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Food and nutrition crisis affects over 18 million people in the Sahel 
Far from the media spotlight, the Sahel region (Burkina Faso, Mali, Mauritania, Niger, 
Senegal, Chad, Nigeria, Cameroon, and the Gambia) is grappling with a severe 
humanitarian emergency as alarming food insecurity and malnutrition conditions have 
emerged in the wake of drought and poor harvests. 18.7 million people are affected, 
among them some of the poorest and most vulnerable communities in the world.   
According to UNICEF, over 1 million children are at risk of severe acute malnutrition 
across the Sahel.  

 

Mali insecurity exacerbates regional crisis 
The crisis, affecting primarily nine countries, has been exacerbated by the situation in 
Mali, where conflict has displaced nearly 372,000 people since January.   
As of 15 June 2012, it is estimated that more than 167,000 people have been 
displaced within Mali. UNHCR reports a total of nearly 175,000 refugees in Mauritania 
(68,363), Burkina Faso (65,009), and Niger (41,650), often in areas already severely 
affected by the food and nutrition crisis.  According to the Algerian Government, some 30,000 people have 
also sought refuge in Algeria.   

 

Recurrent crises in the Sahel undermine community resilience 
The Sahel region is plagued by recurrent, and ever-more frequent and severe crises, 
such as in 2005 and 2010. These have undermined efforts to help communities 
strengthen coping capacities to manage shocks.  
Even in years which are not experiencing an acute emergency, an estimated 230,000 
children die annually of malnutrition and health-related consequences.   
Today, to access food, and in a context of high food prices and falling cereal production, many people sell 
their livestock or eat seeds that would normally be kept for the next planting season.  These survival 
strategies deplete household stocks and perpetuate chronic vulnerability. This has been exacerbated this 
year by the loss of remittances from migrant workers who have returned home from Libya, Côte d’Ivoire and 
northern Nigeria.  

 

Governments quick to raise the alarm and respond 
Governments in the region acted swiftly at the first signs of crisis in the summer and fall of 2011, allocating 
funds to respond to the emergency.   
The Governments of Chad, Mali, Mauritania and Niger called for international assistance in late 2011, and 
national response plans were developed, including cash-for-work and food-for-work activities; subsidized 
sales of grain and pasture; nutrition programmes; and direct food distributions to the most vulnerable. These 
plans also include longer-term interventions to help communities survive the impact of recurrent crises in the 
region and build their resilience.   
As the crisis intensified in early 2012, other Governments, including Burkina Faso, the Gambia and Senegal, 
also asked for support. 
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Over US$1.6 billion required to respond to the crisis 
Humanitarian partners have also moved quickly to boost capacity across the Sahel 
in support of Governments’ efforts. A regional strategy was developed in 
December 2011, outlining needs identified and response actions required in the 
food security and nutrition sectors.  
As the crisis intensified in early 2012 and to reflect developments on the ground - notably from the complex 
emergency in Mali and emergency needs beyond the food and nutrition sectors - humanitarian partners 
finalized Appeals for Burkina Faso, Mauritania and Mali between April and June. Partners have also revised 
the Appeal in Niger, and the food and nutrition sectors in the Appeal for Chad.  
The Appeals outline the increasing resource requirements needed to address critical humanitarian needs in 
the food security, nutrition, agriculture, health, multi-sector (refugees), education, protection, gender-based 
violence, and WASH. More than $1.6 billion are required overall, including $251 million for the response to 
the regional refugee crisis.  

 

Early funding made available to respond to the crisis 
Between October 2011 and mid-June 2012, the Emergency Relief Coordinator 
frontloaded over US$85 million from the Central Emergency Response Fund 
(CERF), for critical lifesaving activities in 8 countries.   
By 15 June 2012, donors had generously contributed about $684 million or 42 per 
cent of the total requirements included in the Appeals. An additional $194 million was committed, making 
total funding committed at $878 million, with an additional $5.4 million currently in pledges. Keeping the 
momentum in the reponse and funding for the Sahel is key to see through the lean season.  
Our focus for the months to come should continue to be on addressing immediate needs and saving lives. 
While absolute needs in food security and nutrition remain very significant, other essential and under-funded 
sectors include water and agriculture (notably seeds and livestock), health, and assistance to refugees.  
For humanitarian agencies to operate in such a vast and complex regional security environment as the 
Sahel, additional funds are also urgently needed for essential support functions, notably security and 
logistics, including the United Nations Humanitarian Air Service (UNHAS).  
Finally, we now need to start preparing for rebuilding lives and livelihoods of people affected by the crisis. If 
not, we risk seeing once again a drop in assistance at the end of the acute crisis and a failed transition to 
building resilience.  
 

 
 
For a breakdown by cluster, please see: 
https://docs.google.com/spreadsheet/pub?key=0AiHzO7bP7kUtdFFPQnc4TDdBcnRmVHU4Z1JRT3paQkE&single=true&gid=5&output
=html 

 
 

US$1.64b 
required for adequate 
response across the 

Sahel 

US$684m 
Donor funding for the 
crisis received against 

appeals  


