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Improvement in rainfall conditions in July and start of the 2006-2007 growing season in 
widespread areas of the Sahel 

 
Summary 
 
There was a major improvement in rainfall conditions this past month. Rainfall deficits in most parts of the region are 
gradually being made up and fears of a poor harvest are dissipating. However, there are pockets of poor crop 
performance and localized areas in which conditions still preclude the commencement of planting activities (in northern 
Senegal and eastern Niger), which will require close monitoring. 
 
The vegetation front has moved farther north, into stock-raising areas of the Sahel. There is a visible improvement in the 
progress of pasture production and the replenishment of watering holes in grazing areas, creating favorable conditions for 
local stock-raising activities. 
 
Water reserves are adequate and should help promote the continued growth and development of recently planted crops 
and new emergent pasture in the days ahead. On the other hand, should the heavy rains continue, there is concern about 
the risk of localized flooding problems. 
 
On the whole, the food situation is satisfactory, but the small upswing in grain prices in northern Nigeria will need to be 
closely monitored. 
 
Significant rainfall in July helped make up for a large part of last month’s rainfall deficits 
 
There was a visible improvement in rainfall conditions this past month and rainfall deficits, due to the late start of this 
year’s rainy season, are gradually being made up. Thus, conditions in most of West Africa and the Sahel are gradually 
returning to normal.  
 
Cumulative rainfall totals for the period from the beginning of April through the second dekad of July (Figure 1a) 
throughout large parts of Guinea and Sierra Leone and the western half of Liberia are low, with season-long rainfall 
amounts in these areas ranging from 100 to 300 mm, compared with figures of anywhere from 300 to 500 mm at the 
same latitudes farther east, in Burkina Faso and Ivory Coast for example. However, the size of areas of Guinea and Sierra 
Leone posting severe rainfall deficits is shrinking, which bodes well for an improvement in stream flow conditions in the 
upper Niger River Basin.  
 
A comparison of rainfall conditions for West Africa as a whole against the five-year average (for 2001-2005) (Figure 1b) 
shows an irregular spatial distribution of rainfall, with some spots getting above-average rainfall compared with the 
reference period, including all of Chad’s farm belt, northwestern Niger and a large area extending from southeastern 
Mauritania to southeastern Mali and including western Burkina Faso and large parts of Ivory Coast and Ghana. Other 
parts of the region are still posting moderate rainfall deficits, such as western Nigeria, northern Togo and Benin, southern 
Niger, including virtually the entire Tahoua region of the country, eastern Burkina Faso, western Mali and an area 
extending from southeastern Senegal as far as Guinea Bissau and eastern Guinea. There is also a wide area of severe 
rainfall deficits encompassing Guinea, Sierra Leone, Liberia and a small section of northwestern Nigeria.  
 
The fear of a poor harvest due to delays in the start-of-season is dissipating with the improvement in rainfall conditions 
this past month. However, conditions still warrant close monitoring, particularly in areas posting moderate to severe 
rainfall deficits.  
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Figure 1a : Cumulative rainfall estimates for the period from 
April 1st through July 20, 2006 
 
 

 
Source: NOAA; Map: USGS/Sahel Regional, corroborated by FEWS NET 

Figure 1b : Anomalies in cumulative rainfall estimates as 
of July 20, 2006 compared with the average for the same 
time of year 

 
Source: NOAA; Map: USGS/Sahel Regional, corroborated by FEWS NET 

 
Start of the 2006/07 growing season in July in many parts of the Sahel 
 
The good rainfall conditions marking the month of July 
helped the growing season get underway in farming areas 
of the northern Sahel, particularly in north-central Senegal, 
localized areas of Mali and southern Niger. However, the 
season is having trouble getting started in other parts of 
the Sahel such as northern Senegal and southeastern 
Niger where, as of July 20th, farmers were still waiting for 
an improvement in planting conditions (Figure 2a).  

Figure 2a: Start-of-season in the Sahel and the northern 
reaches of selected West African countries 

 

 
Thus, the 2006-2007 growing season is gradually getting 
underway, with start-of-season anomalies compared with 
the median start date varying from one area to another. 
Figure 2b shows the largest anomalies (3 to 4 dekads) in 
northern Guinea Conakry, northwestern Nigeria, central-
western Niger and central Burkina Faso. Elsewhere, the 
start-of-season is 1 to 2 dekads behind schedule, 
particularly in central Nigeria and Niger. In general, the 
growing season is running late in all parts of Niger, with 
the sole exception of the southern Tahoua region and the 
far northwestern reaches of the Tillabery region. 

Source: USGS; Map: USGS/Sahel Regional, corroborated by FEWS NET 
Figure 2b: Start-of-season anomalies as of July 20, 2006 
compared with the average for the same time of year 

 

 
Southern Senegal, virtually all parts of Mali’s farm belt, 
northeastern Nigeria and Chad’s entire farm belt are 
generally reporting a normal to early start-of-season. 
  
In sum, the month of July was marked by the beginning of 
the growing season in many parts of the Sahel. If the 
current regular spatial-temporal pattern of rainfall 
continues, reported delays in the start-of-season could be 
made up by the planting of early maturing varieties of 
crops, assuming the growing season goes smoothly 
between now and the beginning of October of this year. 

Source: USGS; Map: USGS/Sahel Regional, corroborated by FEWS NET 
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Clear improvement in the progress of new vegetative growth in July 
 
With the current regular pattern of rainfall, the vegetation front is steadily advancing northwards into stock-raising areas of 
the Sahel (Figure 3a). In particular, the conditions of pasture lands in the Sahelian zone of Niger are rapidly improving, 
according to information collected in the field. 
 
Anomalies in the progress of new vegetative growth compared with the historical average for 1982-2004 (Figure 3b) are a 
sign of persistent severe rainfall deficits in the Sahelian zone of area countries.  
 
Figure 3a : Normalized Difference Vegetation Index as of July 20, 
2006 for the Sahel and West Africa 

 
Source: NASA; Map: USGS/Sahel Regional 

Figure 3b : Anomalies in new vegetative growth as of July 20, 
2006 compared with the average for the same time of year 

 
Source: NASA; Map: USGS/Sahel Regional 

 
Adequate water reserves meeting crop water requirements 
 
The good rainfall conditions in July rapidly replenished soil water reserves in many areas. The Crop Water Requirement 
Satisfaction Index or WRSI is a relatively accurate crop performance indicator based on the availability of water and crop 
water requirements throughout their growth cycle.  
 
With the growing season already underway in widespread areas, in general, an examination of the Water Requirement 
Satisfaction Index for millet crops (Figure 4a) shows the satisfaction of crop water requirements in all parts of the Sahel, 
except for a few localized areas with mediocre coverage rates, including eastern Niger, an enclave area in the southern 
Tahoua region bordering on Nigeria and an area in southern Mauritania straddling the Malian border. There are also 
reports of severe wilting problems in small areas planted with millet crops in western Senegal, central Mali and 
northeastern Burkina Faso, creating a possibility of crop failure.  
 
Figure 4a : Crop Water Requirement Satisfaction Index as 
of July 20, 2006 for the Sahel and West Africa 
 

 

 
Source: NASA; Map: USGS/Sahel Regional 

Figure 4b : Crop Water Requirement Satisfaction Index 
anomalies as of July 20, 2006 compared with the average 
for the same time of year  

 
Source: NASA; Map: USGS/Sahel Regional 
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A look at WRSI anomalies compared with the average (Figure 4b) shows average conditions throughout most of the 
Sahel, with small scattered pockets of slightly above and slightly below-average conditions. The largest areas with 
comparatively lower soil water reserves are found in central Mali and the far northeastern reaches of Nigeria, on the 
country’s border with Niger. 
 
Conditions on grain markets remain stable, with millet prices down slightly on many markets 
throughout the Sahel 
 
On the whole, conditions on grain markets showed little change from the month of June, with price levels visibly down 
from the same time last year and actually below the five-year average in certain areas, confirming the start-of-season in 
many parts of the Sahel, particularly in Niger and Burkina Faso. 
 
Thus, July prices for millet on grain markets in Sahelian capitals ranged from 152 francs/kg in Ouagadougou (Burkina 
Faso) to 188 francs/kg in Niamey (Niger), compared with a price spread of 162 to 193 francs/kg on the same markets in 
the month of June. Prices throughout the region were down from July of last year (Figure 5a). July prices for millet on all 
markets in the aforesaid Sahelian capitals were below the five-year average for the same time of year. 
 
In contrast, July prices for millet on markets bordering the Sahel in Nigeria (Jibia, Illela, Mai Adua and Damassak) and 
Benin (Malanville) ranged from 148 francs/kg in Illela, Nigeria, to 159 francs/kg in Mai Adua, also in Nigeria. Prices on the 
Malanville market in Benin showed no change from the month of June. A comparison with the five-year average shows 
July prices on all border markets in Nigeria and Benin running below-average (Figure 5b).  
 
Moreover, on the whole, price levels on border markets are still running below market prices in the Sahel, which should 
help sustain grain imports from Nigeria or Benin into the Sahel. However, millet prices for July on certain Sahelian 
markets (Ouagadougou) were lower than on border markets.  
 

Figure 5a: Millet prices in selected Sahelian capitals 
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Source of data: Country Market Information Systems (SIM); Graphic by 
FEWS NET/Sahel 

Figure 5b: Millet prices on selected border markets for 
the Sahel 
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Source: SIMA (Agricultural Market Information System) Niger; Graphic 
by FEWS NET/Sahel 

 
A look at trends in millet prices on different markets since the last harvest (Figures 6a and 6b) shows that the quasi-
stability marking previous months continues into the month of July, with prices on Sahelian markets trending downwards 
(Figure 6b). This downward trend in grain prices could be attributable to the unloading of on-farm and trader inventories 
with the return of the rains to the Sahel.  
 
On the other hand, prices on border markets in general, and Nigerian markets in particular, were up slightly from the 
month of June (Figure 6b), with millet prices on the Malanville market in Benin holding steady. 
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Figure 6a: Trends in post-2005/2006-harvest millet prices 
in selected Sahelian capitals and comparison with the 
most expensive (Niamey) and least expensive (Bamako) 
markets in 2004-2005 
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Source: Country Market Information Systems (SIM); Graphic by FEWS 
NET/Sahel 

Figure 6b: Trends in post-harvest millet prices on 
selected border markets for the Sahel and comparison 
with the most expensive (Mai Adua) and least expensive 
(Malanville) markets in 2004-2005 
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Source: SIMA (Agricultural Market Information System) Niger; Graphic 
by FEWS NET/Sahel 

 
As seen in June, general price trends on grain markets in July of this year remained positive, making for near-average 
grain access and a visible improvement over prevailing conditions at the same time last year. However, the rise in millet 
prices on border markets in northern Nigeria deserves special attention and close monitoring to determine the cause and 
to track trends over the month of August. Hopefully, the CILSS/FEWS NET/WFP mission scheduled for August in this 
region will help shed some light on these price movements. 
 
Outlook  
 
On the whole, the food situation in the Sahel is still satisfactory, despite lags in at the start-of-season. If the improvements 
in rainfall conditions reported in July continue into August, then markets will more than likely continue to function properly 
and the current downswing in prices on certain markets should become increasingly widespread. However, with the late 
starts-of-season in certain areas, it is important to step up monitoring activities with respect to: 
 

• market trends (trends in prices and supply levels) in areas where the growing season is having trouble getting 
started and in northern Nigeria; 

• the progress of crop growth and development, pasture production and seasonal migratory movements. 
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Better performing tools for monitoring the food situation and identifying food-insecure population groups in the 
Sahel and other West African countries 
 
The CILSS, its member countries, ECOWAS and WAEMU coastal states (Togo, Benin, Ivory Coast and Guinea) and their food 
security partners (FEWS NET, WFP, OCHA, WAEMU, BCEAO, FAO and USAID/WA) have agreed on and spelled out necessary 
measures for implementation of the harmonized framework and food balance sheet as new tools for monitoring the food 
situation and identifying food-insecure population groups in the Sahel and the West African region.  
 
These measures are the product of a regional workshop conducted in Dakar (Senegal) over the period from July 24th through July 
28th of this year. 
 
The food balance sheet is a tool for monitoring food availability, replacing the grain balance sheet. At the same time, it also 
monitors the state of nutrition (in the wake of the 2005 crisis in Niger and throughout the region). It is also a tool for the 
promotion of regional integration, in that it examines all basic commodities, with surpluses of certain commodities offsetting 
deficits of other commodities through trade in a wider range of foodstuffs. In this way, it should bolster the regional trade 
promotion policy promoted by ECOWAS under the MISTOWA project financed by USAID/WA 
 
In implementing the new food balance sheet, it was agreed that all countries would present an ex-post balance sheet together 
with a nutritional statement for 2006, with only a few selected countries designated to present a trial preliminary or projected 
balance sheet, pending the implementation of all necessary measures for data collection and analysis purposes. The countries in 
question are Burkina Faso, Mali, Cape Verde and Niger. 
 
The harmonized framework is the product of a successful collaborative effort by various organizations (WFP, FEWS NET, 
FAO, Ibimet, etc.) supported by USAID/WA, France and the European Union, centered around the CILSS. It is designed to help 
identify food-insecure population groups based on their livelihoods and, where necessary, provide them with better targeted 
assistance more in line with their needs through several different types of interventions in addition to food aid, including both 
cyclical and structural assistance programs. 
 
In implementing all these changes FEWS NET will continue to contribute its expertise in both areas to this region-wide 
partnership, particularly for modeling, design, analytical and training purposes, together with inputs by the CILSS, FAO and WFP, 
within the framework of the general policies of each country, the CILSS, ECOWAS and the WAEMU. 
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