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Consolidating the benefits of the 2001 harvest 
 
In large parts of the Greater Horn, the cereal harvest was the best in seven years, albeit with important 
exceptions to this general trend.  This bumper harvest has directly improved the food security of farmers 
with higher production and indirectly to consumers through lower prices. However, with cereal prices at 
record lows there are increasing concerns over the disincentives to production in the coming season.  
 
This issue of the Greater Horn of Africa Food Security Update examines two questions. Firstly, in the 
wake of the 2001 harvest what immediate measures are appropriate and realistic. Secondly, in the longer 
term, what actions can ultimately improve food security by damping the large inter-annual price 
fluctuations.  
 
 
Cereal Production in 2001 
 
The available regional crop production data records a bumper cereal harvests across most of the Greater 
Horn region in 2001. Production was generally higher than both the previous year and the five-year 
average (figure 1 and 2). Regionally, the production was probably, in so far as limited data prevents a 
more conclusive statement, the best since 1994/95.  
 

Figure 1: Cereal production in 2001 compared to previous years 
 

Percentage of the previous year  Percentage of previous five years 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

 
Sources: Various including FAO preliminary and final estimates, FEWS NET and Ministries 
of Agriculture. 
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It should be noted that these production increases were primarily driven by good seasonal rainfall, and do 
not generally reflect an underlying increase in production. However, other factors have contributed in 
specific countries. In Eritrea the resettlement of displaced households, in important agricultural areas on 
the Ethiopian border, resulted in dramatic production increases compared to the previous year and 
returned production close to the five year average. In Rwanda and (less clearly) southern Sudan, there is 
also evidence of consistently increasing crop production over the last five years, attributable to an 
improved security situation in important production zones. 
 
Figure 2:  Cereal production by Country   
2000/01 annual cereal production unless specified   

    
  Production ('000MT)  % of previous year % of five year avg. 
    

 Sudan (total for Country)                   4,800  138% 109% 
 Sothern Sudan (traditional sector)                      528  112% 163% 
 Eritrea                      203  285% 95% 
 Ethiopia (Meher)                 12,600  107% 118% 
 Somalia (Gu, maize and sorghum)                      122  55% 62% 
 Kenya (01/02, maize)                   2,682  141% 124% 
 Uganda (maize only)                      700  175% N/A 
 Rwanda (cereal equivalents, all crops)                   1,289  106% 144% 
 Tanzania                   4,515  114% 112% 
 
Food Security Consequences 
 
The above average harvests have underpinned the general food security improvements witnessed in the 
last year. This has been most evident in the marginal agricultural areas where large relief distributions – 
for example in Ethiopia and Kenya – are being rapidly diminished.  
 
However, important exceptions should be noted. At the national level Somalia is the most obvious. The 
Gu harvest (the main crop) was a disastrous 45% down on the previous year and is the principal reason 
for the current food security crisis in southern Somalia. At the sub-national level the national data can 
obscure important localized crop failures, for example parts of southern Sudan. This is an especially 
significant issue as insecurity creates a near subsistence economy --  severely restricting the options to 
mitigate local crop failures through trade and other coping strategies. In Northern Sudan Darfur, 
Khordofan and the Red Sea states recorded the third below average harvest in succession.  
 
Poor and erratic rainfall continued in the Somalia/ Kenya/ Ethiopian pastoral border zone. Even where a 
process of recovery has started, it is a much more protracted affair in pastoral economies. It is estimated 
that it may take between 3 and 7 years to rebuild herd sizes to pre-drought levels, necessitating a degree 
of continued external support. 
 
The large harvests have created market gluts and prices have plummeted to record lows in key 
production zones of Ethiopia, Kenya and Uganda (figure 3). In the short term this will further improve the 
food security status of important groups. The low prices have substantially improved food access for 
many consumers; including urban populations, pastoralists and farmers who are net consumers 
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Figure 3: Wholesale maize prices from selected markets (US$ per kg) 
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  Source: MIB, Kenya 
 
However, on the basis of previous experience, the collapse of market prices will have serious negative 
food security consequences next season. Reduced crop sales and incomes will constrain the purchase of 
necessary inputs. With farm-gate prices falling below the costs of production in significant areas, farmers 
can be expected to react by reducing production. 2002 could well witness reduced crop production 
irrespective of climatic conditions. Therefore, the key food security challenge is to stabilize prices at a 
level providing reasonable incentives to producers, while still providing affordable food for consumers. 
 
 
Linking Trade to Food Security 
 
One important mechanism for smoothing the cyclical variations in production and prices is greater trade, 
especially greater regional trade. This offers several potential advantages to both producers and 
consumers. As there is usually lower aggregate regional volatility in grain production, regional trade can 
smooth supply. This in turn can limit both price drops for producers in good years (such as this) and price 
rises for consumers (poor production years). Stable price regimes are more likely to provide producers 
with incentives for sustained increases in production, leading ultimately to improved food availability and 
access. 
 
There are several more specific arguments for promoting trade in this region. In the Greater Horn the 
staggered harvesting periods provide particular opportunities for trade. For example the incoming 
harvests in Uganda and Tanzania are available in June and July, immediately preceding the main Kenya 
harvest (figure 4). Thus grain from these two countries flows onto the Kenyan market at a critical period – 
capping excessive prices for Kenyan consumers and providing good markets for Ugandan and Tanzanian 
farmers.  
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Figure 4: Main cereal harvest periods in East Africa 

 
Additionally regional trade flows can make more economic sense than restricting trade to within national 
boundaries. For example in Tanzania the main surplus zones in the south of the country can usually 
supply deficits in Malawi, Zambia and the DRC more profitably than the main Tanzanian market in Dar es 
Salaam. Dar es Salaam, if necessary, could be more efficiently supplied by international imports delivered 
by sea.  
 
 
Capitalizing on the 2001 Harvest  
 
A variety of actions could enhance both short and medium term food security. Some of these actions are 
generally applicable, both spatially and temporarily. These have been summarized in the accompanying 
box. Other more specific actions can be identified in the wake of the 2001 harvest outcomes. The agenda 
is largely determined by the overall food balance – whether the country has a food deficit, is self sufficient 
or has a surplus in the current marketing year (figure 5). 
 
The most challenging questions are posed in countries with a substantial surplus; both Countries with an 
overall national crop surplus and those with a surplus in a specific crop or region. In this situation the 
immediate question is how to support wholesale prices to encourage future production. Increased trade 
provides a potential solution, but further analysis indicates the complexity of realizing this goal. 
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This year is exceptional in that the good harvests are almost universal 
in the region. In most years areas of good production tend to be 
balanced by neighbouring, and accessible, areas of deficit. In most 
years ‘informal’ regional trade would account for the marketable 
surplus. While there are continuing opportunities for cross border 
trade, this will only account for a small proportion of the amount of 
cereal available.  
 
There is a continuing demand within the region to supply on-going 
relief programmes. Local purchase offers clear advantages to 
additional food imports at this time. 125,000MT of maize was 
purchased in western Ethiopia between April and November 2001 for 
this purpose. Small scale purchasing continues by WFP in Tanzania, 
Uganda and Kenya. Maximizing local procurement of food aid can be 
further developed if donors provide cash contributions rather than 
food in kind to the 2002 appeals. While this offers a partial solution 
this market will only utilize a fraction of the amount of cereal available. 
 
This year, export markets have to be sought further afield – with the 
main current export opportunities are in Malawi, Zambia and 
Zimbabwe. Ugandan traders have been particularly proactive in 
meeting this demand. A group of 11 traders have signed an 
agreement to export 40,000MT of maize to Malawi and Zambia – the 
first major export consignment from Uganda. However, this process 
has been beset by problems; access to the main production areas 

has been hampered by rains, the traders are under capitalized and critically much of an apparent surplus 
(estimated at around 100,000MT) falls well below the required export quality. Although the Tanzania 
Government has officially liberalized cereal exports, maize exports to Malawi, Zambia and the DRC 
remain informal and relatively small-scale. The reasons for this require further analysis.  
 
An estimated surplus of around 500,000MT of maize in Kenya presents a more complex set of problems. 
Kenya has a large structural cereal deficit and is a substantial maize importer in most years. 
Consequently agricultural policy is geared towards managing imports and protecting local producers. This 
has resulted in inefficient and regionally uncompetitive maize producers. Even if the current Government 
prohibition on exports were lifted Kenyan maize would not be competitive in export markets (see figure 4). 
 
The Kenyan National Cereals and Produce Board (NCPB) has embarked on maize purchases following 
the 2001 harvest at prices considerably above the prevailing market rates. However, with large carry-over 
stocks, limited storage capacity and funds this exercise is unlikely to be sustained and will only 
temporarily improve wholesale prices. Local market analysts have argued strongly that Government funds 
would be more effective if used in future to increase the competitiveness of maize producers through 
improving maize yields, rather than continued price support.  
 
An estimated 500,000MT marketable surplus of maize was produced in west and south-western Ethiopia. 
As a low preference crop with a limited national market, much remains unsold apart form the 125,000MT 
purchased by the Government of Ethiopia for relief distributions. With prices well below production costs 
farmers are expected to substantially reduce the acreage in the coming season. Similarly there has been 
a large sorghum crop in eastern Sudan. However, the ability of the market to supply the deficit areas in 
the west of the Country remains uncertain. 
 
 

Figure 5: Anticipated import & 
export situation for coarse 

cereals in current market year 
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Conclusions 
 
The available data clearly indicates excellent regional harvests during 2001. However, it needs to be 
remembered that food security is dependant on much more than crop production. While the bumper 
harvests have done much to improve regional food security, there are still major areas of continuing need 
at the start of 2002. 
 
High production has resulted in extremely low cereal prices. Again this has some short-term food security 
benefits through improved food access. However, these benefits are outweighed by the potential to 
reduce production this year.  
 
The challenge is two-fold. In the short term efforts to improve producer prices are justified. For many 
Countries the best immediate option is the local purchase of food aid in preference to additional imports. 
Additionally there are some, albeit limited, regional trade opportunities. Government attempts at price 
stabilization are questionable; both in their effectiveness and whether they represent an appropriate 
policy goal. 
 
In the long term the priority is the stabilization of price fluctuations. Again trade, especially regional trade, 
has an important role to play. It is clear that markets are becoming increasing integrated, for example 
through the COMESA agreements, and Countries can no longer afford to remain isolated. Strategic 
improvements in policy, information, infrastructure and quality levels are required now to prepare for 
increasing trade and contribute to improved food security.  
 
 
 Addressing constraints to Regional Trade 
 
Policies 
While there have been positive changes in several Countries (eg. Tanzania and Uganda) many national Government policies 
still tend to emphasize national self-sufficiency. Consequently this tends to prohibit, rather than encourage regional trade 
opportunities. Consequently, trade is largely conducted at the ‘informal’ cross-border level. Additionally, clear and consistent 
policies are needed to facilitate private sector involvement. Too often inconsistent actions on imports and price controls can 
seriously undermine the willingness of the private sector to play a role in the solution.  
 
Information 
Crop related information is extremely weak within the region. Crop production data is either absent (eg. in Uganda), of limited 
reliability or simply available too late. Necessary information on stocks and trade data is even harder to access. Consequently 
usable food balance sheets are a rarity. This information is essential in underpinning well informed Government policy choices 
and alerting traders to regional trade opportunities. 
 
Infrastructure 
The transport networks linking many of the main (current and potential) surplus zones with the destination markets are 
extremely weak. For example large potential surpluses could be generated in diverse locations from the southern Tanzania 
highlands to southern Sudan to western Ethiopia. However, as the Ethiopian experience this year has demonstrated, there is 
little potential benefit in expanding production without an associated market. 
 
Quality control 
An emerging problem is the poor quality of grain supplies. This renders much of the crop unfit for export and limits trade to the 
low quality informal trade. If Countries are to participate in the larger scale formal trading networks then contaminant 
improvements in quality are required.  


