
 

 

Regional Humanitarian Update 

OCHA Regional Office for Central and East Africa 

CROSS BORDER & REGIONAL HIGHLIGHTS 

Prolonged drought due to poor March-May 
rains in Greater Horn of Africa 
In late April 2008, Famine Early Warning Systems Network 
(FEWS NET) confirmed below-normal rainfall and prolonged 
dryness continued into mid-April in parts of central, northeast-
ern, and southeastern Ethiopia, Djibouti and Somalia. 

These rainfall predictions were expected to deepen existing 
drought conditions in these three countries and further aggra-
vate: food insecurity, water and pasture shortages, malnutri-
tion, and outbreaks of drought associated diseases such as 
Acute Watery Diarrhoea, meningitis among others.  

In Ethiopia it is unlikely that rains in the deyr (October-
December) season will revive the belg (March-May short 
rains) crop, which is currently performing poorly. Below-
average rains—and therefore crop conditions—in the main 
belg cropping areas of Amhara, Tigray, Oromiya, and parts of 
SNNP regions indicate the likelihood of a poor belg harvest in 
June-July. Humanitarian actors believe that the number of 
beneficiaries requiring food assistance is now 3.44 million—
estimations in the 2008 Humanitarian Relief Requirement 
identified 2.18 million beneficiaries.  The total relief shortfall, 
according to WFP amounts to 183,000 MT of food valued at 
US$147 million.  Shortfalls for Targeted Supplementary Feed-
ing amounts to 28,000 MT valued at US$ 29 million. 

UNICEF is warning that as many as six million children under 
the age of five are at risk of acute malnutrition. In recent 
weeks, there has been a rapid increase in cases of Severe 
Acute Malnutrition and Kwashiorkor in SNNP and Oromiya 
regions with alarmingly high admission rates for treatment in 
c om m un i t y - bas e d 
therapeutic care pro-
grammes. 

Due to the poor rains, 
pastoralist communi-
ties living in SNNP, 
Somali and Oromiya 
regions have incurred 
heavy loss of live-
stock and many of the 
remaining animals are 
in poor physical con-
dition.  

The poor condition of 
livestock has had a 
direct impact upon the 
nutritional status of 
the children, due to 
reduced milk produc-
tivity. Subsequently, 
markets for livestock 
have contracted and 
further reducing the 
purchasing power of 
pastoralists at local 
markets. 

The situation, especially in the Somali Region where the gov-
ernment continues a military crackdown on ONLF insurgents, is 
further compounded by a shrinking humanitarian space amidst 
restrictive administrative and security conditions for NGO and 
humanitarian partners licensed to operate in the area.  

In Djibouti, less than average rains have exacerbated exist-
ing low levels of water and scarcity of pasture. As the hot sea-
son (June-July) approaches, the situation may worsen further 
without additional rains. Pasture conditions are extremely poor 
throughout Djibouti following poor 2007 karan/karma rains 
(July-September) and failed 2007/08 heys/dada coastal rains 
(October-February).  

Pastoral households’ livestock assets are already depleted due 
to high animal mortality rates in recent years, following continu-
ous degradation of pasture, browse and water availability. Ac-
cording to FEWS NET animal prices have decreased by more 
than 60%, furthermore many livestock are not able to reach 
markets due to their extreme weakness. 

The population is facing limited access to daily water needs, 
and waterborne diseases are expected to increase as people 
are forced to use less clean water sources. Currently, pastoral 
households are relying on deep wells pumped by diesel gen-
erators and water trucks provided by UNICEF. 

In addition, increasing prices for food and other essential com-
modities continue to erode food security for poor and very poor 
households in urban areas of Djibouti, which is a net importer 
of almost all essential commodities. According to FEWS NET, 
in May 2008, more than 200,000 people in urban areas were 
estimated to be highly or extremely food insecure due to rising 
commodity prices and these households currently satisfy only 
about 59%of their daily basic minimum food requirements 
through regular means. 

In Eritrea, approximately claims that 1.7 million people are in 
need of assistance due to the severe drought affecting several 
parts of the country.  Those affected are in the Southern Red 
Sea (SRS), Northern Red Sea (NRS) and parts of Gash Barka 
and Anseba regions. 

The current national emergency is the result of the unfortunate 
convergence of two major events: first, erratic rainfall patterns 
in the last rains causing crop failure on a massive scale; and 
second, diseased stored grain in national grain reserves, due 
to the presence of Aflatoxin.  The resulting food shortages and 
the fear of famine have pushed grain prices to unattainable 
levels for the food insecure and vulnerable populations. 
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Somalia continues to experience mixed rainfall performance 
with a delayed and poor start of seasonal gu rains (April-June) 
resulting in a deepening drought in parts of the south and cen-
tral regions. According to the Integrated Food Security Phase 
Classification (IPC) of May 2008, there has been a deteriora-
tion in the severity of the crisis from Acute Food and Liveli-
hood Crisis (AFLC) to Humanitarian Emergency (HE) in Cen-
tral, Bakool and Hiran regions and increased levels of warning 
of risks to further deterioration in Shabelle regions, and in the 
northern parts of Hawd, Sool and Nugal regions. 

The situation is further exacerbated by sky rocketing food and 
basic commodity prices, a significantly devalued Somali Shil-
ling and declining purchasing power.  As a result—according 
to FSAU and FEWS NET—the number of people in need of 
assistance has increased by more than 40% since January 
2008 (2.6 million people in need – 35% of the total popula-
tion).  The increased number of people in need of assistance 
includes an additional 600,000 urban poor who now face an 
Acute Food and Livelihood Crisis (AFLC), as well as pastoral-
ists and internally displaced people from Mogadishu.  

In Uganda, rainfall performance has generally been normal 
in the northern, central, and eastern areas, where the March-
June rains are the most important.  

As a result, normal livestock and crop production is expected. 
However—according to FEWS NET—rainfall in the northeast-
ern Karamoja district has, so far, been insufficient.  With the 
2006 and 2007 rains having failed in this region, this raises 
concerns. WFP estimates 700,000 people in need of immedi-
ate relief on a monthly basis. In response to this emergency, 
WFP Uganda needs approximately US$185 million to get 
through this year. . 

Northern and eastern pastoral areas of Kenya—which have 
faced drought conditions during previous seasons—have re-
ceived average rains. However, displacements in January—
due to post-election violence experienced—precipitated a hu-
manitarian crisis, resulting in a food security emergency for 
normally food secure populations in the Rift Valley, Western, 
Nyanza and Nairobi provinces as well as among the urban 
poor.  

 Increases in food prices experienced this year—due mainly to 
transport problems associated with post-election violence and 
the global food crisis—have further worsened the food security 
situation.  As a result, WFP is currently planning for approxi-
mately 832,532 beneficiaries in the Arid and Semi-arid lands 
for food aid based on the findings of the Short Rains Assess-
ment conducted in February/March 2008.  
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Djibouti: A deteriorating humanitarian situation pushes government to lease out farming land 
from Sudan and Ethiopia 
Interview with Sunil Saigal, United Nations Resident Coordinator of Djibouti 

Recent FEWSNET projections indicate that Djibouti is currently facing extreme scarcity of water, food and pasture, with 
a large percentage of the population unable to cope with the current situation. Do you share the same observations, and 
if so what would you attribute these conditions to? 

The humanitarian situation in Djibouti is currently quite alarming. As you mentioned the pasture conditions are extremely poor 
throughout the country, following poor 2007 Karan/Karma rains (July-September) and failed 2007/08 Heys/Dada coastal rains 
(October-February), as well as the delayed Sougoum/Diraac rains in March-May 2008.  

The situation has rapidly deteriorated recently, and a nutrition survey conducted in November 2007, by UNICEF, WFP and Minis-
try of Health indicated that the Global Acute Malnutrition (GAM) rate is at 17%, with an Acute Malnutrition Rate (AMR) at 24%, 
both of which are well above the emergency threshold. The situation is worst in the north-western part of the country where the 
GAM is 25% and above, while AMR is 3.5%.  

For a country that is not at war, these figures are indeed very disturbing. We understand that the figures are higher than in a place 
like war-torn Darfur, hence our current concern. 

But is this situation new? Why is the situation worse at this time and what measures if any have been put in place to 
deal with the situation? 
It is true that living conditions in Djibouti—especially for the rural and pas-
toralist populations—have been protracted over the years. This is due to 
a number of interconnected factors that have remained unaddressed, 
some of which are structural and man-made, while others are as a result 
of the poor climatic conditions in the country, and which have led to a 
total collapse of the coping mechanism of rural communities and of pas-
toralists.  

As you may recall, the UN Country Team (UNCT), together with UNCTs 
in the countries around us made a regional drought appeal in 2006 in 
response to almost similar concerns. Djibouti is more than 80% depend-
ant on the import of fresh food (i.e. meat, fruit, vegetables, cereals etc.) 
with very little agricultural production in-country due to the semi-arid na-
ture of this land. There is very little arable land and, although more could 
probably be done with the land that can be cultivated, the main problem 
is that the population is unable to obtain sufficient food locally, and pur-
chases at the local market are sometimes beyond reach, especially in the 
context of the soaring food and fuel prices.  

Pastoralists in the Horn of Africa often lose their livestock to 
frequent droughts 

Mike Pflanz/IRIN 
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A further humanitarian concern for Djibouti is the lack of effec-
tive water management systems, which is attributed partly to 
the prolonged poor climatic conditions and consecutive 
droughts. I am not sure if this is a global warming issue but 
the amount of rainfall received in Djibouti appears to have 
been lessening over the years. Compounded by poor inter-
vention capacity to manage the water resources, this has fur-
ther contributed to the erosion of the communities’ coping 
mechanisms especially in rural areas. The levels of vulnerabil-
ity remain very high with communities living in between 
shocks and with little time for recovery.  

What has been the impact of the soaring global food 
prices in Djibouti? 
The information that we have available is that the impact at 
the individual household level is significant here as it is in 
other countries.  The April/May report from FEWSNET indi-
cates that the basic food basket has risen to above 27,000 
Djibouti francs (about $151) at the end of March from about 
22,000 Djibouti francs (approximately $123) at the beginning 
of the year, but also that this is the continuation of a steady 
trend since 2006.  

 With 42% of the population already living below the threshold 
of $1 a day, the overall effect is that great parts of the popula-
tion are not in a position to get even the daily basic minimum 
of calories. The cultural system in Djibouti is inter-aid, with 
families supporting each other and especially with transfers 
being made from urban to rural areas, but the current situation 
of higher food and fuel prices has seen a steep decline in 
such transfers making especially rural populations yet more 
vulnerable, but also making the situation in urban areas very 
difficult to cope with.   

What measures has the government put in place to ad-
dress the humanitarian concerns?  

The Government has removed taxes on five basic food prod-
ucts including rice, wheat flour, cooking oil, sugar and milk 
powder, and we would hope that this could even be extended 
to sorghum, sorghum flour, beans, and lentils that are also 
commonly consumed by poor households. In addition, the 
government has mounted an internal campaign for food distri-
bution through the National Union of Djiboutian Women, led 
by the First Lady of Djibouti. For the longer term, the Govern-
ment is developing a National Food Strategy which seeks to 
address food security on a multi-sectoral basis.  

Both the UN agencies and donors are supporting government 
efforts in this regard. Other medium- to longer-term national 
measures to improve food production include the strengthen-
ing of date palm production, and involvement of the private 
sector in general agricultural production, but it will obviously 
take some time before benefits of these initiatives are fully 
realized. A further interesting twist in the search for solutions 
includes the recent contribution of arable land by the Govern-
ment of Sudan to Djibouti, primarily for purposes of growing 
sorghum.  We understand that similar arrangements may be 
discussed with the Government of Ethiopia. If this works out 
well, it is of course an excellent way of addressing food secu-
rity across borders.   

What about the UNCT? 
The UNCT as such, has supported the Government in ad-
dressing the adverse effects of drought and arid conditions for 
a number of years.  I earlier mentioned the 2006 regional ap-
peal. An appeal for Djibouti as such was also launched in 
2005.  Since 2006, the UNCT has been able to mobilize funds 
from the UN Central Emergency Response Fund (CERF).  

This year alone we have been able to mobilize over $2.5 mil-
lion, which is not an insignificant amount for a country the size 
of Djibouti.  

 On the intervention side: WFP is providing direct food aid to 
the most affected population groups; UNICEF is providing 
support to the management of severe malnutrition cases, in-
cluding therapeutic feeding, and also intervening with regard 
to water and sanitation; WHO is providing emergency health 
services; and FAO is conducting different activities in the area 
of emergency agricultural production. Agencies are also work-
ing to create agricultural perimeters around watering points for 
producing both food for the affected populations and their live-
stock, just as it has been necessary to provide emergency 
veterinary services to improve the health of the animals.   

In terms of caseloads, what is the current population in 
Djibouti and how many people are at risk?  
Unfortunately, there are no current figures on the total popula-
tion in the country, but a general population census is sched-
uled to be conducted this year. Current estimates, however, 
range between 500,000 and 700,000. According to the latest 
survey conducted by the Government, about 23,000 house-
holds or just under 120,000 persons—of whom about 35,000 
are in urban areas—are affected by the current conditions and 
will need assistance over the next six months.   

WFP emergency food aid currently targets 55,000 drought 
affected people.  Due to under-funding of their pipelines, WFP 
is currently only providing half rations for 46,000 chronically 
affected people, with 9,000 people living in the most affected 
north-western area receiving a full ration.  WFP however plans 
to revert to providing full rations to the 55,000 people by end of 
June 2008. 

Recently Djibouti received some funds from the CERF; 
what activities were covered under this appeal and did the 
appeal take into account the current drought situation?  
In March 2008, we received over $ 2.5 million in CERF funds 
and this is the 4th round of CERF funds that Djibouti has re-
ceived since 2006.  Of the $ 2.5 million: $ 975,000 went to 
food aid; $ 220,000 to emergency health services; almost $ 
430,000 to the management of malnutrition cases; almost 
685,000 to water and sanitation; and just over $ 265,000 to 
promote local vegetable and milk production. 

The response is basically to deal with the acute malnutrition 
rates that are a result of the protracted drought and poor cop-
ing mechanism in Djibouti, but there are still gaps and the 
funds are not sufficient to fill all these gaps. (See Appeal doc 
for more information on projects)  

Donor perception at regional level is that the problem in 
Djibouti lies more in the lack of institutional capacity 
rather than a real funding problem. What would you say is 
the capacity for response and implementation both at 
government and other actors, including international or-
ganisations and NGOs in Djibouti?  
NGO engagement in development and humanitarian action in 
Djibouti is indeed very limited. The country does not have a 
strong tradition of civil society mobilization, and there are not 
many international NGOs present in the country, although 
some work as implementing partners of UN agencies.  

 We also understand that, for example, the French Red Cross 
has relatively recently become active in the water sector.  
There is therefore an urgent need for capacity building for civil 
society to enable it to advocate for especially the strengthen-
ing of local communities to be able to resist better the effects 
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quire significant investments, which have been pledged by the 
Government.   

Do we have any early warning and preparedness struc-
tures in-country and if so when were these last activated?  
The UN Country Team and the Government rely on predic-
tions made by FEWSNET which include satellite imaging, mal-
nutrition assessments, survey and monitoring mechanisms, 
most of which are situation dependant. These have been very 
reliable and it is as a result of such assessments that we come 
up with the context for humanitarian response. 
 

Peste Des Petit Ruminants  

During the March-May rainy season, pastoral areas of Kenya 
received localized heavy rains thus easing prevailing acute 
water shortages and improving pasture conditions. However, 
expected improvements in livestock production as a result of 
the rains are threatened by the rapid spread of Peste Des Petit 
Ruminants (PPR)—a sheep and goat disease associated with 
high livestock mortality—currently reported throughout pas-
toral areas of Kenya. An imminent threat of PPR is also 
spreading in Uganda and Somalia due to unregulated live-
stock movement and cattle rustling. The disease is also en-
demic in Sudan and Ethiopia. 

PPR is an acute, contagious and frequently fatal disease of 
goats and sheep characterised by fever, eyes and nose dis-
charges, oral erosions, diarrhoea and pneumonia. It’s caused 
by a morbillivirus related to rinderpest. Clinical signs include 
diarrhea, mouth lesions (ulcerations), sunken eye and dirty 
mouth, severe haemorrhagic enteritis. The disease is seen 
predominantly in sheep and goats, however, cattle, buffaloes, 
camels and pigs can become infected, but there is little or no 
evidence of disease associated with their infection. There is no 
known effect of PPR in human beings. 

The impact of a PPR outbreak includes, the reduced produc-
tivity of shoats, disruption of trade in shoats nationally and 
regionally, disruption of social networks (as there are no ani-
mals to exchange for marriage ceremonies), increased vulner-
abilities of communities already facing many agro-climatic 
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of drought and other similar situations.  The government and 
UN agencies of course support long-term development, in-
cluding the building of national capacities through the UN-
DAF.  One issue that is strongly supported by the UN is the 
ongoing process of decentralization and, in parallel to this 
process, the development of local communities.   

The UN agencies are very present on the ground as a reliable 
channel for assistance in a number of sectors and areas.   I 
do not believe that implementation capacity, when it comes to 
delivering humanitarian assistance, is therefore a real prob-
lem.  What we need are the resources necessary to address 
the immediate problems and allow the affected population 
groups to get back on their feet, so to say, so that they can 
also contribute to addressing the longer-term issues at hand.  
Unfortunately, Djibouti is not a priority programme country for 
many bilateral donors. In addition, certain donors prefer to 
work through their representative INGOs, so mobilizing re-
sources from those donors obviously becomes a challenge 
when the NGOs are not represented at country level.  

How do you intend to deal with the gaps in the funding 
mechanism? 
Unfortunately for Djibouti, of the traditional donors, very few 
are actually resident in the country, most of them covering 
Djibouti from Addis Ababa. This makes it difficult to maintain a 
continuous dialogue.   

We also face the somewhat paradoxical situation that, while 
many donors do not consider Djibouti a priority when it comes 
to development assistance, we are often told that the only 
possibility is to obtain funding from their emergency budget; 
yet, when it comes to seeking funding for emergencies, such 
as the one that we are in, it is often difficult to convince the 
same donors that there is a genuine need.  Perhaps it is be-
cause Djibouti is so much smaller than its neighbours, who 
admittedly have greater and more complex needs, that the 
needs here are often overshadowed.  

 Of course a human life is a human life, whether it is part of a 
vast, complex emergency or not.  This is the main reason why 
the UN Country Team approached OCHA RO-CEA for sup-
port in development of a funding strategy that will help ad-
dress some of these gaps. The proposed appeal document 
should be able to address both the short-term and immediate 
to longer tern needs in Djibouti, so as to help address the 
donor perceptions and concerns exhaustively. We have not 
determined the final format yet but this is exactly what we are 
looking at.  

Interesting to note that despite the income generated through 
the port, in addition to the presence of two foreign military 
bases in Djibouti, the government cannot afford to feed and 
take care of the needs of such a small population. I do not 
have the official figures on the estimated income generated 
through the port, neither is there reliable information on the 
value-added to the economy by the said military presence. 
However, what is clear and remains relevant to our operations 
is that the country is currently facing high development needs 
in addition to the immediate humanitarian needs.   

Development needs, which require substantial investments, 
include infrastructure in great parts of the country for trans-
port, energy and water, social development, including the 
creation of employment and closing of the poverty gap.  In 
2007, the Government launched a National Social Develop-
ment Initiative, which aims precisely to develop the country’s 
human resources and create employment opportunities in 
order to bring down the unemployment rate, which is esti-
mated at being well over 50%.  This initiative will in itself re-
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PPR Affected Areas 



 

 

CBSD—like CMD, is a virus that causes the loss of root pro-
duction and quality—first manifested itself in South Central 
Uganda in 2004.  Its symptoms, are however, less visible than 
those of CMD, making it harder to detect and therefore more 
dangerous. Farmers are often unaware of the disease until the 
harvest stage, when they are presented with a yellow-brown 
necrotic rot. Little is known of the CBSD virus, and a vector 
has yet to be identified. According to the International Institute 
of Tropical Agriculture study3, CBSD incidence in Uganda is 
highest and of greatest severity in CMD-resistant varieties.  

CRS initiatives in the region began in June 2006, and include 
the recently ended “Crop Crisis Control project”, funded by 
USAID and implemented in six countries with 40 partners. The 
project benefited more than 100,000 farmers directly, with 
CMD-UG resistant planting material, over 400 distinct cassava 
field sites located across the six target countries.  

The persistence of these two diseases constitutes a major 
threat for food security in the Great Lakes region. There is 
concern that the CMD could further spread to Malawi and 
Zambia. With regard to CBSD, there is a need to better under-
stand its mechanism, in order to develop ways of containing 
the virus. To eliminate these two diseases, initiatives such as 
the CRS-led project should be undertaken. 

5 

challenges and shocks, among others. 

The true extent of the disease has only become apparent in 
recent years and is still being clarified. It was first described in 
Côte d'Ivoire in 1942. Gradually it was realized that several 
clinically similar diseases occurring in other parts of West 
Africa shared the same cause. For many years it was thought 
to be restricted to West Africa until its discovery in goats in 
Sudan.Given the potentially devastating effects of PPR, and 
the high risk of cross-border transmission, urgent preventative 
measures are required to minimize the spread of the disease.  

 

Cassava Mosaic Disease spreads in East and Cen-
tral Africa 

The emerging spread of cassava brown streak virus disease 
(CBSD) in the highlands of East and Central Africa represents 
a big threat for food security. This virus adds to the strong 
strain of cassava mosaic disease (CMD) that has been affect-
ing the Great Lakes region in the last 20 years.  

Since its appearance in Uganda in 1989, CMD-UG1 has 
spread south-east through: 1. flying vectors—whiteflies—
traveling at the speed of 200km per year; and 2. vegetative 
propagation (cuttings). The disease—which causes a harvest 
reduction of at least 50%—now affects Uganda, Rwanda, 
Burundi, Eastern DRC, western Kenya and north-western 
Tanzania.  

Areas along the lakes appear to be the most vulnerable, for 
example in Uvira, where cassava constitutes 70% of the daily 
intake. According to FAO and Catholic Relief Services2 
(CRS), more than ten million farming families have been im-
pacted by CMD-UG in the sub-region.  
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Worldwide distribution of PPR virus infection 

Source: FAO, 1999 1This is a particularly virulent strain of CMD, which is called CMD-UG  
because it appeared for the first time in Uganda. 

2Catholic Relief Services is the international humanitarian agency of 
the Catholic community in the United States. 

3New spread of cassava brown streak virus disease and its implications 
for the movement of cassava germplasm in the East and Central 
Africa region,  Pheneas Ntawuruhunga,  James Legg, May 2007 


