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Summary of current food security conditions 
As the rainy season begins across Central America, food security 
conditions are largely normal for this time of year.  Current food 
security concerns emanate from chronic conditions of high poverty and 
malnutrition levels in many parts of Guatemala, Nicaragua and 
Honduras, particularly in rural areas and amongst indigenous 
populations.  These same population groups are also those most 
vulnerable to the range of natural disasters that threaten not only their 
immediate food security prospects, but also their longer term livelihood 
strategies and coping mechanisms. 
 
The tropical storms and hurricanes that hit Central America towards the 
end of 2005 had little impact on national food supplies, as the worst 
affected areas were not major food producing areas.  However the 
impact on household food security was, in many areas severe.  Some 
households in parts of Guatemala and Honduras have still not fully 
recovered.  In some areas, the heavy rains damaged houses, topsoil and 
standing crops.  Poor families who were displaced and lost food crops and/or income earning cash crops were hardest hit.  Household 
staple food reserves in many cases are already exhausted, much earlier than normal.  For these families, the normal “hunger season” 
(April to August) will be more severe and a greater threat to household food, nutrition and livelihoods security.  In Guatemala, an 
estimated 30,000 families affected by Hurricane Stan still require food assistance even as current emergency food aid operations wind 
down.  Other households will cope by trying to increase the sale of labor, including increased labor migrations within and between 
countries. 
 
As the Primera planting season begins, one of the major threats facing poor households is their limited access to agricultural inputs.  
Many households affected by the hurricanes and tropical storms, including those displaced, have reportedly lost seeds and other 
inputs, and with income levels already stretched because of the need to purchase more food than normal, they may have difficulties 
acquiring the required inputs.  This could ultimately have adverse affects on the Primera harvest.  There is also concern that rising fuel 
prices will lead to an increase in the price of transport, and therefore of staple food, agricultural inputs and other basic commodities, 
particularly in more distant rural areas. 

Central America rainfall outlook, May to June 2006 
According to climate experts, there is an enhanced probability that most of 
Central America will experience normal to above-normal rainfall during the 
first three months of the 2006 rainy season, from May to July.  The major ex-
ception is the Caribbean coastal areas of Costa Rica and Panama, where there is 
an enhanced probability that rainfall during this period will be below normal.  
Above-normal to normal rains are forecast for most of the Atlantic coastal 
areas from Guatemala to northern Costa Rica.  The rest of Central America is 
likely to experience normal rainfall for the May-June-July 2006 period.  
Experts also anticipate that the 2006 Atlantic Ocean hurricane season (June to 
November) will be more active than normal. 
 
Seasonal Forecasting:  Probability and Consensus 
 
The seasonal forecast was generated by climate experts at the XVIII Climate 
Forum for Central America (I FCAC-2006), in Belize City, Belize, 18-21 April 
2006.  The FCAC is a working group coordinated by the Regional Water 
Resources Committee of the Central American Isthmus (Comité Regional de 
Recursos Hidráulicos del Istmo Centroamericano - CRRH-SICA) that brings 

FIGURE 1:  2005 TROPICAL STORMS AND HURRICANES
AFFECT FOOD SECURITY IN CENTRAL AMERICA 

SOURCE:  MFEWS, April 2006.  Hurricane information from NOAA, 2006 
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Parts of Guatemala
were hit hard by 
Hurricane Stan in 
October, killing  
669 and affecting 
some 475,000 
people. 

Northeastern Honduras was hit by 
Hurricane Beta in late-October dis-

placing thousands of people.  In 
mid-November, Tropical Storm 

Gamma killed 32 and displaced 
     some 30,000 people in 

northern parts of the country.

In Nicaragua, thousands 
of people were severely 
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   Stan and Hurricane 
                     Beta in 

October.

El Salvador was affected  
by two simultaneous 
emergencies, severe flooding 
from Hurricane Stan, and the 
eruption of Santa Ana volcano, 
resulting in 69 deaths and the 
displacement of some 26,000 
people. 
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FIGURE 2:  RAINFALL FORECAST FOR CENTRAL AMERICA,  
MAY TO JULY 2006 

SOURCE:  Statement from the XVIII Climate Forum of Central America (I FCAC – 2006),  
 18-21 April 2006, Belize City, Belize  
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together international, regional and national experts in meteorology, climatology and hydrology.  The forecast is based on the 
consensus of participants and on probabilities derived from historical rainfall data and considers the state of the global oceanic-
atmospheric system and its implications for the region.  Climate experts caution that the forecast is relevant only for seasonal time 
scales and for relatively large areas, and that local and month-to-month variations should be expected.  The regional forecast should be 
refined and updated regularly by national meteorological services. 

Rainfall performance is normal for this time of year 
The seasonal rains typically begin in April in Costa Rica and Panama, and in 
May in the other Central American countries.  Rainfall conditions across 
Central America so far have been typical for this time of year.  Occasional 
showers combined with mainly dry conditions have resulted in favorable 
conditions for land preparation and Primera planting activities.  Favorable 
rainfall for early season agricultural activities are expected to continue, with 
pockets of heavy rainfall and the threat of localized flash flooding, particularly 
in the higher elevations of southern Guatemala, El Salvador and western 
Honduras.  Health officials in some countries have noted that rainfall events 
separated by three or more days of dry conditions allow mosquitoes to 
complete their reproductive cycle, and could therefore be associated with an 
increase in mosquito-borne diseases such as dengue fever. 
 
The La Niña event, which resulted from cooler than normal ocean waters over the equatorial Pacific since December, is weakening, as 
sea surface temperatures warm up and neutral conditions return. 

Markets and trade are key to food security for many households 
Many of the poor and food insecure in Central America have little if any access to land to produce food for their own consumption or 
to grow cash crops as a source of income.  For some households, food security often depends more on employment and wage earning 
opportunities than on their own production.  This has resulted in an important system of seasonal employment, migration and 
remittances that often cross national boundaries.  A shock in one country could have a significant food security impact in another 
country.  Global and regional factors, such as a glut in the global coffee market, policy or trade agreements will also affect both 
national and household food insecurity, as they affect employment opportunities, cash income levels and the ability of poor 
households to purchase food.  This is key to the resiliency of households to withstand natural and other disasters, and to eventually 
break the vicious cycle of chronic poverty and food insecurity. 
 
Trade policies, including those governing both food imports and exports, affect food availability and food security at all levels.  While 
Central American countries are not typically self-sufficient in staple food production, their food security can still be assured through 
commercial imports, particularly if a positive trade balance is maintained.  National trade policies also affect food security and access 
at the household level by enhancing or contracting employment earning opportunities. 

CAFTA’s impact on food security is unclear 
The recently negotiated US-Central America-Dominican Republic Free Trade Agreement (CAFTA-DR), aims to eliminate trade 
barriers in the region.  The agreement is set to become a major factor in trade between Central America and the US, with direct and 
possibly substantive implications on food security.  The countries included in CAFTA-DR (Guatemala, Nicaragua, Honduras, El 
Salvador, Costa Rica and the Dominican Republic) already comprise the second largest US export market in Latin America (second to 
Mexico), buying more than $16 billion in US exports per year.  The region is a larger export destination for US products than Brazil, 
and is larger than India, Indonesia and Russia combined. 
 
CAFTA-DR was signed in August 2004 and has now been ratified by all countries except Costa Rica.  Implementing legislation was 
signed by the US President in August 2005.  As part of the agreement, the signatories are obliged to adopt and enforce new laws that 
protect workers’ rights and the environment, amongst others, as a condition for preferential access to US and regional markets.  
CAFTA-DR is being implemented on a “rolling basis” as countries meet these and other obligations and responsibilities, by adopting 
the necessary legislative and regulatory framework under the trade pact.  El Salvador was the first country to meet these requirements 
and entered into force on 1 March 2006.  Honduras and Nicaragua followed suit, with entry into force on 1 April 2006.  The CAFTA-
DR agreement is now in effect between the US and these three countries. 
 
CAFTA-DR is modeled after the North American Free Trade Agreement (NAFTA), and is a crucial move towards US efforts to 
establish the Free Trade Area of the Americas (FTAA) that would encompass 34 economies.  CAFTA-DR negotiations took little 

SOURCE:  National Oceanic and Atmospheric Association (NOAA), April 2006         
 http://www.cpc.ncep.noaa.gov/products/analysis_monitoring/enso_advisory/ 
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FIGURE 3:   SEA SURFACE TEMPERATURE ANOMALIES 
SHOW  WEAKENING LA NIÑA 
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more than two years, compared to more than seven years to negotiate NAFTA.  The FTAA has been under negotiation for more than a 
decade.  These “fast track” negotiations severely limited civil society and greater political participation and debate.  With the 
combined GDP of Central American countries equal to 0.5 percent of the US GDP, CAFTA-DR is the first trade agreement to be 
negotiated between such unequal trading partners.  Although rigorous impact assessments of CAFTA-DR have not been conducted in 
Central America, CAFTA-DR is expected to attract foreign direct investment and boost Central America exports in certain sectors, 
notably textiles and to a slight degree sugar.  Tariff elimination will make US exports more competitive with local producers in 
Central America.  However, the ultimate benefit to the rural and urban poor in the region, including the food security impact, has not 
been carefully assessed.   MFEWS will continue to monitor and report on the food security impacts of CAFTA-DR at the national 
level, and on the food insecure and vulnerable people in the region. 

THE POTENTIAL BENEFITS OF CAFTA FOR THE UNITED STATES 

For the US, CAFTA-DR seeks to expand US opportunities in overseas markets and is critical to the broader US policy goals of 
strengthening democratic governance, expanding economic access and investing in people in the Americas.  It is anticipated that once 
fully implemented, the agreement could generate an additional $1.5 billion in annual sales of agricultural commodities alone, nearly 
doubling current levels.  Some 80 percent of US exports of consumer and industrial goods to Central America will benefit from 
immediate duty elimination, including information technology products, agricultural and construction equipment, paper products, 
pharmaceuticals, medical and scientific equipment and more than half of current US farm exports (including high quality cuts of beef, 
soybeans, cotton, wheat, many fruits and vegetables, and processed food products).  Remaining tariffs on US goods will be phased out 
over ten years. 

THE POTENTIAL BENEFITS OF CAFTA FOR CENTRAL AMERICA 

For Central American countries, CAFTA-DR will ensure continued and expanded access to the US market, which is currently guided 
by the Caribbean Basin Initiative/Caribbean Basin Trade Partnership Act (CBI/CBTPA) and the Generalized System of Preferences 
(GPS).  These agreements currently allow nearly 80 percent of products from Central America and the Dominican Republic to enter 
the US duty free.  Central America textile industries that use US or regional fabric and yarn will enjoy duty-free and quota-free 
imports to the US, allowing them to compete more effectively with Asian imports.  CAFTA-DR will also provide a modest increase in 
sugar quotas from Central America, equivalent to about one day’s US sugar production.  Sugar imports in excess of quotas will 
continue to be levied very high over-quota US tariffs.  Overall, there is mixed reaction to CAFTA-DR in Central America, leading in 
some cases to public protests. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 


