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GUATEMALA Food Security Update February 2009 
 
 

• The country’s food security situation stabilized, thanks to 
the end of the rainy season, a reduction in inflation, 
harvests throughout the country, and a rise in demand for 
unskilled labor in agricultural activities.  

 
• Cold fronts and frosts in recent weeks affected people’s 

health, as well as potatoes and some vegetables for export. 
 
• Guatemalan migrants in the United States may decrease 

their remittances, which would affect poor households 
especially.   

 
• Food availability in the north, which was recently affected 

by Tropical Depression 16, is about to improve with the 
coming harvest, although the maize crop could be 
hampered by plagues and diseases.  The government is 
currently evaluating the damage in those areas. 

 
• Nominal prices for the basic food basket continue to rise, 

making food access difficult for landless rural and urban 
populations. 

 
 
Seasonal calendar and critical events 
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Figure 1. Current food security conditions, January-
March 2009 

 
 

Source: MFEWS 
For more information on the FEWS NET food insecurity severity 
scale, please refer to www.fews.net/FoodInsecurityScale.   

http://www.fews.net/FoodInsecurityScaleP�
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Food security situation 
 
Guatemala’s food and nutrition security 
situation is stable, following exceptionally 
heavy rainy seasons, which caused 
infrastructure and crop damage across 
the country.  The reduction in fuel prices, 
the recent harvests throughout the 
country and the seasonal high demand 
for unskilled labor have been positive.  
However, a price rise in basic food basket 
products, especially white maize and 
black beans, has made food access 
difficult for landless urban households. 
 
The prevalence of diarrheic and 
respiratory diseases normally increases 
this time of year due to temperature 
shifts, particularly among vulnerable 
groups, such as children under 5 years 
old.  This results in poor nutrient 
utilization, and a possible reduction in 
weight. This affects households’ coping 
strategies, since economic resources are 
diverted toward medical attention and the purchase of medicine. 
 
The economic crisis in the United States and an increase in 
deportations have reduced the amount of remittances sent to 
Guatemala.  In January 2009, the Guatemalan total foreign 
currency income as a product of remittances was USD 290.2 
million, down from USD 314.6 million in January 2008 — a 7.75 
percent reduction.  Although it is too early to declare a definite 
trend, it is a departure from previous years (see Figure 2). 
According to the 2008 International Organization for Migration 
(IOM) Survey of Remittance Practices and Environment, 84.5 
percent of remittances in Guatemala are used to purchase 
food. Of the remaining remittances, used for savings and 
investment, 19.3 percent are destined for construction, 
particularly housing. Therefore, people employed in this sector 
will be affected by a reduction in investment.  Today, migrants 
tend to send smaller remittances, but with the same frequency 
as before.  Livelihood zones where the poorest groups are 
more dependent upon remittances are 4, 5, 7, 8, and 15 (see 
Figure 3).  
 
 
Seasonal progress 
 
In January, four cold fronts particularly affected the highlands 
and the central plateau. In the department of Quetzaltenango, for example, 19 days registered minimum temperatures 
ranging from 0 to -4º C. These low temperatures produced frosts in the highland’s highest areas (zone 5). According to 
preliminary reports, they affected vulnerable crops, such as potatoes and vegetables for export. Most of these crops are 

Figure 2. Total foreign currency income as a product of remittances, from 
2006 to 2009, in US$ millions 
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Figure 3. Livelihood zones with high demand for 
unskilled labor, are highly dependent on remittances, 
and are affected by frosts. 

 
 

Source:  Livelihoods Study, MFEWS 2005 
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designated for income generation, rather than direct consumption.  February forecasts include two to four cold fronts, two 
of which may be moderate to strong, although they are not expected to be as intense as those at the end of January. 
Temperatures are expected to increase gradually through March and April. 
 
By the end of 2008, the annual cereals harvest took place in the highlands and the postrera harvest was gathered in the 
south and east. Because of high input prices, fertilization was poor and the highland harvest was much smaller than 
expected.  Subsistence households will thus have their reserves reduced, and will depend earlier on purchases, which will 
render them potentially vulnerable to consumer price fluctuations in the commodity markets. The strong winds at the end 
of January did not seriously affect staple cereals, since the crops were already being harvested. 
 
As of January, accumulated rainfall above the historical average in the North could have a positive impact on staple cereals 
crops, which would improve the food security of those affected last October by Tropical Depression 16.  Crop diseases and 
plagues such as cogollero worm and the so-called asphalt stain (mancha de asfalto) fungus have been reported, but since 
most crops were in the flowering period, only a reduction in yield can be expected.  Several institutions are carrying out 
field monitoring to determine the extent of the damage. 
 
February is the last month with high demand for unskilled labor on commercial sugar cane and coffee farms; employment 
options are considerably reduced from March onward. The income generated during this season increases the availability 
of cash for the country’s poorest households, except in zones 2, 3, 4, 6, 10, and 15, which largely depend on internal labor 
and do not need to migrate for work.  Those with access to land will purchase inputs for the primera planting in April and 
May, while the landless will use it to purchase food and key consumption goods to meet basic needs.   
 
 
Markets and trade 
 
According to data gathered at La Terminal market in Guatemala City (see Figure 4), consumer prices for rice and white 
maize have stabilized, although they still are above the historical average and prices at the beginning of 2008.  For rice, 
most of which is imported, this may be because the price for product currently on the market was settled above the 
present international price, which is considerably lower. On the other hand, the price of maize is stable due to a flow of 
Mexican product into the market, and it is expected to drop when the northern Guatemalan harvest comes onto the 
market in the coming weeks. 
 
Since June 2008, the retail price of black beans has risen.  Besides being well above the historical average and 2008 prices, it 
is atypical behavior for this season, attributed mostly to the delayed northern harvest and the reduced primera harvest.  A 
price reduction is expected in the coming weeks, as soon as the markets are supplied with the northern harvest. 
 
Figure 4. Nominal retail prices for staple cereals, February 2, 2009, “La Terminal” Market, Guatemala City, Quetzals/pound. 
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White maize 
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Black beans 
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Source: Prepared by MFEWS with data from MAGA, UPIE/Information Area. Exchange rate: US$ 1 = Q 7.94, February 2, 2009 
 

According to a February FAO monitoring report, despite this behavior in La Terminal market, prices for white maize vary by 
region. In the west, for example, the retail price of maize rose by six percent between December and January. According to 
the report, one of the reasons stems from last year's lack of fertilization, which, in turn, reduced yields in the highlands. In 
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the east, a four percent rise in price has been recorded; in this zone, however, there are two harvests and households still 
have reserves from the October’s primera harvest. Therefore, these price rises will have a greater impact on the western 
highland households, who only have one annual harvest. 
 
According to the consumer price index, the cost of living declined by 0.42 percent between December 2008 and January 
2009.  This was better than what experts consulted by the Bank of Guatemala had predicted, and is attributed particularly 
to the lower costs related to transportation and education, such as gasoline, propane gas, and school fees.  Inflation is 
expected to remain low, due mostly to the reduction of fuel and commodity prices, and to a lesser extent, the nominal 
exchange rate, the seasonality of agricultural produce, and climatic conditions.  This means that prices may fall for basic 
goods, thus favoring landless and urban households.  At the same time, however, basic food basket costs reached 
Q1,989.11 in January — 18.05 percent higher than January 2008 and .66 percent higher than December 2008.  This makes 
food access difficult, particularly for landless households and those in urban areas, since they depend entirely on the 
purchase of food. 



 

 

 
Famine Early Warning Systems Network i
 

 

ANNEX: Guatemala Monthly Price Bulletin February 2009
 

Monthly prices are supplied by FEWS NET enumerators, local government 
agencies, market information systems, UN agencies, NGOs, and other 
network and private sector partners. 

*NOTE: Historic prices only available for the capital city market. Data 
collection now starting in other markets noted on the map.  

Maize is the main source of calories and protein in the 
Guatemalan diet. White maize is more heavily consumed 
than yellow maize, but the latter is preferred in some 
regions and used as poultry feed. Every Guatemalan 
household consumes black beans: as a protein source it is a 
particularly valuable complement to cereals in regions 
where households have limited access to animal products. 
Consumption habits are strongly linked to tradition and 
culture. Rice is mainly consumed in urban and peri‐urban, 
but some rural households consume it as well. Guatemala is 
highly dependent on imported rice. The market in 
Guatemala City is the largest in the country and feeds the 
highest concentration of the population. 

 


