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Heavy and constant rains threaten food security 

Key Messages 
 

 In early September a low pressure system caused heavy 
accumulated rain, which added to the heavy rains of the rainy 
season, leaving at least 272 people dead in the central and 
western region of the Highlands, with 600,766 people affected 
by damages to homes, crops, and roads. The government of 
Guatemala has maintained a State of Calamity declared after 
Tropical Storm Agatha and the eruption of the Pacaya volcano 
in late May. 

 

 In the east, the food insecurity situation has deteriorated due 
to the cumulative impact of last year’s agricultural problems 
and the impact of heavy rains this year. A smaller crop than 
normal is expected, but the beginning of the period of high 
demand for unskilled labor will improve food security, with the 
overall level remaining at moderately food insecure. 

 

 The food and nutrition security situation in the highlands is 
highly vulnerable due to landslides, the loss of single harvest 
crops, and a decrease in tourism. 

 
 

Update of the food security outlook until December 
2010  
 
Once again, the Guatemalan government extended the Public State 
of Calamity decreed for the entire country due to damages caused 
by Tropical Storm Agatha, the eruption of the Pacaya volcano in 
late May, and the persistent heavy rains since then. Overflowing 
rivers, landslides, and floods of different magnitudes have been 
reported across the country, leaving 219,968 evacuees, 144,000 
people housed, 272 dead, and 331,902 people at risk until mid-
September. Additionally, excessive rainfall is also affecting the agricultural sector with damage to, and loss of, crops like 
maize, beans, coffee, vegetables, and other commercial crops. This shock is causing a reduction in food availability, and a 
possible decrease in demand for employment opportunities, especially in the poorest households, inevitably impacting 
economic access to food. In addition, the health situation among the population has also deteriorated with an increase in 
cases of dengue, respiratory, diarrheic, and skin diseases.  
 
The heavy rains are in addition to a combination of events dating from last year, like poor crop yields due to erratic rains, 
which caused the depletion of reserves two months earlier than normal. Many households nationwide are at risk of 
suffering acute insecurity in the coming months. In response, the Congress of the Republic of Guatemala approved the 
release of Q 1.300 billion, of which Q 530 million will be used for infrastructure reconstruction nationwide, and Q 150 
million for the purchase of staple cereals and agricultural rehabilitation. These funds are expected to be executed during 

Figure 1. Current estimated food security 

outcomes, September 2010  

 
Source: FEWS NET  

Figure 2. Most likely food security scenario, 

October-December 2010  

 
Source: FEWS NET  

For more information on the scale of severity of food insecurity 
of FEWS NET, refer to: www.fews.net/FoodInsecurityScale 
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the coming months. In addition, the World Food Program (WFP), in coordination with its counterparts and partners, has 
responded to this emergency by providing around 7,800 families with around 85,000 food rations in the departments of 
Petén, Retalhuleu, and Escuintla. It is also expected that WFP will provide nationwide distribution of an additional 300,000 
rations to 10,000 families with at least one child with some degree of acute malnutrition.  
 
East 
According to data from hospitals in the region, the number of 
admissions of children with some degree of malnutrition 
increased in July and August, compared to previous months 
this year with the majority of cases in the region being 
reported in the department of Jalapa. There is no data to 
compare this behavior with the previous year. It is noteworthy 
that in August the population was still facing the annual lean 
season, and it is normal for the number of cases to increase 
during this season, although there is no historical reference 
data. A nutritional report issued in August by Acción Contra el 
Hambre using July data, shows that acute malnutrition 
(measured by weight/height) in communities where they have 
intervened in the area, has shown a gradual seasonal increase 
from the first assessment conducted in March 2010, and 
according to international standards, there is no nutritional 
emergency (Figure 3). Nevertheless, nutritional status should 
be monitored according to recent and upcoming events, for 
early identification of further deterioration. 
 
This year, the lean season started earlier than normal due to 
agricultural problems in 2009 and the fact that the poorest 
households had greater food needs this year. Crop losses during the first harvests and the increase in the incidence of 
diarrheal diseases due to the contamination of water sources, have exacerbated food insecurity in the region, deteriorating 
the nutritional situation, especially for younger children. However, with the first harvest of staple cereals in September, 
although it is projected to be lower than expected, food availability will improve for some households and in the region.  
Additionally, the season of high demand for unskilled labor begins in late October with the harvest of melon, watermelon, 
tomatoes, red peppers, and maize, improving access to food. Due to these factors and to the presence of national and 
international food assistance, current food insecurity is expected to decrease. 
 
In October, much of this area will begin their second planting, with an emphasis on beans. However, the climatic 
perspective shows that heavy rains will continue and may affect bean crops since they are very susceptible to moisture. 
Areas near the Motagua River should be considered highly vulnerable to flooding and may result in damage or loss of their 
second harvests and houses. 
 
Considering the scenario for the eastern region, the population is expected to face high food insecurity until November, 
when it will start to stabilize with wage income earned through unskilled labor in agricultural activities in melon, tobacco, 
and coffee plantations. From there, the situation of the population will improve to moderate food insecurity. 
 
Highlands 
In the past month and a half heavy accumulated rain has been recorded in the area, causing landslides and claiming the 
lives of several people. The soil is saturated, and the persistence of rain has affected road infrastructure, leaving many 
communities isolated. This has implications on the free exchange of food products, affecting producers who must transport 
the few harvested crops and consumers who need access to food for their own consumption. Therefore, temporary 
shortages and price increases are expected while access is reestablished. This will affect all households, especially the very 
poor and poor, which depend on purchases for food. Those who did not expect to purchase food after harvesting their 
crops will also have to do so due to a poor harvest.  
 

Figure 3. Evolution of the nutritional situation in the 

three departments where Acción Contra el Hambre 

intervenes. Oversight from March-July, 2010  
 

 
Source: ACH Guatemala 
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In areas close to Lake Atitlan, many communities depend on income generation through the sale of handicrafts and tourism 
services. Chichicastenango, another popular tourist site, is experiencing the same situation. The lack of physical access to 
these areas has caused a drop in tourism, reducing the generation of income.  
 
This area is characterized by subsistence agriculture and an annual staple cereal harvest. Losses in bean and haba bean 
crops have been reported this year due to a high susceptibility to excessive moisture and low sun exposure. Maize crops 
have also suffered damages due to pest infestation and strong winds. This will affect the availability of food in households, 
especially poor holuseholds, which have to resort to buying two months earlier than normal (April). A high level of food 
insecurity is expected within the population due to the annual lean season and access difficulties faced as a result of rains. 
With the onset of the season of high demand for labor in October in sugar cane and coffee cutting activities, food security 
will improve, but will remain at the level moderate food insecurity, as some households have lost all their crops, which 
would have been harvested starting in November. 
 
Pacific and Atlantic Coasts 
The Atlantic region has a high vulnerability to floods and river overflowing, especially the Motagua, in the municipalities of 
Zacapa and Izabal. However, other important rivers in the Gulf of Mexico and Atlantic watershed, such as Chixoy in Chisec, 
Alta Verapaz and La Pasión in La Libertad, Petén, also show above-normal levels. This means that families living near the 
paths of these rivers and crops located in them are at risk.  
 
In the Pacific region, the greatest accumulated rain levels have been recorded, so soil is saturated and river levels remain 
above-normal. This has caused losses in crops like maize, with reports of damage caused by fungi (Aspergillus sp, Penicilum 
sp), and sesame seeds, a commercial crop destined for sale, whose proceeds are used to buy food but mostly to buy 
agricultural inputs in 2011. This scenario does not foresee a situation of acute food insecurity; it is an area of agribusiness 
where sugar mills are located, as well as rubber, banana, and other commercial product plantations.  The monitoring of the 
status of these crops is recommended, since the income of thousands of families depends on these wages.  
 
On both coasts, fishermen have been seriously affected since the dangerous conditions at sea have significantly reduced 
fishing activity, affecting their food and income generation. If the surge and wind conditions improve, this population may 
quickly resume their activities. This population is foreseen to remain in moderate food insecurity, therefore, they must 
resort to some coping strategies to address the current difficulties. 
 
 

Seasonal calendar and critical events timeline 
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