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FOOD SECURITY IN WEST AFRICA: 
Lean season markets and hazards update - August 2008 

Purpose

This update provides members of the regional Food Security and Nutrition Working Group and other 
decision-makers in West Africa with an overview of regional food security, including the implications of 
international and sub-regional market trends on food security and nutrition.  Information is based on 
reports by CILSS, FEWS NET, the Club du Sahel, and national Market Information Systems.  This edition of 
this publication focuses on food security during the lean season in key areas of the sub-region.   

Introduction 

Above-average rainfall since the beginning of July has increased water resources and improved crop 
conditions across parts of Niger, Burkina Faso, and Mali1.  In many areas, however, risks to food security 
and nutrition are at their peak, as existing stocks are depleted and the next harvest is not quite ready.  
Beginning later in August, rural populations will start to benefit from early harvests and animal milk 
production.  In urban areas, however, needs may remain higher, as coping mechanisms adapt to the 
context of higher prices.  The destruction of infrastructure due to flooding in localized areas will also 
disrupt the transportation of goods to markets, which could lead to higher prices in these areas.

Heavy rains have cause flash flooding in seven countries, affecting an estimated 500,000 people.  In the 
southern prefectures of Togo’s Plateaux and Maritime Region, five people have died and many more have 
been evacuated.  Nine bridges were washed away, and access to affected areas is difficult.  In Niger, 
floods have killed 12 people and affected almost 27,000 in Zinder and Dosso regions.  In Benin, heavy 
rains have caused floods in Cotonou and neighbouring areas, affecting at least 150,000 people.  In 
Burkina Faso, floods have killed 33 people, while in Ghana 32 people have lost their lives in flood-related 
incidents.  In Liberia and in Sierra Leone, flood waters in Monrovia and Freetown are receding.  

Currently, price trends in key wholesale markets are increasing seasonally, with high levels for local 
coarse and imported grains.  Cereal prices are generally above the five year average, but not as high as in 
2005 (see Table 1).  Higher prices for imported rice are percolating through the market system, as 
relatively cheaper stocks run out in local markets and new, more costly supplies are imported. 

However, the early harvest of maize and root crops such as yams, taro, potatoes, and legumes (including 
groundnuts and cowpeas) has started in the southern reaches of the coastal countries.  This will contribute 
to an increase and diversification of the food supply on the market.  Also, the recent resurgence of avian 
influenza among poultry in Nigeria could reduce demand for maize for poultry feed, which could result in 
lower prices for that commodity.   

Worldwide price trends and analysis by basin 

Wheat and rice prices are below their spring peaks, but remain substantially above last year’s averages 
(Graph 1).  The price of wheat at the end of July 2008 was 36 percent higher than in July 2007.  Rice 
prices fell in June and July, reflecting a greater supply and weaker demand.  However, one  

1 The USAID FEWS NET Weather Hazards Impact Assessment for Africa July 31- August 6, 2008. 
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metric ton of rice in July 2008 
averaged USD 500 more than 
during the same period last year.  
Maize prices rose to record levels in 
early July due to hot, dry conditions 
followed by floods.  By the end of 
the month, prices had come down, 
but remained 86 percent higher 
than last year.  The US Department 
of Agriculture had forecast a record 
harvest for the region this year, but 
recently revised its estimate 
downward, due to late planting in 
some of the flooded areas2.  Prices 
for major grains may continue to 
drop as northern hemisphere 
harvests continue.  However, prices 
are expected to remain well above 
the long-term average.   

Other crop prices face varying trends.  While cocoa, Robusta coffee, and rubber prices decreased by 18 
percent, 12 percent, and 13 percent, respectively, during the month of July, they remain 54 percent, 32 
percent, and 37 percent higher than August 2007.  Palm oil prices have also decreased by 25 percent 
since the beginning of July, but the price is still 12 percent higher than August 2007.  Cashew prices have 
more than doubled in the sub-region this year, and higher cash crop prices have, to some extent, 
mitigated the impact of higher food prices in rural areas.   

The price of oil declined to under USD 115 per barrel from its peak of nearly USD 148 in early July, 
although it is edging up again.  Lower oil prices will likely have a favorable impact on fuel costs for food 
production and transport, leading to stable if not lower food prices. 

The West Africa region is comprised of three main trading basins.  The basins are defined as zones within 
which there are well established trading networks and flows of commodities.  In the current context, in 
some cases, the price increases for staple foods have been moderate – such as for coarse grains in the 
Central and Eastern basins (Table 1).  Imported rice has increased everywhere by more than 50 percent.  
In Senegal, initial price controls and restrictive trade policies kept official prices of imported rice artificially 
low, but they have now more than doubled since July 2007.   

Table 1: Year on year price increases for staple commodities by basin 

Basin Market City Country Staple 
Price July 

2008 
(FCFA/kg) 

Average 
July price 
2002/2007 

Percentage increase  

Western Basin 

Tilène Dakar Senegal Rice 467 219 113 percent 
Madina Conakry Guinea Rice 360 290 24 percent 
 Nouakchott Mauritania Rice 434 259 67 percent 

Bandim Bissau 
Guinea-
Bissau Rice 450 

 
250 (2007) 80 percent 

Central Basin 
Sankarya Ouaga 

Burkina 
Faso Maize 188 

 
178 5 percent 

Niaréla Bamako Mali Maize 200 152 24 percent 

Adjamé Abidjan 
Cote 
d'Ivoire Rice 375 

 
n/a  

Eastern Basin 
Katako Niamey Niger Millet 260 157 65 percent 
 Malanville Benin Maize 275 151 82 percent 
Dawanu Kano Nigeria Maize 285 153 86 percent 

Source: National MIS, WFP for Guinea-Bissau prices, exchange rates from XE.com (1 MRO = 1.97 XOF; 1 NGN = 3.79 XOF).   

2http://www.bloomberg.com/apps/news?pid=20602013&sid=aZLrpC1ZLozk&refer=commodity_futures. 

Graph 1: Prices for selected internationally traded grains 2000-2008 
(USD/MT) 

Source: USDA, Jackson & Sons Ltd.
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Analysis by basin 

In the Western Basin, prices for imported rice are increasing as older and cheaper stocks run out and 
higher world prices are passed on to consumers.  Senegal has been subsidizing rice since May in an effort 
to limit the price rise, but prices for broken rice increased significantly in July 2008, reaching 467 
FCFA/kg, a 113 percent increase over the price in July 20073.  The high price for broken rice may reflect a 
lack of supply in local markets.  Other rice is available at lower prices, but the demand for those varieties 
is not as high as for the 100 percent broken variety. 

In Madina (Conakry) and Bandim (Bissau), the price of 25 percent broken rice has increased nearly 100 
percent and 60 percent, respectively, over the last year.  In Senegal and Liberia, restrictions on trader 
margins and price controls are causing market distortions that are affecting supply.  These countries are 
structurally dependent on overseas imports, making this price rise of specific concern for food security.  
Import parity may be reached in most markets within the next month, which would mark the high point 
for imported rice prices in these countries.   

Inland areas of the Central Basin are less import dependent.  Coarse grain prices, which were 
remarkably stable in Mali, have been rising since June, with the start of the June-September lean season.  
According to FEWS NET, trade flows of coarse grains to Mauritania have resumed.  In Burkina Faso, prices 
for pearl millet are 25 percent higher than a year ago.  Areas affected by production shocks in 2007 are 
showing higher prices for coarse grains.  The high cost of rice is affecting Cote d’Ivoire, a major rice 
importer.  The price of imported rice in Abidjan is now approximately 35 percent higher in July 2008 than 
during the same period last year4.  Markets in the central zone are, in normal years, highly integrated, 
and they have remained so in 2008.  Trade within the central zone is comparable to the long-term 
average, with a high degree of co-variation between Bamako and Ouagadougou.  Nonetheless, in 2008, 
the correlation coefficients between these two markets and Niamey have significantly dropped, perhaps 
reflecting the disruptions to normal trade patterns due to trade restrictions since the last harvest.   

In the Eastern Basin,
coarse grain prices have 
stabilized after increases 
earlier in the year.  Price 
trends for millet in Maradi, 
Niger, in 2007/08 follow the 
five-year average but 
remain well below the level 
attained in 2004/05 (Graph 
2).  It is expected that 
destocking of remaining 
cereals in August will lead 
to a price drop, though, if 
the ongoing season 
encounters problems, prices 
could rise.  Benin is affected 
by very high maize prices 
due to poor production in 
2007/08, and an unusually difficult lean season in the southern part of the country.  This year, there was 
a reversal in the typical trade flow, with maize from Niger being sold in the Malanville market to replenish 
stocks in the rest of Benin.  As of mid-August, early varieties of millet and maize were being harvested in 
Benin, and these grains are beginning to become available in Benin and southwest Niger.   

3 République du Sénégal, Ministère de la Famille, de la Solidarité Nationale, de l’Entreprenariat Feminin et de la MicroFinance, Commissariat à la Sécurité Alimentaire, 
Cellule Etudes et Information , Système d’Information sur les Marchés, Juillet 2008.   
4 Programme Alimentaire Mondial (PAM) - Bureau de Cote d’Ivoire, Office d’Aide à la Commercialisation des Produits Vivrier (OCPV), Note Conjointe sur 
l’évolution des prix de marché, Juillet 2008. 

Graph 2: Comparison of average monthly millet prices in Maradi, Niger for three 
select periods  

Source: Données SIMA, Niger, Graphique: FEWS NET 
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The maize market has behaved differently than normal in the past year, and this should continue to be 
monitored, given the commodity’s importance for household consumption, as well as for poultry and 
processing industries.  Since late 2007, maize has been selling at or above parity with other coarse grains 
(which only happened in the past during food crises), indicating a significant change in that commodity’s 
relationship to others in the market.   

In Togo, the floods and destruction of infrastructure have caused maize prices to triple across the country 
from what they were in July 20075.  The inability to transport commodities from the south to the north will 
also affect Burkina Faso, Mali, and Niger, who all rely on importing good through the port of Lomé.   

Implications for food security 

Assessments have taken place in select urban areas of Benin, Burkina Faso, Liberia, Guinea, and Niger, 
are ongoing in Benin, and are soon to begin in Senegal.  Other assessments are taking place in rural 
areas.  To some extent, rural populations seem somewhat less affected, as their coping mechanisms – 
including access to own food production and stable terms of trade for livestock and cash crops such as 
groundnuts and tree crops – provide greater resilience.  However, there have not yet been any 
comparable assessments which would provide greater clarity on the ways in which urban and rural areas 
are affected by high prices.   

Recent assessments have found the following: 

Burkina Faso6:

� In Ouagadougou and Bobo-Dioulasso, availability of foodstuffs is adequate, but financial access to 
food is a serious problem.  Interviews revealed that households are restructuring their 
expenditures to reflect the high prices, with greater proportions of income now allocated to food, to 
the detriment of other expenditures, such as health and education.   

� Food expenditures, which accounted for 50-60 percent of household budgets in June 2007, are now 
estimated at 75 percent of these budgets.  To cope with high prices, the poorest households are 
reducing the quantity and quality of meals eaten, with adults in very poor families reportedly 
eating only once per day in Bobo-Dioulasso and some adults in the same social category in 
Ouagadougou going 24 hours without eating.  Other families report buying food from street 
vendors due to the high cost of ingredients and cooking fuel needed to prepare meals at home. 

� Markets are generally well provisioned, but generalized high prices, due in part to recent 
production deficits for local cereals, and the consequent lack of purchasing power by households 
mean that fewer transactions are taking place and at smaller overall volumes.  Traders are 
responding by lowering prices, reducing their profit margins and household income.   

Cote d’Ivoire7:

� A recent survey in the North and West regions of the country found that the most food insecure 
populations are those who derive their livelihoods exclusively from subsistence agriculture, 
livestock, hunting, gathering, or day labor;  

� In Moyen Cavally and Savanes regions, 16 percent and 24 percent of households are food insecure, 
respectively.   

� Roughly 59 percent and 45 percent of household expenditures are allocated to food in the Moyen 
Cavally and the Savanes regions, respectively, with an average of 57 percent of that expenditure 
spent on cereals and root crops;

5 United Nations Office for the Coordination of Humanitarian Affairs, Regional Office for West Africa, Special Update on Humanitarian Situation in Togo, 13 August 
2008. 
6 Mission Conjointe Gouvernement/Agences du SNU/ONG Save the Children UK: Impact de la Hausse des Prix sur les Conditions de Vie des Ménages et les 
Marchés de Ouagadougou et Bobo-Dioulasso, Ouagadougou, Juillet 2008. 
7 Cote d’Ivoire – Système de suivi de la sécurité alimentaire; Note de sythèse – Round de Mai/Juin 2008 ; Programme Alimentatire Mondial et l’Organisation Nations 
Unies pour l’Agriculture et l’Alimentation 
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� In both regions, household food baskets are considered low in animal protein and milk products.  
Cereals (maize or rice) and vegetables are consumed frequently, while fish, meat, and milk are 
not;

� Recent increase in fuel prices will likely lead to higher food costs in the north, and to a further 
deterioration of food security in that part of the country.   

Liberia8:

� Nationally, imported rice accounts for 42 percent of the rice consumed.  However, in urban areas, 
Monrovia in particular, imported rice accounts for 92-99 percent of rice consumed.

� The price of imported rice remains lower in Liberia than in neighboring countries (USD 31 in 
Monrovia, compared to USD 47 in Nzerekoré, Guinea).  However, prices were 36 percent higher in 
May 2008 than in May 2007;

� The percentage of income spent on transport has increased while the portion allocated to health, 
education and housing has decreased;  

� In Greater Monrovia’s poorest neighborhoods, households with ‘poor’ food consumption increased 
from four percent in December 2006 to eight percent in June 2008;  

� Action Contre la Faim reports a 40 percent increase in admissions in its Monrovia nutrition centers 
since April.   

Niger9 :

� Price increases have caused inflation to reach 9.7 percent;
� Compared to May 2007, recent surveys indicate that household expenditure on cereals has 

increased 22-34 percent, with the poorest households allocating a greater percentage of their 
income to cereals purchases;

� Poor households also seem to be substituting lower priced cassava flour (gari) for other cereals, 
but the price of gari is also starting to rise.

� Approximately 55 percent of households reported a deterioration in their food consumption;
� In terms of coping strategies:

o nearly 50 percent of households surveyed reported eating foods they normally would not 
eat due to the high prices of preferred foods;

o Some 37 percent report going into debt;
o Approximately 33 percent have reduced the amount of food they consume, and 22 percent 

report reducing the number of meals taken or cutting back on certain food items, such as 
milk and condiments, which can be important sources of micronutrients.  

Recommendations 

FAO, FEWS NET, and WFP recommend the following actions to the West Africa donor and food policy 
community:  

1. Monitor nutrition through ongoing and ad hoc monitoring missions.   

2. Monitor the current agricultural season – normally, cereal destocking takes place in the Sahel in 
August, bringing prices down.  If rains are irregular, and given the timing of Ramadan in 
September this year, high demand could lead to higher prices through 2008.   

3. Monitor the impact of floods, especially on agricultural production, which is often reported on less 
than the impact of flooding in urban areas; 

8 World Food Programme, Liberia Urban Case Study – Key Findings and Lessons Learned, High Food Prices Impact Analysis Workshop, Rome, 29-31 July 2008 
9 Résultats préliminaires de l’enquête rapide conjointe SIMA, PAM, FEWS NET, SAP,CILSS, FAO, UNICEF, PNUD,CRS sur l’impact de la hausse des prix sur les 
ménages au Niger 
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4. Continue responding to the impact of high prices through support to vulnerable groups.  Prepare to 
support off-season market gardening and organize local purchase for institutions (government 
reserves, WFP, and NGO stocks), should there be significant surpluses from the current growing 
season.

5. In urban areas, monetary assistance should be explored, with such assistance taking the form of 
cash for work, cash transfers, and/or subsidized food sales.  In urban and peri-urban zones, 
activities could be linked to sanitation, such as cleaning gutters, storm drains, garbage removal, or 
land reclamation.  In large cities, such as Niamey and Bamako, emphasis should be placed on 
activities to improve the areas around the Niger River.   

6. Continue cross-border monitoring and advocate against trade policies that restrict commodity flows 
between countries. 

7. Try to understand and quantify the impact of agro-industrial demand for coarse grains, and to what 
extent this could affect sorghum and millet prices in the medium-term, given that avian influenza 
has reappeared in Nigeria.   

8. Continue monitoring import parity prices for broken rice from Asia to determine the state of supply 
of the cereal to Western basin countries.  Specific attention should be brought to cases where 
national policy has created distortions (Senegal, Liberia).   

9. Monitor the evolution of cash crop production (groundnuts, cotton), as well as producer prices for 
cereals, to better understand the resiliency of agricultural households in the coming months. 


