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ERITREA FOOD SECURITY UPDATE
JUNE 15, 2003

1.  NATIONAL TRENDS 
 
The azmera rains, which normally fall between March and May, have been below normal this year.  This has 
affected land cultivation and the planting of long-cycle crops.  There has been limited regeneration of pasture and 
browse.  Consequently most of the livestock which migrated to the eastern escarpments from the surrounding 
highland areas have not yet returned.   
 
1.1 AGRO-CLIMATIC CONDITIONS 
 
The azmera rains continued to be light and patchy in the month of May.  As shown in Figure 1, some unusually 
heavy showers occurred in the southern parts of Gash Barka zoba, bordering Ethiopia, during the last dekad of 
May.  Other scattered and light showers occurred in Debub, Anseba, Maekel and the north-western parts of 
Northern Red Sea zoba.  Compared to the long term average (Figure 1), current rainfall appeared to be variable.  
Parts of South-western low lands received considerably more rainfall than expected, while in other areas the 
rainfall was light and somewhat below average.   
 
 

OVERVIEW 
 
The food insecurity situation in Eritrea remains critical but stable.  Recent nutritional studies carried out by 
MoH/Concern World wide in zoba Anseba indicated 19.9 percent Global Acute Malnutrition (GAM).  A 
similar study carried out by DIA/MoH in zoba Southern and Northern Red Sea indicated 14.3 and 17.9 percent 
Global Malnutrition in urban and rural areas respectively.  It is, therefore, recommended to increase the 
number of targeted beneficiaries to improve the general food security situation in the studied areas.  The study 
also indicated that malnutrition is a chronic problem requiring a broader set of interventions to address the root 
causes.  The price of cereals has stabilized and the terms of trade for livestock keepers are improving.   
 
The current food pipeline is assured into August.  However, given the critical need to protect food aid 
deliveries in the ‘hungry period’ before the next harvest in November, it is critical to continue expediting food 
aid deliveries. 
 
The azmera rains have been patchy and generally below average.  Consequently the planting and germination 
of long-cycle crops during April and May has been affected.  However, the determining question from a food 
security perspective will be the performance of the Kremti rains between June and August.   
  
Seed bed preparation for the main season crops is underway mainly in zoba Debub, Maekel, and parts of 
Anseba and Gash barka.  In order to assist framers seed requirement, Ministry of Agriculture (MoA) supported 
by UN agencies, NGOs and other donors is in the process of supplying free seeds.  Out of the estimated 
requirement of 16,240 MT of seed, approximately 8,171 MT has been pledged or supplied.   
 
As the azmera season was not adequate enough to enrich the aquifer and improving the pasture, shortage of 
water continued to be a problem for livestock and other human use.   
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Figure 1: Analysis of May 2003 Azmera Rains 

  
Actual Rainfall 21st – 31st May 2003 Long term average 21st – 31st May 

  
Actual Rainfall 11th – 20th May 2003 Long term Average 11th – 21st May 

  
Actual Rainfall 1st – 10th May 2003 Long term average 1st – 11th May 

Source: NASA 
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1.2 CROP & LIVESTOCK PRODUCTON 
 
Overall the azmera rains were not considered highly 
favorable for land preparation and the planting of 
long–cycle crops.  These crops are usually planted in 
the highland areas (zoba Maekel, Debub, and parts 
of zoba Anseba and Gash Barka) during the azmera 
rains and develop with the following kremti rains. 
 
Field observation by FEWS NET representatives in 
some parts of zoba Maekel and Debub revealed that 
field preparation for the main season (kremti) crops 
is continuing.  Most of the potentially cultivable land 
has been prepared for the coming rain, which is 
expected to start in mid-June and continue through 
August.   
 
Dry planted long cycle crops might recover and 
perform well if the June rains start well.  Short cycle 
crops are also planted at the onset of the main rainy 
season.   
 
The Ministry of Agriculture, in collaboration with 
UN agencies, NGOs and other donors, are 
supporting the distribution of seeds to farmers.  The 
MoA estimates the total seed requirement for Eritrea 
at 16,247 MT.  According to the Food Security 
Secotoral Working Group meeting report of May 
2003, FAO, NGOs and other donors have pledged 
approximately 5,308 MT of seed so far.  The 
Ministry of Agriculture also intervened through its 
Emergency and Recovery Programme (ERP) to 
provide 2,863 MT of seed.  Moreover, an estimated 
3,250 of seed is estimated to be available from the 
farmers’ own resources.  This still leaves a 
calculated gap of approximately 4,826 MT.  
Potentially there is still time to organize additional 
distributions of seeds before the opportunity to plan 
short season crops is over.   
 
The azmera rains are also important for the 
regeneration of pasture and browse.  From the 
vegetative cover map of the third dekad of May 
(Figure 2) it is clear that vegetation is fairly normal 
for this time of the year in most parts of the country.  
Although the Eastern escarpments normally 
benefited from winter (bahri) rain, from the map we 
can see the vegetation situation in the escarpment is 
below normal. 
 
As usual during the winter dry season, livestock 
from the neighboring highland areas migrated to the 
eastern escarpment in search of better pasture and 

grazing this year.  Some of the livestock have 
remained for an atypically long period and not yet 
returned to the highland areas, as the pasture 
conditions in these areas remains poor.   
 
Based on the FEWS NET representative’s field 
observations in parts of zoba Debub, the body 
condition of livestock is mixed.  Most animals are in 
poor condition, and milking cows are especially 
weak.  The limited milk production is being saved 
for the calves.  However, the plough oxen have been 
maintained in fair condition.   
 
There is, reportedly, a severe shortage of water and 
poor pasture conditions in the south-western 
lowlands.  As livestock from this area cannot 
migrate to the eastern escarpment, their condition 
will remain of particular concern until significant 
rains occur. 
 
Figure 2: Vegetative Cover (NDVI), 21st – 31st May 
2003 Difference from Normal 

 
Source: NOAA/FEWS NET 
 
1.3 COMMODITY PRICES 
 
The price of staple foods has stabilized in May, as 
illustrated by the graph in Figure 3 (next page).  The 
Eritrea Grain Board (EGB) is trying to stabilize the 
prices by distributing imported food items.   
 
Livestock prices are still increasing, most likely as a 
result of the expectations of a good season and the 
better watering and pasture conditions.   
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Figure 3: Sorghum price in Asmara 
market
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Source: 2002, Eritrean Grain Board; 2003: World Food 
Programme 
 
The price of male goats has actually appreciated 
sharply over the past few months from the low 
prices recorded in the latter part of 2002, with male 
goat prices in all major markets higher than at the 
same time last year.  However, when analyzed in 
conjunction with the sharply rising cereal prices, the 
terms of trade have continued to worsen during the 
year, with livestock sellers now receiving less grain 
in exchange for a goat (Figure 4). 
 
Figure 4 

Source extrapolated from the price data source of EGB  
 
 
2.  FOOD SECURITY STATUS 
 
The overall food insecurity situation in Eritrea 
remains serious but stable.  The latest nutritional 
surveys have been released by the MoH, Concern 
and DIA for zoba Anseba and zoba Southern and 
Northern Red Sea, reporting continued high 
malnutrition rates.  Food stocks at ERREC are 
adequate to support deliveries into August.  The 
immediate delivery of already-pledged food aid 
needs to be supported 
 

2.1 HEALTH AND NUTRITION 
 
A recent study carried out jointly by Concern/MoH 
in zoba Anseba reports Global Acute Malnutrition 
(GAM) and Severe Acute Malnutrition (SAM) rates 
of 19.9 percent and 2.0 percent respectively (Table 
1).  The rate of GAM is higher for children aged 6-
24 months old (Table 2).  The WHO advises blanket 
food aid interventions when the GAM fall bellows 
15 percent. 
 
A similar study conducted in zoba Northern and 
Southern Red Sea revealed 14.3 and 17.9 percent 
GAM in urban and rural areas respectively (Table 3 
and 4).  In zoba Southern and Northern Red Sea 2.8 
percent and 2.1 percent SAM is reported in urban 
and rural areas respectively.  While absolute rates 
remain unacceptably high, the study indicates an 
improving nutritional situation since 2001.  This 
study also emphasizes the chronic nature of food 
insecurity in this part of Eritrea. 
 
In zoba Anseba the mortality rates have been found 
to be less than the normal rates of 0.5/10,00/day set 
for developing countries.  Morbidity was relatively 
high in the last two weeks. 
 
Table 1.  Global Acute malnutrition in the three 
sub-zobas (Asmat, Habero, Hagaz) of zoba 
Anseba combined 
Indicator N=1324 (6-59 

months) 
Percentage 

Global Acute 
malnutrition 

262 19.9% 
(CI 16.9-23.2%) 

Severe Acute 
Malnutrition 

26 2.0% 
 (CI 1.1-3.5%) 

Oedema 1 0.1% 
Source: Concern Worldwide/MoH, Nutrition Survey 
Report (March 2003) 
 
Table 2.  Distribution of malnutrition among 
younger children in comparison with older 
children in Zoba Anseba 
Indicator 6 – 24 months 25 – 59 months 
Global Acute 
Malnutrition 

23.8% 17.9% 

Severe Acute 
Malnutrition 

2.9% 1.5% 

Source: Concern worldwide/MoH, Nutrition Survey 
Report (March 2003)  
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Of the ill children, 23.2 percent were malnourished.  
This indicates a relationship between disease and 
malnutrition.  According to the survey’s findings, 
over half of the female caretakers are also 
malnourished.  The general food aid distribution is 
estimated to provide about 50 -78 percent of 
required kilocalories and covers, on average, 60 
percent of the targeted population.  Another finding 
was that mortality rates are lower in areas where the 
Concern/MoH program is in operation compared 
with areas not covered by the programs. 
 
On the basis of this study, the number of targeted 
beneficiaries should be increased from an average 60 
percent to at least 75 percent of the total population 
in order to improve the general food security 
situation in the area.  It is also recommended that 
future nutrition should focus on improving the 
nutritional status of mothers and women of child 
bearing age in the process of addressing the root 
causes of malnutrition for children under five years 
old. 
 
The study carried out in zoba Southern and Northern 
Red Sea showed different malnutrition rates for 
urban and rural areas (Table 3 &4).  Although there 
has been a significant improvement in the 
malnutrition rates for both urban and rural areas 
since December 2001, they continue to be 
unacceptably high, and fall into the “critical” 
category by WHO international standards.  The 
study revealed that children living in urban areas are 
healthier than those living in rural areas with 
possible implications for targeting strategies. 

Based on these finding it has been recommended to 
continue food aid distributions throughout North and 
South Red Sea regions in the absence of adequate 
interventions that affect the root causes of 
malnutrition.  It has also been advised to improved 
food aid targeting particularly in Northern red sea 
zone.  Moreover, it is important to ensure that 
adequate supplies of supplementary (e.g. DMK) and 
therapeutic (e.g., F100 & F75) foods are available to 
enable the Ministry of Health to continue its 
supplementary and therapeutic feeding projects.   
 
2.2 FOOD RELIEF 
 
As indicated in Table 5, a total of 40,244 MT of 
food aid is currently available in stock, and an 
additional 7,393 MT is expected to arrive in June.  
Taking into account the expected June distribution 
of 17,308 MT, the projected balance at the beginning 
of July will be 30,329 MT.   
 
With the existing rate of distribution, food aid stocks 
will only last through August.  As the main season’s 
harvest is not expected until November 2003, a 
serious food shortage is expected between August 
and November.  Hence, urgent action is required to 
protect the food delivery pipeline.  Emphasis in 
deliveries has to be given to children under 5 
suffering from high GAM rates. 
 

Table 3.  The prevalence of Acute Malnutrition for Urban Northern and Southern red sea 
 

Indicator Rural 
 Dec 2001 Aug 2002 March 2003 
Global malnutrition 28.3% 

(95 CI =25.4-31.4)
17.8% 

(95% CI=15.3-20.5)
14.3% 

(95 CI =12.1-16.8)
Severe Malnutrition 5.9 % 

(95%CI=4.5-7.7)
3.1% 

(95% CI=2.1-4.6)
2.8% 

(95% CI=1.9-4.1)
Source: DIA/MoH, Nutrition Survey report (February, March 2003) 
 
Table 4.  The prevalence of Acute Malnutrition for Rural Northern and Southern Red Sea 
 

Indicator Rural 
 Dec 2001 Aug 2002 March 2003 

Global malnutrition 23.7% 
(95% CI=21.0-26.7)

21.4% 
(95%CI = 18.8-24.2)

17.9% 
(95%CI=15.5-20.6)

Severe Malnutrition 3.1% 
95% CI=2.1-4.6

3.4% 
(95% CI=2.3-4.8)

2.1% 
(95.5 CI=1.3-3.4)

Source: DIA/MoH, Nutrition Survey report (February, March 2003) 
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2.3 NON-FOOD RELIEF 
 
As reported earlier, the Ministry of Agriculture 
supported by UN agencies, NGOs and other donors 
is managing the supply of seeds to farmers. 
 
Water is a precious and scarce resource in Eritrea.  
This natural problem has been highly exacerbated by 
the recurrent drought.  At the moment the country is 
facing a huge water shortage.  Reservoirs have not 
recharged, shallow wells dried up and the water 
table has fallen so that borehole yields have 
declined.  In addition to increasing the burden on 
women who must travel long distances to fetch 
water, the water shortage is seriously affecting 
irrigated agriculture, which is commonly practiced 
in the western lowlands and zoba Anseba.   
 
The Ministry of Local Government and UNICEF 
have appealed for $4.9 million for water projects 
between May and December, $3 million of which 
has been received so far. 

2.4 FOOD SECURITY OUTLOOK 
 
The recovery of the agricultural sector will depend 
on the kremti rainfall.  However, other factors, such 
as agricultural input availability and use, and the 
timing of planting, will also play an important role 
in how well the season progresses.   
 
The extension department of the Ministry of 
Agriculture has to work hard to promote improved 
and appropriate agricultural practices in the country.  
Timely planting, timely supply and use of 
agricultural inputs, better surveillance and pest 
specific crop protection measures are some of the 
issues that have to be considered in promoting better 
agricultural practices.   
 
It is crucial that the donor community take measures 
to ensure the continued supply of relief food now in 
order to address the coming food gap during the 
August to November period. 
 
NB.  All maps show internal and external borders that are 
approximations and do not reflect any legal or official representations. 

Table 5.  ERREC’s Existing Food Stock and Distribution Plan for the Month of June  

Type of 
Commodities 

Total Food Aid Stock 
(as of 28.05.03) 

Expected Arrival in 
June 

Total Available for 
distribution 

Planned June 
Distribution 

Cereals 35,034.20 5,400.00 39,684.20 15,736.02
Flour 1,375.20 - 1375.20 132.15
Pulses 876.10 993.00 1869.10 564.51
Blends 1,421.70 - 1421.70 254.30
Oil 995.96 1,000.00 1995.96 176.57
Other 541.15 - 541.15 444.48
Total 40,244.31 7,393.00 46,887.31 17,308.02
Source: ERREC 


