy life, knowledge and a decent 
standard of living. The HDI is the average of the life expectancy index, the educational attainment index 
and the adjusted GDP per capita (PPP US$) index. 
8 Measures all the goods and services produced within a country in a given period, divided by the 
population. It differs from the gross domestic product at market prices by the exclusion of the excess of 
indirect taxes over subsidies. 
9 Measures the extent to which household income distribution deviates from perfectly equal distribution 
with 0 representing perfect equality and 100 perfect inequality. 
10 Measures average achievement of HDI, adjusted for inequalities between men and women. 
11 Least squares analysis of annual growth rate, calculated from constant price GDP per capita in local 
currency units. 
12 Measures the proportion of the population with a standard of living below the poverty line.  The UNDP 
definition refers to the percentage of the population living below the specified poverty line: $1 a day—at 
1985 international prices (equivalent to $1.08 at 1993 international prices), adjusted for purchasing power 
parity; $4 a day—at 1990 international prices, adjusted for purchasing power parity; $11 a day (per person 
for a family of three)—at 1994 international prices, adjusted for purchasing power parity. 
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Health indicators highlight inadequate public services (primarily in rural areas), which 
aggravate the already compromised nutritional status.  Lack of adequate water facilities is 
one of the reasons why water-borne infections are the main cause of under-five mortality 
in the four countries. 
 

Table 5 
Access to Water 

 
Percentage of ELS GUA HON NIC 

Urban households with access to clean water 88 38.8 97 91 
Rural households with access to clean water 61 24.7 82 59 

Sources: Various including information from Country Offices, Ministries of Health, UNICEF and USAID 
 
Central America is a disaster-prone area with frequent climatic anomalies.  Human 
activities such as large-scale deforestation and inadequate farming practices, particularly 
the cultivation of marginal lands without soil conservation measures, have increased the 
vulnerability of families.  Recurring natural disasters have triggered food insecurity and 
have placed both rural and urban populations in the four countries in a crisis situation, 
preventing marginalized people from escaping poverty and hunger.  Those living in the 
drought corridor of Guatemala, El Salvador, Honduras and Nicaragua are some of the 
most vulnerable both in terms of existing livelihood security and their ability to withstand 
recurring shocks. 
 

 
 

METHODOLOGY 
 
The assessment methodology was based on qualitative community-level participatory 
techniques, with focus group and livelihood group discussions and included the following 
steps: 
 
 Preparation  

- Field testing of tools and guidelines for the fieldwork 
- Selection of areas and communities  

 
 Survey Execution 

- Leaders and community groups  
- Livelihood groups 

Field Testing of Tools 

As a preliminary step for the Standardized Food and Livelihood Assessment, the 
Regional Office in collaboration with the four Country Offices prepared a standardized 
questionnaire and selected participatory techniques and tools as part of the 
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methodology13.  The preparation of the material and tools for the field survey, including 
testing and finalization, took approximately two months.  The ODM Programming Unit 
took the lead and worked in collaboration with the Country Offices in the design of the 
survey, making it possible to undertake a common regional livelihood analysis in areas 
affected by recurrent shocks. 
 
Participatory techniques facilitate communication, emphasizing the collective wisdom of 
all participants.  The following five participatory tools were used in the survey: 
 
 Community map:   This tool provides local perceptions of infrastructure and the 

social, ecological and economic environment of the community.  The community 
map was used to collect information about land use and land ownership, principal 
crops and livestock, and food reserves. 

 
 Timeline:   A timeline is used to analyze perceptions about a particular event or 

series of events over a specified period of time.  It was used in the survey to 
collect information about the vulnerability context of a community by identifying 
and describing events that occurred over the past 10 years. 

 
 Discussion cards:   Cards were used to identify the main livelihoods of 

communities.  The different activities of the families in the community were 
written or drawn on cards, allowing participants to discuss and identify how 
activities in their community are usually combined within a livelihood strategy.  
The resulting combinations of activities led to the identification of the main 
livelihoods in a community. 

 
 Seasonal Calendar:   This tool is essentially a chart used to identify, illustrate 

and compare key events and periods over a year.  The seasonal calendar was used 
in the survey to discuss main activities and access to work during the different 
seasons; food consumption and purchases and changes in those over the seasons; 
and food items consumed in difficult periods of the year. 

 
 Transect Walk:   Walking through a community provides an opportunity to gain 

a better understanding of community life and its diversity.  A transect walk was 
used in the survey to deepen the understanding of the community and to verify the 
results of the survey. 

 
A two-day field test was undertaken in four communities in Nicaragua, benefiting from 
the participation of USAID and UNICEF.  With the comments and observations of the 
testing, the methodology was finalized incorporating the following suggestions:  
 
 The length of the questionnaire was reduced; 
 The number and type of participatory tools were reduced and simplified; and 
 The number of meetings and the size of the focus groups were reduced to enable 

more effective discussions. 
                                                 
13 See “Participatory Techniques and Tools – A WFP Guide“ 
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In order to facilitate on-the-job training and ensure a standard approach in the field, 
detailed guidelines were developed in Spanish and English.  The guidelines outlined the 
methodology, appropriate and effective use of the participatory tools, and steps for the 
implementation of the survey.  The guidelines are provided in Annex II. 

Selection of Areas and Communities 

A two-step process was used to identify the sample area.  The Regional Office reviewed 
secondary sources to identify the “drought corridor”.  Country Offices then selected 
communities within this geographical area that included a mix of communities, currently 
assisted by WFP, assisted by WFP in response to past shocks, and not assisted by WFP. 
 
The criteria for identifying geographical zones and communities included: 
 

 Area Definition:   Existing country surveys and assessments, secondary 
information and recent VAM data were analyzed to define a regional 
geographical area.  The analysis provided a geographical zone prone to 
drought.  For purpose of WFP’s programmes this zone was named the 
“drought corridor”. 

 
 Vulnerable Area Definition:   Further analysis identified the most vulnerable 

areas, exposed to natural shocks and food insecurity, according to the most 
recent country assessments, within the defined geographical zone (“drought 
corridor”). 

 
 Sample Community Selection:   Approximately 30 communities were selected 

in each country.  This was considered a reliable number for a valid assessment 
and was in line with available financial and human resources and deadlines.  
(See Map with the sampled communities in Annex III.) 

 
Based on these steps and criteria, the assessment covered 122 communities in 74 
municipalities, spread over 35 departments of four countries.  The 122 communities are 
comprised of 18,002 families and represent 104,604 individuals. 
 
Table 6 shows that an average of 148 families live in a community and an average family 
is comprised of 6.2 members.  The smallest community among those surveyed had 21 
families, while the largest had 3,400.  The third largest community had 600 families. 
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Table 6 
Average Number of Families per Community and Average Size of Families 

 

Country Average number of 
families per community Average size of families 

El Salvador 127 6.7 
Guatemala 288 5.9 
Honduras 76 6.6 
Nicaragua 88 5.4 

Sample Community Average 148 6.2 

Leader and Community Group Surveys 

Each Country Office organized teams of interviewers composed of WFP staff, 
counterparts and in some cases outside professionals.  A first meeting for these teams was 
arranged with community leaders to gather statistical data on demographics and key 
infrastructure (health centers, schools, wells, silos, etc.), including the number of skilled 
workers (teachers, nurses, carpenters, health workers etc.) and adult and child education 
levels.  This first meeting lasted up to an hour.  (See Annex IV “Líderes/Grupo 
Comunitario,” sections A-E of the questionnaire.) 
 
The leaders then identified a community group (10-15 people) representing small farm 
and landless families, women-headed households, migrating families and elders.  Before 
each community meeting, the interviewers made a transect walk to better understand the 
geographical layout, available resources and infrastructure, and the community 
environment. 
 
During the community group meeting, three participatory tools were used to stimulate 
discussion: community mapping, a timeline and discussion cards to discuss livelihood or 
basic economic activities.  The following information was collected during these 
discussions (sections F-M of the questionnaire):  
 
 Land tenure and access to land 
 Main crops produced 
 Food stocks available 
 Livestock 
 Main economic activities in the community 
 Social networks at community level 
 Vulnerability context (major disasters in last 10 years) 
 Vulnerability groups in the community 
 Definition of the main livelihoods in the community 
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Livelihood Group Surveys 

Once the main livelihoods were defined, the community organized two focus group 
meetings (5 to 6 people each) representing the main livelihood activities of the 
community.  During the focus group meetings in-depth interviewing techniques were 
used to better understand the characteristics of the main livelihood groups, trends in 
vulnerabilities and coping mechanisms.  Seasonal calendars, time lines and matching card 
participatory tools allowed for different views to be shared among the group.  The 
information gathered during these discussions covered:  
 
 Seasonality and vulnerability to food insecurity and the affect on livelihoods.  

Difficult months throughout the year were identified as well as the affect on 
household diets (compared to normal periods). 

 
 Main economic activities throughout the year and their contribution to food 

acquisitions at household level. 
 
 Economic trends including production for the last 10 years and reasons for 

variations. 
 
 Main coping strategies employed during difficult times and the possibility of 

relying on them in the future. 
 
 Main obstacles to food security and sustainable livelihoods in the community (this 

also included the group perception of possible solutions to problems). 

Time Frame of Implementation and Analysis  

The time frame for implementing the fieldwork and analysis of the data collected 
required about five months, and included: 
 

1. Training.   Before beginning the field survey, the Regional Bureau assisted in 
organizing 2-day trainings.  The training was transformed into ‘on-the-job’ 
training in El Salvador and Guatemala, due to limited time and resources. 

 
2. Fieldwork.   The fieldwork was scheduled to cover 30 communities in 

approximately two weeks.  Country Offices were responsible for organizing the 
teams and field trips.  Teams of two to three people, generally WFP and 
counterpart staff with experience in field assessments and survey methodologies, 
carried out the survey.  Normally the teams could cover one community per day.  
Honduras used an externally recruited team that had collaborated with WFP in 
several field surveys. 

 
3. Data input.   The data collected was compiled and checked locally and then sent 

to the Regional Office where it was entered into one database by a team of data 
clerks.  The development of the database, data entry and cleaning was done under 
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close supervision taking 6 weeks approximately.  The database has been 
developed in Access for Windows with the objective of extracting tabular data for 
the analysis. 

 
4. Analysis.   The Programming Unit in the Regional Office analyzed the data in 

two distinct steps.  In the first step, the analysis produced preliminary findings, 
which served as direct input to the PRRO formulation.  Of particular importance 
at this stage were, developing the main livelihood typologies, defining targeting 
criteria and describing the communities within the drought corridor of Central 
America.  In a second phase, a more in-depth analysis of the data was used to 
prepare detailed descriptions of the livelihood groups, their vulnerabilities, and 
possible areas for future assistance. 

 
 
 

ASSESSMENT FINDINGS 
 
The findings of the assessment are discussed in two parts. 
 
Part 1 - Communities Perspective:   Provides insights to the every day reality of the 
surveyed communities of the drought corridor.  This section includes natural disaster 
trends over the last ten years in surveyed communities; the losses incurred by 
communities as a consequence of major shocks; lean periods and food reserves; the 
human, physical and social capital of the communities; principal economic activities; and 
the characteristics of the agricultural sector. 
 
Part 2 - Livelihood Profiles:   Identifies and describes the main livelihood strategies of 
the surveyed communities of the drought corridor.  This section discusses the activity 
patterns and seasonality of the identified livelihood categories and the homogeneity 
among livelihoods within the drought corridor.  It presents the perception of communities 
with respect to good and bad years, difficult periods within bad years, and the reliance on 
positive and negative coping mechanisms.  It identifies the most vulnerable groups within 
livelihood categories.  In conclusion, community perceptions to obstacles to food and 
livelihood security are presented with suggested solutions. 

Part 1 - Communities Perspective 

Trends in Natural Disasters and Economic Shocks  

Results from the assessment indicate that in recent years the same types of shocks have 
regularly and repeatedly affected the communities in the Central American drought 
corridor.  The general trend portrays an increase in the recurrence and regularity of 
natural disasters, particularly for drought and pest and disease infestations.  Community 
responses clearly emphasized that repeated shocks had negatively affected families and 
entire communities over the past three years.  As a consequence, families deplete assets 
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on a more or less continuous basis, undermining livelihoods and the possibility of 
reestablishing self-sufficiency even to meet minimal subsistence requirements. 
 
During the assessment, each community group was asked to describe the main shocks 
that had affected the community during the last 10 years.  Frequencies were calculated 
for different shocks for the different years, giving an idea of both the frequency and 
severity of shocks occurring in the drought corridor. 
 
Drought is clearly the event that has had the greatest affect on livelihoods and is 
becoming a ‘regular’ shock. The number of years that communities experienced droughts 
indicates that livelihoods are increasingly under stress.  (See Graph 1.)  
 
Many communities also experienced the devastating effects of hurricane Mitch in 1998 
and some also felt the effects of hurricane Michelle last year.  While the frequency of 
hurricanes is low, many communities are still recovering four years later from the effects 
of hurricane Mitch.  (See Graph 2.) 
 
Pest and disease infestations are frequently mentioned as recurring events during the 10-
year period, especially in Honduras. In Guatemala and El Salvador they represent a more 
recent problem.  (See Graph 3.) 
 
Other frequently mentioned and recurring shocks are drops in international prices of 
coffee (see graph 4) and other cash crops, illnesses, winds/freezes, floods/rains and 
earthquakes. 
 

Graph 1 
Shocks  –  10 Year Drought Frequency 
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Graph 2 
Shocks  -  10 Year Hurricane Frequency* 
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* A number of communities mentioned Hurricane Mitch as a shock in 1999, the year after the event 
actually took place. 
 

Graph 3 
Shocks – 10 Year Pest Infestation Frequency 
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Graph 4 
Shocks  –  10 Year Price Fluctuation Frequency 
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* International prices of coffee and other cash crops 

Losses Caused by Shocks 

Each community group discussed the number of families affected and the type of losses 
incurred.  It is clear that the majority of families in a community, often more than 85 
percent, were affected by a shock or series of shocks.14  
 
Asset loss frequencies for each type of shock were estimated for the period 1993-2000, 
providing an indication of the type, frequency and magnitude of losses.  Drought, one of 
the most striking and frequently occurring events, was very often reported to cause crop 
losses (367 times) and loss of seeds (174 times).  Other negative affects mentioned are 
related to loss of work and wages (91 times) and loss of animals (88 times).  Migration 
was also mentioned as a means of responding to asset loss (66 times).   
 
The loss pattern is strikingly similar, with some differences in frequencies among the 
mentioned shocks.  For example, pest and disease infestations caused crop losses (108), 
migration (45), seed losses (44), unemployment (34), and animal losses (20).  Hurricanes 
resulted in crop losses (92), loss of houses (58), animal losses (46), seed losses (40), 
unemployment (25), and land destruction (22).  Thus, we observe a clear pattern in the 
type of losses, irrespective of the type of shock.  

                                                 
14 In cases where a community identified the occurrence of more than one shock in a year, they did not 
break down the number of families affected by shock. One figure was given for affected families for the 
year. As well, the losses were often not attributed to a shock if a series of shocks occurred in one year. 
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Lean Period 

Throughout the drought corridor, households face a seasonal period of severe food 
insecurity - about five months - from April through August, during which dietary 
diversity is limited to basic grains, salt and legumes.  Consumption quantities are 
drastically reduced as are the number of meals per day.  It is not uncommon for families 
to deplete food reserves and animal assets for a lack of food to feed their families.  In 
some areas, Guatemala for example, households rely on wild forest foods. 
 
The first harvest takes place in September.  If it fails the lean period can extend for 
several months.  With a failed first harvest October, November and December become 
crucial months, as it is these months that people wait for the second harvest, "la postrera".  
The second harvest is critical for assessing the food security of families living in the 
drought corridor, especially after a bad first harvest.  In many years families rely almost 
completely on the second harvest as a safety net. 

Food Reserves 

Families living in the drought corridor communities have little or no food reserves and 
are deprived of emergency stocks for dealing with hard times or shocks. 
 
In 73 of the 122 communities it was reported that a small number of families have some 
food reserves.  Although it would be more interesting to know how many families within 
these communities actually have reserves, information is available for only 58 
communities.  By comparing these numbers with the total number of families in these 
communities, it was concluded that on average, fewer than 40 percent of all families in 
these 58 communities have food reserves. 
 
The most important food items that families stock are corn, beans and sorghum.  Corn 
was mentioned in 58 of the 73 communities with food reserves, sorghum in 36 
communities and beans in 24 communities.  The quantities of these three most frequently 
mentioned vary greatly per family and per community, potentially from one quintal to 
over 200 quintals per family. 
 
Table 7 highlights that families with stocks rarely store more than 10 quintals of corn.  
The same applies to sorghum and beans.  A reserve of 5 quintals of corn is sufficient to 
feed a family of five for only three months.  For example, if an average family of 6 
consumes about 72 kilograms of corn per month (400 grams per person per day15), a 
reserve of 5 quintals (227 kilograms) will last for about three months. 
 
Families not only have little or no stocks, but storage facilities are also poor. Only 16 
percent of the communities mentioned having any public storage facility, while about 63 
percent mentioned having private storage facilities. 

                                                 
15  An estimate based on examples from the “WFP Food and Nutrition Handbook”. 
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Table 7 
Quantities of Corn, Sorghum and Beans Stored per Family 

 
Corn Sorghum Beans   

Quintals 
stored/family

* 
Number of 

communities 
Percentage of 
communities

Number of 
communities

Percentage of 
communities

Number of 
communities 

Percentage of 
communities

0 <= 10 30 51.7 12 33.3 15 62.5 
10 <= 20 8 13.8 4 11.1 2 8.3 
20 <= 40 4 6.9 5 13.9 3 12.5 
40 <= 80 8 13.8 6 16.7 3 12.5 
80 <= 100 3 5.2 1 2.8 0 0.0 
100 <= 200 3 5.2 4 11.1 1 4.2 

>200 2 3.4 4 11.1 0 0.0 
Total 58 100 36 100 24 100 

* 1 Quintal = 100 Hundredweight.  A hundredweight = 0.454 Kilograms, thus 1 Quintal = 45.4 Kilograms 

Human, Physical and Social Capital 

The surveyed communities often lack human, physical and social capital.  Illiteracy rates 
are high with approximately 37 percent of the adult population illiterate.  Access to clean 
water and proper health services is poor; almost 70 percent of the communities lack a 
health center and about 50 percent do not have public water wells.  Public storage 
facilities are rare.  About 63 percent of the communities reported having private storage 
facilities, but in general, as already mentioned, capacity is limited with reserves lasting 
only a few months.  Social capital such as support networks and NGOs play a fairly 
important role in community livelihood strategies.  For example, school parents’ 
committees and water committees were frequently mentioned as important social 
networks and are present in more than half of the communities. 

 
Human Capital 
 
Through the community survey adult education levels was discussed, using the following 
categories: illiterate; those who had completed between grades one and three of primary 
school; and those who had completed between grades 4 and 9.  Based on the responses, 
and the assumption that 75 percent of the total population is adult, it was estimated that 
approximately 37 percent of the adult population is illiterate, approximately 31 percent 
completed no more than the first three grades of primary education, and less than 16 
percent completed between fourth and ninth grade.  Illiteracy rates appeared especially 
high in the surveyed communities of Guatemala and El Salvador, where 52 percent and 
40 percent of the adult population, respectively, is estimated to be illiterate.  (See Graph 
5.) 
 
Over 46 percent of all communities surveyed have no teacher and the availability of 
teachers varies significantly per country: 84 percent of the surveyed communities in El 
Salvador and 11 percent in Nicaragua have no teachers.  (See Annex IV.) 
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Fewer than 60 percent of the surveyed communities have a midwife, only 16 percent 
have a nurse, and fewer than 30 percent a health brigade worker.  The presence of health 
brigade workers is more common in Nicaragua and Guatemala, in about 78 percent and 
42 percent of the communities respectively, while almost no communities have 
volunteers in the survey area of Honduras and El Salvador.  (See Annex IV.) 
 
 

Graph 5 
Adult Education Levels in the Four Countries 
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Physical Capital 
 
About 12 percent of the surveyed communities have a school nursery, while about two 
thirds have a preschool and the majority have a primary school.  A primary school goes 
up to at least sixth grade in 60 percent of the communities.  Secondary education is 
provided in 20 percent of the communities.  (See Table 8 for details.) 
 

Table 8 
Access to Schools 

 

Type of school Communities with this 
type 

Nursery 15 
Preschool 80 
Primary school 109 
Secondary school 24 

 
Access to health facilities, clean water and sanitation is poor in the surveyed communities 
of the drought corridor.  Almost 70 percent of communities lack a health center; about 50 
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percent do not have public water wells and more than 20 percent of the communities have 
no public or private water well. 
 
Public water sources are more common in Nicaragua.  About 86 percent of the 
communities in this country have a public well, while less than a third of the communities 
in El Salvador and Guatemala have access to public water sources.  Only 10 percent of 
the communities have more than one public well per 100 persons. 
 
Social Networks 
 
The community groups also identified existing social networks in their communities.  
The two most frequently mentioned networks were school and water committees; three-
quarters of the communities mentioned having a school parents’ committee and more 
than half said they had a water committee.  Women’s groups, WFP food-for-work 
projects and health committees are also important networks, each of which exists in at 
least 36 percent of the surveyed communities. 
 
Comparing the four countries, the differences in the frequency with which different social 
networks were mentioned were small with a few notable exceptions.  (See Annex IV.)  
The parents’ committee was most frequently mentioned in all countries, except for 
Guatemala where it was the second most frequently mentioned.  These committees exist 
in all countries in at least 58 percent of the communities surveyed, while in Nicaragua 97 
percent of the communities mentioned having such a committee.  
 
The development committee was the most frequently mentioned social network in 
Guatemala, where 63 percent of the communities mentioned having one, while this type 
of network was hardly mentioned in the other three countries.  
 
The water committee ranks as the second most frequently mentioned social network in 
Honduras and Nicaragua, and fourth in El Salvador and Guatemala.  However, if we look 
at relative frequencies, half or even three-quarters of the communities mentioned having 
a water committee in Guatemala, Honduras and Nicaragua, while only one-fifth said they 
had one in El Salvador. 
 
Women’s groups and health committees rank between the second and fifth most 
frequently mentioned social networks in almost all countries.  The community 
committees in Honduras and state entities in Nicaragua appear to play a fairly important 
role as well, since both were the fourth most frequently mentioned in those countries and 
involve at least 40 percent of the communities.  
 
Apart from these social networks, NGOs have an important role in the different 
communities.  A list of different NGOs working in the surveyed communities is provided 
in Annex VII.  
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Table 9 
Most Frequently Mentioned Social Networks in the Communities 

 

Social Network Number of 
Communities 

 Parents’ Committee (School)  91 
 Water Committee 65 
 Women’s Groups 49 
 WFP (Food-for-Work) 46 
 Health Committees / Health Brigade Workers 44 
 District Committee / Community Board  26 
 Development Committee 24 
 Religious committee / Catholic/Evangelic 
Priest  19 

 Cooperatives 18 
 State Entities 17 
 Communitarian Loans  16 
 Social Investment Funds (FIS) 12 
 WFP (School Feeding) 11 
 Joint Work 10 
 Family Remittances 10 
 Disaster, Prevention and Mitigation 6 
 Youth/Adolescent Groups 5 

Legal and Productive Context 

Land Ownership 
 
The majority of the surveyed families do not own the land they cultivate, nor possess a 
title or other document:  On average only 36 percent of all families in the surveyed 
communities own land and only 23 percent have relevant documents.  In 13 of the 122 
communities it was reported that none of the families own land.  Women rarely own land, 
with women landowners representing 6 percent of all families. 
 

Table 10 
Land Tenure 

 

Country 
Percentage of 
families with 

land 

Percentage of 
families with 
documents 

Percentage of women 
with land/ families in the 

communities 
 El Salvador 32.7 14.7 6.4 
 Guatemala 32.1 28.5 5.9 
 Honduras 48.4 15.1 7.7 
 Nicaragua 44.7 25.6 6.0 
 Sample Community  
 Average 36.2 23.3 6.3 
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Land Rental 
 
The most common arrangements for those who rent land are payment with cash or 
payment with cash and leaving a portion of the post-harvest stubble to the owner for 
livestock.  During the community groups’ discussions people regularly would comment 
on the land access situation in their community.  From these additional qualitative 
comments we know that: 
 
 In 34 communities families rent land and pay cash. 
 In 14 communities families rent land, pay cash and/or leave the post-harvest 

stubble to the owner for livestock. 
 In 7 communities families rent land together with another family.  There are 

variations depending on the country as to how the land is rented and the harvest 
shared. 

 In 5 communities families cultivate their parents’ land. 
 In one community families rent land and leave 50 percent of the harvest with the 

landowner. 
 In one community families have a usufruct right from the municipality. 
 In one community families cultivate government land. 
 In one community families cultivate through an association. 

Principal Economic Activities in the Communities 

Despite some slight differences, people in the drought corridor depend on the same main 
economic assets and resources and their livelihood strategies are exposed to the same 
type of shocks and threats. 
 
Each community group was asked to identify the different activities carried out by 
community members and to estimate the number of families involved in these activities.  
A long list of activities was reduced to the categories presented in Table 11.  As part of 
the data analysis, the number of communities where families undertake one or more 
livelihood activity was identified.  Table 11 clearly shows that the main activities are 
related to agricultural production, agricultural wage labor, short-term migration, small 
business and livestock:  
 
 In 115 out of the 122 surveyed communities families engage in agricultural 

production activities and on average 72 percent of the families in these 
communities dedicate time to this activity. 

 Agricultural wage labor was mentioned as an activity in 95 of the 122 surveyed 
communities; where on average 47 percent of the families are involved.  

 People migrate in 58 of the surveyed communities and about 27 percent of the 
families in these communities are involved in migration. 

 Small business activities are found in 42 of the surveyed communities and 
involves on average about 12 percent of the families in these communities. 

 Livestock is raised in 38 of the surveyed communities and on average 15 percent 
of the families in these communities are involved. 
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Table 11 
Main Economic Categories in the Communities* 

 

Economic category 

Number of 
communities where 
one or more activity 

of a category was 
mentioned 

Percentage of 
communities where 
one or more activity 

of a category was 
mentioned 

Estimated percentage 
of families involved in 

these communities 

Agriculture 115 94.3 72.1 
Handicrafts 12   9.8 45.3 
Small business 42 34.4 12.3 
Gathering of wood 15 12.3 27.8 
Livestock 38 31.1 14.9 
Small family gardens  7   5.7   9.3 
Agricultural wage labor 95 77.9 47.3 
Migration 58 47.5 27.4 
Other  2   1.6   8.9 
Fishery 4   3.3 77.3 
Remittances 15 12.3   7.0 
Non agricultural wage labor 47 38.5 27.2 
* If the number of families involved in an activity is unknown, the communities were not counted in the 
first column.  

Agricultural Sector 

The agricultural sector in the surveyed communities of the drought corridor is 
characterized by smallholder farming, usually combined with livestock raising, off-farm 
and farm labor, and short-term migration.  The majority of families cultivate crops on 
small plots of less than one hectare, which they do not own and on which they usually 
cultivate staple crops.  Only a small portion of the families produces cash crops such as 
coffee and sugar; no more than 33 percent of families grow fruits around the house; and 
very few cultivate vegetables in their yard. 
 
It is estimated that 64 percent of the families cultivate plots of less than 1.5 manzanas (1 
manzana = 0.7 hectares) and 22 percent cultivate between 1.5 and three manzanas.  

 
The average area that families cultivate with corn is 0.7 hectare.  Families who cultivate 
beans on average use areas no larger than 0.5 hectare.  In reality, these areas probably 
tend to be lower, because the figures have not been adjusted for intercropping of corn 
with beans and other basic grains, which is a common practice in the surveyed 
communities.  Areas cultivated with corn and beans tend to be much larger in Nicaragua, 
where the average size is more than double than that of the other three countries.  (See 
Annex IV for Table.) 
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Graph 6 
Breakdown of Family Farm Sizes 
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Main Crops 
 
The main crops cultivated are corn, beans and sorghum.  Families cultivate corn in about 
96 percent of the communities, beans in 66 percent and sorghum in 63 percent.  (See 
Table 12.) 
 
It is estimated that at least 57 percent of the families in the surveyed communities grow 
corn, 36 percent grow beans and 30 percent cultivate sorghum.16  There are some 
noteworthy differences in the percentages of families growing these crops in the four 
countries:  
 
 At least 75 percent or more of families in Honduras and El Salvador cultivate 

corn, while this percentage is much lower in Guatemala (44 percent) and 
Nicaragua (56 percent).  

 More than 58 percent of families in Honduras cultivate beans, while an estimated 
26 to 40 percent of the families in the other three countries cultivate beans. 

 Sorghum is mainly cultivated in El Salvador, Honduras and Nicaragua, where an 
estimated 47 to 58 percent of families grow it. 

 

                                                 
16 Community groups were asked to indicate the number of families cultivating different crops in their 
community and the total area under cultivation with these crops. See Annex IV for detail information. 
Based on this information an estimate was made of the average number of families cultivating different 
crops. 
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Table 12 
Overall Percentage of Communities Growing the Following Basic Grains 

 
  Corn Beans Rice Sorghum 
Percentage of 
communities 95.9 65.6 9.8 63.1 

 
Among the cash crops, coffee is the most important.  However, the number of 
communities and families cultivating coffee in the surveyed communities is relatively 
small; only 10 percent of the communities and 2.5 percent of the families.  (See Annex 
IV). 
 
Cash crops other than coffee and sugar were identified in about 23 percent of the 
communities, however only 6 percent of the families indicated they were involved in 
their production.  Families surveyed in Nicaragua (12 percent), Honduras (6 percent) and 
Guatemala (6 percent) cultivate cash crops such as sesame, vegetables, peanuts, cassava, 
fruits, and in some cases basic grains also are grown as cash crops. 
 
Vegetables and fruits are cultivated around the house, but rarely in larger areas.  In 39 
percent of the communities vegetable cultivation in the yard was mentioned as an 
important practice, however only 6 percent of all families are involved in this activity.  
There are some striking differences between the countries; about 18 percent of the 
families interviewed grow vegetables in El Salvador, with fewer than one percent in 
Guatemala.  
 
Fruits are cultivated in 80 percent of the surveyed communities and by almost a third of 
the families.  Again there are significant differences between countries in terms of family 
fruit cultivation: 62 percent of families in Honduras and 43 percent in El Salvador, 
compared with 29 percent in Nicaragua and 22 percent in Guatemala.  
 

Table 13 
Percentage of communities growing the following crops 

 

  Coffee Sugar 
Other 
cash 
crops 

Vegetables 
around 
house 

Vegetables 
with 

irrigation

Fruits 
around 
house 

Private 
pasture 

Percentage of 
communities  9.8 3.3 23.0 38.5 12.3 79.5 51.6 

 
 
Livestock 
 
Poultry, pigs, cows and horses are the most common livestock in the communities, 
however families with livestock keep a very low number of animals on average.  About 
49 percent of the families surveyed have some poultry and 20 percent have pigs.  
Approximately 11 percent of the families have cows and eight percent have horses.  
Families have an average of five poultry, and one or two pigs.  Families with cows own 
between three and four and families normally have no more than one horse. 
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Table 14 
Percentage of Families with Livestock and Average Number of Animals per Family 

 
  Cows  Horses  Pigs Poultry  
Percentage of families 11.4 8.4 20.3 48.8 
Average number of animals per family 3.6 1.1 1.3 5.2 

 
There are some differences among the four countries in the raising of livestock: 
 
 More families raise poultry in Honduras (83 percent) and Nicaragua (70 percent) 

compared with Guatemala (41 percent) and El Salvador (34 percent). 
 Pigs are raised by 22 percent of families in all countries except El Salvador, 

where only five percent have pigs.  
 Raising cows is more common in Nicaragua (23 percent of families) and 

Honduras (14 percent) than in El Salvador and Guatemala, where fewer than 10 
percent have them. 

 More than 19 percent of the families tend to have a horse in Nicaragua and 
Honduras, whereas fewer than 5 percent do in El Salvador and Guatemala. 

Part 2 -  Livelihood Profiles 

Livelihood Groups 

At the end of the community group interviews, people were asked to identify the main 
livelihood activities in their community.  Key informants of at least one and in many 
cases two identified livelihood groups were interviewed in each community, allowing for 
information to be collected for a total of 173 livelihood groups.  
 
Main socioeconomic activities were discussed twice in the course of livelihood group 
discussions.  The group would first describe its activities as part of a seasonal calendar 
and then identify the main income and food generating activities.  Upon review, the 
livelihoods were categorized in 12 groups.  The socioeconomic activities mentioned in 
the seasonal calendars were then analyzed for these 12 livelihood categories. Results 
showed a fairly big overlap between various categories. 
 
Agricultural production was the basic activity of the majority of the groups, combined 
with one or more of the following activities: agricultural wage labor, non-agricultural 
wage labor, livestock and small business.  For example, in some cases agricultural 
production was the first activity and agricultural wage labor the second; in others it was 
the other way around.  Only a minority of the groups refrained from identifying 
agricultural activities either in the seasonal calendar or as an activity generating income 
or food.  
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Based on these results, the main livelihood groups in the area were categorized as 
follows:  
 
 Agricultural production combined with agricultural wage labor (day laborer); 
 Agricultural production combined with non-agricultural wage labor (wage 

worker); 
 Agricultural production combined with livestock; 
 Agricultural production combined with small business; 
 Other (without own agricultural production activities); 
 Agricultural wage labor (without own agricultural production activities); 
 Non-agricultural wage labor (without own agricultural production activities). 

 
All livelihood groups were reviewed again and regrouped into these 7 livelihood 
categories based on the activities identified in the seasonal calendar and those identified 
as income and food generating activities.17 
 
 

Graph 7 
Distribution of Livelihood Groups* 
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17 In those cases where agriculture was combined with a range of different activities agricultural wage labor 
was examined first, then non-agricultural wage labor, livestock and small business.   
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The predominant role of the agricultural sector and the importance of smallholder 
farming is confirmed by the analysis of livelihood profiles.  The grouping of livelihoods 
into 7 main livelihood categories highlights the strong dependence on agriculture in the 
drought corridor as well as a close relationship between livelihood activities and the 
agricultural season.  
 
As Graph 7 depicts, agricultural production is the livelihood basis for 89 percent of the 
livelihood groups interviewed in the surveyed communities.  Of course, the importance of 
agriculture can differ among groups, but the primary means of livelihood for these groups 
is agriculture related.  Part of the remaining 11 percent, while not carrying out 
agricultural activities directly, depends on agricultural wage labor as a main activity and 
thus is also dependent on agriculture. 
 
Further, the 85 different types of activities mentioned in the seasonal calendars were 
grouped into 14 main activities.  The frequency with which these 14 activities were 
mentioned in each month was calculated for the different livelihood categories.  These 
frequencies illustrated the activity patterns for each livelihood category, giving an idea of 
the seasonality of each activity and how activities can complement each other.18  
However the analysis did not show the importance of one activity compared to another. 
 
Graph 8, depicting the activity patterns of the agriculture and agricultural wage labor 
livelihood, clearly illustrates how other activities complement agricultural production.  
The patterns of the four other main activities most frequently mentioned in the seasonal 
calendars drop at the beginning of the agricultural season.  The largest variation occurs 
with migration patterns and wage labor related to the coffee and sugar harvests.  Both 
agricultural and non-agricultural wage labor show a more stable pattern throughout the 
year, although these two activities also drop during the agricultural season.    
 

                                                 
18 The monthly frequencies of each activity were related to the maximum frequency found for that activity, 
allowing the detection of activity patterns for each livelihood category. 
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Graph 8 
Activity Patterns of the Agriculture and Agricultural Wage Labor Livelihood 
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Agriculture and non-agricultural wage labor livelihood patterns also show the 
complementarity with agricultural production, although it is less pronounced.  (See Graph 
9.)  This is partially explained by the lower number of livelihood groups belonging to this 
category: 13 compared to 111 for the first category.  As the frequencies of the different 
activities are lower, they are therefore more influenced by individual cases.  Still, the 
patterns indicate that migration and non-agricultural wage labor drop when the 
agricultural season starts and become more important between October and April.  
Livestock activities are more stable throughout the year. 
 
For agriculture and livestock livelihood groups Graph 10 shows the seasonal nature of 
agricultural activities and the more stable pattern of livestock activities19.   
 

                                                 
19 The frequencies of other types of activities were too low to graph. 
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Graph 9 
Activity Patterns of the Agricultural and Non-agricultural Wage Labor Livelihood 
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Graph 10 

Activity Patterns of the Agriculture and Livestock Livelihood 
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Good and bad years - Trends 

The history of each community’s economic situation was discussed within the livelihood 
groups.  Each group was asked to indicate which years had been good or bad between 
1993 and 2002.  This information was used to detect trends over time based on the 
perceptions of each livelihood category.  (See Annex IV.)  
 
Living conditions for communities in the drought corridor have been very difficult from 
1997 onward, giving them little chance to recover from one year to the next.  The 
analysis confirms that, overall, the years before 1997 were less difficult.  The frequency 
with which different negative consequences were mentioned is lower for these years and 
some livelihood groups even mentioned positive consequences such as good harvests.  
Trends show that there is really little difference in the experiences among the livelihood 
groups.  The majority considers the entire period between 1998 and 2001 as very 
difficult.  About 93 percent of the livelihood groups highlighted 1998 (the year of 
hurricane Mitch) as a bad year and 97 percent perceived 2001 as bad.  The two years in 
between, 1999 and 2000, were categorized as only slightly less bad. 
 
Loss of harvest is most frequently mentioned as the major consequence of a bad year (see 
Annex IV), with over 50 percent of the livelihood groups citing harvest loss as the most 
significant consequence of 1999, 2000 and 2001.  More than 72 percent of the groups 
mentioned harvest losses as the major consequence for 1998.  Regarding the years 
experienced as less difficult (1993-1996), at least 12 percent or more of the groups still 
mentioned loss of harvest as the major consequence.   
 
Lack of work is the second most frequently mentioned consequence resulting from a bad 
year for all years.  And if it is not mentioned as the first consequence, it is very often 
mentioned as second or third.  Between 20 and 50 percent of the livelihood groups 
considered lack of work as the first, second or third consequences for 1998, 1999, 2000 
and 2001.  
 
Loss of seeds is very often mentioned as the second most important consequence.  About 
45 percent of the livelihood groups mentioned it as the second consequence in 1998 and 
between 28 percent and 38 percent of the groups mentioned it as the second consequence 
for 1999, 2000 and 2001. 
 
For 1998 loss of assets was mentioned by almost 40 percent of the groups.  Loss of assets 
was frequently mentioned as a consequence of the years 1998 onward, while it was never 
mentioned as a consequence before 1998.  
 
Difficult periods within a year 
 
The seasonal calendar was also used to discuss difficult periods within a year.  Months 
were rated as difficult and very difficult for each livelihood category.  The distribution of 
frequencies, as shown in Graph 11, highlights similarities, with April, May, June and 
July, designated as difficult months.  
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For example, the largest livelihood category, agriculture with agricultural wage labor 
(111 groups), clearly cited May, June and July as very difficult months.  This period is 
also considered very difficult among livelihood categories depending on agricultural 
production and small business (15 groups) and for agricultural and non-agricultural wage 
labor groups (13).  Comparing livelihood categories with agricultural activities and those 
without again shows no striking differences.  The only noticeable difference is that most 
livelihood groups, which depend on agricultural wage labor, experience eight difficult 
months within a year. 
 

 
Graph 11 

Difficult and Very Difficult Months by Livelihood * 
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Coping mechanisms 

When threatened by shocks, families often rely on coping mechanisms that negatively 
affect long-term livelihood security: Depletion of assets (for example over-sale of small 
animals); reduction in quantity and quality of food with a deterioration in family diet and 
children’s nutrition; seasonal and permanent migration; and taking children out of school 
to contribute to family activities or reduce family expenditures.  Migration both within 
the respective countries and to other countries is a response to recurrent disasters and can 
be considered as a livelihood strategy.  Migration follows from an irreversible cycle of 
asset depletion and few employment alternatives during critical periods. 
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Over 40 different coping mechanisms were mentioned during the livelihood group 
discussions.  Sale of assets (especially of small animals), short-term migration to find 
work, and changes in diet (products, quantities and number per day, children’s meals and 
diet) were the mechanisms most frequently mentioned for coping with shocks.  (See 
Table 15.) 
 
A comparison of coping mechanisms among livelihood groups shows fairly similar 
patterns in the relative frequencies with which coping mechanisms were mentioned.  In 
fact, the livelihoods of agriculture with agricultural wage labor and agriculture with non-
agricultural wage labor overlap almost completely and are very similar.  (See Annex IV.) 

 
Table 15 

Main Coping Mechanisms in Times of Crisis 
 

Strategy 
Percentage of 
groups that 
mentioned 

Strategy 
Percentage of 
groups that 
mentioned 

 Sale of small animals 90.2  Change in agricultural production:  
 change in type of crops cultivated 16.8 

 Short term migration to find work 86.7  Non food item changes: purchase of  
 cloth 14.5 

 Change in diet: Consume less   
 Products 79.8  Change in agricultural production:  

 change in use of inputs 13.3 

 Change in diet: Consume less  
 Quantities 73.4  Sale of tools/assets/reserves/house 12.1 

 Change in diet: Reduce number of 
 meals a day 71.1  Sale of land 11.6 

 Change in diet of children 49.7  Change in agricultural production:  
 change in production areas 11.6 

 Sale of large animals 39.9  Non food item changes: purchase of  
 shoes 11.0 

 Definite migration with family 24.9  Use and sale of forest products 9.8 

 Gathering and sale of wood 19.7  Non food item changes: purchase of  
 medicines 9.2 

 Children taken out of school 17.3  
 
 
Dietary Changes 
 
Dietary changes (reduction in number of products, quantities and meals) were mentioned 
as a coping mechanism among all livelihoods with almost the same relative frequencies.  
Within that, reduction in products was mentioned slightly more than reduction of 
quantities or number of meals among some livelihoods, while it was reverse among 
others.  Changes in children’s diet were mentioned less often than changes in the overall 
family diet among all livelihoods.  (See Graph in Annex IV.) 
 
Almost 80 percent of the livelihood groups said families in their group reduce the number 
of products consumed in difficult times.  The groups were also asked to describe what 
kind of food they consumed during the last crisis.  Most of the groups seem to depend on 
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very few food items with low nutritional value - basic grains (especially corn and 
sorghum), beans and salt - in times of crisis. 
 

Table 16 
Food Items Consumed by Livelihood Groups During the Last Crisis* 

 
Food item Frequency mentioned 

Basic grains 138 
Legumes 66 
Vegetables 11 
Fruits 36 
Processed basic grains (tortilla) 66 
Cereals 7 
Milk products and fats 11 
Edible roots 7 
Meat 10 
Fish 7 
Processed products 6 
Animal products 8 
Sugar 3 
Coffee 14 
Salt 79 
Forest products 18 
* The 51 items mentioned have been grouped in these 16 
categories. Therefore, if a livelihood group mentioned more than 
one item belonging to the same category, the group is counted 
more than once. 

 
About 71 percent of the livelihood groups mentioned that they reduce the number of 
meals during difficult times.  Also: 
 
 The majority of the groups (83 percent) said they eat three meals a day in normal 

times. 
 
 About 29 percent said they eat the same number of meals in normal and difficult 

times, while 49 percent mentioned reducing the number of meals by one and 18.5 
percent said they consume two meals less in difficult times.   

Children’s Diet 

Participants in the livelihood group discussions described their children’s diet and how it 
changed during difficult periods.  The following items were considered as staples in the 
diets of children: 

 corn or tortilla with salt 
 beans with corn or tortilla; soup of beans;  beans with eggs 
 seasonal fruits (including green mango) 
 a drink of sorghum/corn/corn flour/rice 
 a refreshment of fruits/corn/oat 
 eggs when available 
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In times of crisis children: 
 eat fewer quantities 
 have a diet with less variety, less products 
 eat fewer meals 
 receive additional food through school feeding or other food assistance 
 don’t eat breakfast 

Most Vulnerable Groups Among the Livelihood Groups 

Community groups were asked which members they considered most vulnerable within 
their community and to estimate the number of families and persons involved in each 
vulnerable group.  Most of the community groups were able to identify vulnerable groups 
and to estimate the size of each group.  The most vulnerable groups were: 
 
 
 Families without land are by far the largest vulnerable group. 

  
 Within vulnerable families, children are among the most vulnerable. 

 
 Single mothers and fathers were also identified as being particularly vulnerable. 

Obstacles to Food Security 

The main obstacles to food security and the main solutions to overcome these obstacles 
were discussed with the participants at the end of each livelihood group meeting.  The 
majority of the livelihood groups identified drought (72 percent), lack of work (70 
percent) and lack of water (47 percent) as important obstacles to food security.  More 
than 33 percent of the livelihood groups indicated lack of land, fertilizers and seeds as 
other important constraints to livelihood security.  (Refer to Table 17.) 
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Table 17 
Main Obstacles to Food Security Mentioned by the Livelihood Groups 

 

Obstacles Number of livelihoods  
mentioned 

Percentage of livelihoods 
mentioned 

 Drought 124 71.7 
 Strong rains 24 13.9 
 Lack of land 57 32.9 
 Lack of water 82 47.4 
 Lack of pesticides 48 27.7 
 Lack of seeds 64 37.0 
 Lack of fertilizers 69 39.9 
 Lack of work/not much work 121 69.9 
 Other* 40 29.2 
* All other obstacles mentioned have been grouped in other.  It is possible that one livelihood group 
mentioned more than one other obstacle, in which case it is also counted more than once. 
 
The obstacles and constraints to food and livelihood security are similar in the surveyed 
communities of the drought corridor.  (See Annex IV.)  
 
 Drought ranks as the main obstacle to food security in Guatemala and Nicaragua, 

while it is second in El Salvador and Honduras.  Drought is mentioned as an 
obstacle by at least 64 percent of the livelihood groups in the four countries (and 
in Nicaragua by 80 percent of the groups). 

 
 Lack of work was mentioned by between 50 and 88 percent of the livelihood 

groups in the different countries.  Lack of or scarcity of work is the second most 
frequently mentioned obstacle among the livelihood categories and is the most 
frequently mentioned obstacle for those subsisting on agricultural wage labor and 
non-agricultural wage labor. 

 
 Water as a source is the third most frequently mentioned obstacle to food security 

in El Salvador, Honduras and Guatemala.  More than 33 percent of the livelihood 
groups in each country cited water shortages as a problem; in El Salvador over 70 
percent mentioned water.  

 
 Obstacles such as lack of land, seeds and fertilizers are ranked fourth, fifth or 

sixth respectively, while the livelihood groups in the different countries ranked 
pesticides as seventh or lower.  Between a third and half of the groups among the 
livelihoods based on agricultural production mentioned fertilizers and seeds as 
obstacles. 

 
Examining the obstacles experienced among livelihoods again shows the homogeneity of 
problems and concerns among different livelihood groups living in the drought corridor.  
(See Annex IV.) 
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Suggested Actions or Solutions 

The livelihood groups mentioned 124 actions that could mitigate the effects of drought.   
The main solutions mentioned are irrigation (36 percent) and reforestation (17 percent).  
About 22 percent of the responses were “no solution”.  
 

Graph 12 
Main Solutions Suggested to Tackle Drought 
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More than 121 actions were presented as possible solutions to offset the lack of work.  
The most frequent mentioned actions were the introduction of income-generating 
activities (34 percent), increased migration (17 percent), training in skills and capacity 
building (ten percent) and the introduction of development projects with outside 
assistance (eight percent).  
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Graph 13 
Main Solutions Mentioned for Lack of Work 
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Numerous actions, about 82, were mentioned to deal with problems relating to the lack of 
water.  Most frequently mentioned were the improvement or introduction of water 
sources (48 percent), irrigation (16 percent) and development projects (12 percent). 
 
 

Graph 14 
Main Solutions Mentioned for Lack of Water 
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The solutions mentioned for the obstacles related to agricultural inputs (lack of fertilizers, 
seeds, land and pesticides) mainly fall in the categories of associations, credit and loans, 
development projects, government assistance, land rental and registry.  (See Annex IV 
for Graphs.) 
 
 

 
RECOMMENDATION FOR PRRO TARGETING 

 
 
The main findings of the assessment have deepened our understanding of the causes of 
food and livelihood insecurity in the drought corridor and identified groups most 
vulnerable to natural disasters and economic shocks.  General criteria, already agreed 
upon by WFP in the four countries, include: 
 
 Geographic targeting indicators that may trigger a relief response:  

- Areas affected by a distinct shock 
- Below average rainfall distribution  
- Crop production 50 percent less than normal 

 
 Community/family affected by a shock with:  

- Crop production loss over 50 percent 
- A significantly higher prevalence of malnutrition than the national average 
- Food insecurity leading to a sudden increases in the prevalence of acute 

malnutrition  
- Vulnerable women requiring nutritional support  
- Farmers without land, who rent, or small owners with less than one 

hectare, in particular women single-headed households. 
 
Based on these findings detailed standardized targeting criteria can be developed and 
applied in the four countries to identify those most in need of food assistance. 
 
 

SUMMARY 
 
Similar shocks have regularly and repeatedly affected the communities in the drought 
corridor over the last 10 years.  The majority of the families in a community, often more 
than 85 percent, were affected by a shock or a series of shocks in the last 10 years. 
 
An analysis of shock trends shows an increase in the recurrence of natural disasters and 
an increased regularity of shocks, particularly droughts and with lesser frequency and 
severity pests and disease infestations.  Droughts clearly affect livelihoods in these 
communities, more than any other type of shock.  Droughts increasingly are a shock that 
farmers expect, but cannot manage.  Consequently livelihoods are continuously under 
stress and families are increasingly unable to withstand shocks, buffer their assets against 
the next one, or recover lost assets over the long term. 
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Drought was very frequently reported to cause loss of crops and seeds.  Other negative 
effects mentioned are: reduced work opportunities, low incomes, unemployment, 
migration and loss of animals.  If we look at the losses caused by other main events, we 
find a clear and consistent pattern in the kind of losses irrespective of the type of event.  
The consistent losses included: crops, seeds, work, animals and land.  Most shocks also 
caused migration, either for short or long periods. 
 
Communities in the surveyed areas of the drought corridor often lack human, physical 
and social capital: 
 
 Illiteracy rates are high; an estimated 37 percent of the adult population is 

illiterate.  Approximately 31 percent of the adult population completed only the 
first three grades of primary school and less than 16 percent completed fourth to 
ninth grade. 

 
 Access to clean water and proper health services is poor; almost 70 percent of 

communities lack a health center and 50 percent do not have public water wells.  
About 20 percent of the communities have no public or private well. 

 
 Public storage facilities are rare.  About 63 percent of the communities mentioned 

that they have limited private storage facilities, but in general these have only 
small capacities with reserves lasting for only a few months. 

 
 Social networks and NGOs play a fairly important role in many communities.  

The school parents’ committee and the water committee are the most frequent 
mentioned social networks and are present in more than half of the communities. 

 
Despite some slight differences, people living in the drought corridor depend on similar 
natural and economic resources.  Consequently, they are exposed to similar types of 
shocks and livelihood threats.  Agricultural production is the main activity: 72 percent of 
the families in agricultural communities depend on agriculture-related activities, with 
limited alternative income sources.  Agricultural wage labor, migration, small business 
and livestock are important complementary activities. 

 
Smallholder farming combined with other activities characterizes the agricultural sector.  
The majority of families cultivate crops on small plots of less than one hectare, which 
they don’t own.  Families do not have secure access to land and women in particular have 
even less access.  In the communities covered by the assessment, on average only 36 
percent of the families own land, 23 percent of the families have ownership documents 
for their land (often only papers recognized at community level) and only 6 percent of 
female-headed households own land. 
 
Small farmers usually grow corn, beans and sorghum.  Only a small portion of the 
families produces cash crops such as coffee and sugar; no more than a third of the 
families grow fruits around the house and very few cultivate vegetables in their yard. 
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The predominant role of the agricultural sector and the importance of smallholder 
farming is an important finding of the assessment.  The grouping of livelihoods in seven 
main livelihoods shows the heavy dependence on agriculture related activities. 
 
Most communities consider the years between 1998 and 2001 as very difficult years, 
seriously affecting asset levels, food security and the viability of most farmers’ means of 
livelihood.  Due to recurring disasters in the last three consecutive years and the 
combination of natural threats – drought and floods, hurricanes, earthquakes, etc.- 
livelihoods are at risk.  Families tend to depend on negative coping mechanisms for lack 
of viable alternatives.  Among the mechanisms most often relied on are sale of assets 
(especially of small animals), short-term migration to find work and changes in diet. 
 
Changes in diet include reduction in number of food products and reduction in number of 
meals.  About 80 percent of the surveyed livelihood groups reduce the number of food 
products consumed in difficult times and they depend on very few food items with low 
nutritional value - basic grains (especially corn and sorghum), beans and salt.  About 71 
percent of the livelihood groups mentioned that they reduce the number of meals during 
difficult times.  The majority (83 percent) eats three meals a day in normal times.  Almost 
half (49 percent) mentioned that they reduce the number of meals by one and 18.5 
percent consume two fewer meals in difficult times. 
 
Half of the livelihood groups mentioned that the children’s diet changes in times of crisis.  
Qualitative information tells us children frequently eat insufficient quantities of food in 
times of crisis and their diet often has less variety.  Consequently children’s diet in times 
of crisis consists of two or three food items - mainly basic grains (especially corn), beans 
and salt, sometimes eating seasonal fruit, for example green mango. 
 
Recurrent shocks have been the norm in Central America over the past decade and will 
be the norm in the foreseeable future.  The assessment shows that many families affected 
by shocks over the last five years have not recovered or are living in the same conditions 
that made them vulnerable to past shocks.  Families living in the drought corridor are 
facing food deficiencies, a severe decline in asset levels and no capacity to mitigate or 
respond to shocks.  The ongoing depletion of family assets and the difficulty in re-
establishing a minimum viable subsistence level prevent families from effectively 
responding to shocks and push them deeper into poverty. 

 



Standardized Food and Livelihood Assessment  
Central American PRRO preparation  -  FINAL DRAFT 
   
 

   
  58 

ACRONYMS 
 
CEPAL Comisión Económica para América Latina de Las Naciones 

Unidas 
CEPREDENAC Centro de Coordinación para la Prevención de los Desastres en  

América Central 
CO   Country Office 
ELS   El Salvador 
FAO   Food and Agriculture Organization of the United Nations 
GDP   Gross Domestic Product 
GDI   Gender Development Index 
GUA   Guatemala 
HDI   Human Development Index 
HON   Honduras 
IRI   International Research Institute for Climate 
NIC   Nicaragua 
NOAA   U.S. National Oceanographic and Atmosphere Administration 
ODM   WFP Regional Bureau for Latin America and the Caribbean 
PRRO   Protracted Relief and Recovery Operation 
SD   Standard Deviation 
UNDP   United Nations Development Programme 
UNICEF  United Nations Children’s Fund 
USAID  The U.S. Agency for International Development 
WFP   World Food Programme 
WMO   World Meteorological Organization 
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ANNEXES 
 
Annex I  Executive Summary PRRO 
 
Annex II   Survey Guide 
 
Annex III Maps 
 
Annex IV Tables Summarizing Assessment Findings and Country Specific 

Information 
 
Annex V Exit sheets – Leaders and Community Groups 
 
Annex VI Exit Sheets – Livelihood Survey 
 
Annex VII NGOs in the Surveyed Communities 

 
 
 
 
 
 
The material generated during the different stages of the assessment will be available on a 
CD-ROM that includes: 
 
Guidelines for the preparation and implementation of the assessment in the field 
Exit sheet used for the assessment 
Database used for the analysis 
 
The material is available on request from the Programming Unit of the Regional Office in 
Managua. 
 
 


