
FEWS NET/Mauritania 
c/o US Embassy 
BP: 222, Nouakchott 
Mauritania 

FEWS NET is funded by the US Agency for International Development 
www.fews.net 

TEL : (222) 525 39 10 
TEL & FAX : (222) 525 39 18 
E-mail: HSy@fews.net 

 

 

MAURITANIA 
Monthly Food Security Update 

October 2006 

ALERT LEVEL: 
NO ALERT 

WATCH 
WARNING 

EMERGENCY 
 

A FRAGILE IMPROVEMENT IN FOOD SECURITY CONDITIONS IN PRODUCTION ZONES 
 

Summary and implications 
 
Increasingly dry conditions in the first two dekads of October in the western and central reaches of 
farming (zone 6) and agropastoral (zone 5) areas of the country caused rainfed crops in the highlands 
of Brakna, Gorgol, Hodh El Gharbi, Assaba and Guidimakha to wither.  Cumulative rainfall totals in 
most parts of these regions are down from last year, where dry spells had already affected the 
development of short-cycle crops before the rains ended prematurely.  Most long-cycle (4 months) 
crops in lowland areas are in the height growth and early heading stages.  These crops will not reach 
full maturity without some rain during the third dekad of October.  Harvests of short-cycle sorghum 
crops continue in depression areas, but with heavy pressure from grasshoppers, beetles and birds, 

farmers are being forced to harvest green heads of grain.  Logically, planting activities in bottomland and dam areas should begin 
sometime in the third dekad of October, but farmers are complaining of shortages of seeds (for sorghum and cowpea crops).  The only 
walo (flood recession) crops are in Gorgol, where the Fori and Maghama Plains were flooded by runoff from the river.  Elsewhere, as 
has been the case for several years, farming activities are limited to creek beds and lower basin areas.  On the whole, conditions in 
livestock raising areas are satisfactory thanks to regular vegetative growth and good water levels in seasonal lakes and ponds.  
Reported locust outbreaks in the northwest are being monitored and, for the time being, ongoing operations by the Center for Locust 
Control (CLAA) appear to be adequate, but the situation could change as environmental conditions evolve.  Despite ongoing harvests 
of short-cycle sorghum and millet crops, coarse grain supplies are still limited.  Markets have large supplies of imported foodstuffs 
whose October prices showed relatively little change from the month of September.  In contrast, prices for small animals are down 
sharply, most likely, due to stepped-up sales for the building of village level food security reserves (SAVS).  Food insecurity levels are 
down in all parts of the country, but this improvement in food security conditions could be short-lived in farming areas where rainfed 
crops are withering (in western Aftout, eastern Amourj department and Bassikounou department) and walo areas where fields are 
being left to lie idle (in the central and western reaches of the Senegal River Valley).   
 

Current hazards summary 
 
• The withering of rainfed crops, the reduction in the size 

of areas planted in irrigated crops and the failure of 
farmers to plant walo (flood recession) crops in the 
central and western reaches of the Senegal River Valley 
are going to reduce grain availability in the River Valley, 
Aftout, Affolé and the southeast.   

• The inaccessibility of seeds for the planting of flood-
recession crops (tight supplies), so-called stalk borer 
“phobia” and fears of straying animals could reduce the 
size of areas under crops in bottomland and dam areas 
and walo or flood-recession crop-growing areas of 
Gorgol.   

• Increasingly sharp decreases in prices for small animals 
are hurting poor and middle-income households in 
agropastoral areas.  Many communities are still having 
trouble rebuilding their SAVS (village-level food security 
reserves), which have been their main source of grain 
access, helping to stabilize prices on local markets.   

• Scattered locust outbreaks, in many cases, in remote 
areas pose a threat which could loom even larger in the 
event of any more rain in these areas. 
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Status of crops 
 
Despite the expansion in the size of areas planted in rainfed crops in the month of August, current predictions are for a sizeable decline 
in crop yields, particularly in farming areas of Brakna, Gorgol, Guidimakha and Hodh Ec Chargui, where heavy pressure from 
grasshoppers and beetles has only added to the damage caused by increasingly frequent dry spells.  Harvests of short-cycle sorghum 
and millet crops are still underway in southeastern Gorgol (Maghama), central and southern Assaba (Kankossa and southern Kiffa) 
and southern Hodh Ec Chargui and Hodh Ec Gharbi (in the narrow farm belt extending from Touil as far as southwestern 
Bassikounou).  Crops planted in the middle of August are in the tillering to the early heading stage, but their ability to reach full 
maturity could be jeopardized by increasingly dry conditions that precede the end-of-season.   
 
Rice crops in most irrigated rice-growing areas are in the heading and milk grain stages of development, with the first round of 
harvests likely to begin sometime in the first dekad of November.  Farmers have begun planting flood-recession crops in bottomlands 
and dam areas, but are having problems getting access to sorghum and cowpea seeds.   
 
There have been no further rises in prices for flood-
recession sorghum crops since September.  The real 
problem is one of availability.  It’s possible that the 
slackening in demand with the decision by many 
farmers not to plant walo (flood-recession) crops 
has had a tempering effect on prices.  In contrast, 
cowpea prices have skyrocketed, jumping by 
anywhere from 16 to 23 percent, depending on the 
farming area in question.   
 
There has been no change in the situation with 
respect to the planting of walo crops since 
September.  Only low-lying areas of the Fori Plain 
(in northeastern Kaédi) and the Maghama Plain have been flooded by runoff from the Gorgol and Wadi Gorfa and, even in these areas, 
hysteria over pink stalk borers (Sesamia Calamistis) and straying animals could limit the size of the area planted in flood-recession 
crops.   
 
Harvest forecasts released by the Ministry of Rural Development are predicting a 3.8 percent expansion in the area under crops, but a 
16.48 percent production shortfall compared with last year’s good harvest (see Table 1). 
 

Conditions in livestock raising areas 
 

On the whole, conditions in livestock raising areas are satisfactory.  Rainfall rates in the third dekad of September and the first dekad 
of October helped certain parts of Trarza and Hodh Ec Chargui make up any deficits.  However, grass cover on all pasturelands is 
relatively sparse, except in grazing areas of Brakna, Guidimakha, central Trarza and central Assaba, and the premature drying of their 
plant cover is making these rangelands vulnerable to brush fires.  Herders are still using surface water resources to water their animals 
and animal health conditions are stable.  Earlier than usual seasonal migratory movements by herders in Trarza eastwards appear to be 
confined to Brakna, while seasonal migration by herders in Tagant and northern Gorgol is still confined to southeastern Gorgol and 
western Guidimakha.  Migratory herds in other livestock raising areas are following their usual migration routes.   
 

Locust situation 
 

A look at the locust situation shows small outbreaks scattered throughout an immense space, and, in many cases, in remote areas.  The 
CLAA (Center for Locust Control) has deployed 15 canvassing crews supported by a helicopter leased by the FAO, with 
instantaneous access to a National Army aircraft, which is currently being used to control the bird problem.  There are an additional 
nine (9) treatment crews consisting of 120 workers using 45 vehicles backing up the canvassing crews, which also have the means 
with which to treat small, previously spotted targets.  According to the head of the CLAA, the situation is under control in that the 
problem mainly involves localized hatchings, there are good products available and ongoing treatments are proving effective.  
However, conditions could deteriorate with any more rainfall in current infestation areas or with locust invasions from neighboring 
regions (Mali, Niger, the Sahara, etc.) 
 

Food security conditions 
 

The current food situation for large herders is good.  Conditions for farmers growing rainfed crops and in agropastoral areas are 
improving, but their food situation is still insecure with the rather poor harvest forecasts for diéri (rainfed) crops.  With early harvests 
and the rebuilding of SAVS (village-level food security reserves), agropastoralist households and poor and middle-income farm 
families have stepped-up sales of small animals.  Further drops in prices have sharpened the trends observed in September, with a 
typical sheep selling for 14,000 UM in September on the Boghé market currently going for 12,000 UM, while prices for rainfed 
sorghum and rice are up by 12 percent and 9 percent, respectively.  The availability of wheat (the main grain furnished by SAVS and 

Table 1: Comparison of production figures for 2005 and 2006 

 

Final net 
production figure 

for 2005 

Projected net 
production figure for 

2006 
Percentage 

change 
Sorghum 69,545 71,230 2.42 
Millet 3,588 1,509 -57.94 
Maize 19,316 14,693 -23.93 
Rice 53,760 35,077 -34.75 
Wheat 487 0 -100 
Total 146,697 122,506 -16.48 

Source of data: DPSE/MDRE (Programming, Monitoring and Evaluation Office/Ministry of 
Rural Development and Environment) 
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distributions of free food aid by the Food Security Commission) and its relatively stable price are encouraging many households to 
resort to this grain in lieu of sorghum.   
 

Recommendations 
 

1. Make seeds for vegetable and flood-recession sorghum crops available before November. 
2. Mount a control program for the pink stalk borer (Sesamia Calamistis), which is now affecting all crop-producing areas. 
3. Strengthen the locust control program to prevent any deterioration in the current locust situation. 
4. Pursue the ongoing bird control program, insofar as possible, working together with Mali and Senegal. 
5. Expand nutrition programs for children up to 5 years of age in Aftout, the southeast, the central and eastern reaches of the 

Senegal River Valley and the northern part of the country (Aoujeft, Akjoujt). 
6. Pursue ongoing assistance programs while, at the same time, improving targeting efforts and synchronizing field operations 

by all interested stakeholders (the CSA, WFP, UNICEF, FAO, Ministry of Rural Development and Environment and certain 
NGOs active in the field), focusing on at-risk areas (in the central and western River Valley, southern and western Aftout and 
southeastern Hodh Ec Chargui). 

 
 

 


