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The Sahel has been affected by recurring crises and each time the response has encoun-

tered the same difficulties. What have we learned from the past? How should the new

characteristics of the Sahel be analysed and taken into account? There is the growing

pressure on ecosystems, the visible impact of climate change and the further impacts

to come, the accelerated urbanization around the capital cities of the region, the unpro-

tected exposure to market forces and the speculation that this brings and the complex

interactions between pastoral systems in crisis and agricultural areas, bringing increa-

sed inequality, vulnerability and poverty. In addition, there are problems of governance

and the redistribution of wealth from underground raw materials, the arrival of new

international actors (China, Gulf states) and the emergence of religious extremism,

which, till now, was not on the radar screen. All these factors are changing the rules of

the game. In this context, how should we respond to the short term needs of the popu-

lation and reinforce the resilience of individuals, communities, societies and systems?

These are the central questions facing the response to the crisis currently affecting our

friends in the Sahel and it is around these that the current issue of Humanitarian Aid on

the Move is structured.    
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Humanitarian space

Since the end of 2011, the Sahel has become front-
page news again with the food crisis, calls for
donations and terrible images on the one hand, and
the political crisis, and the deterioration of the
situation in Mali on the other. In this region, where
there are more and more crises, and the gaps
between them are getting shorter, the main aid
mechanisms are those of development
organizations who have in-depth contextual
knowledge and work in close collaboration with
governments and communities, but who have
difficulty reacting rapidly. The response is not
making progress and the international community
faces numerous challenges. Changing gear is
difficult and the work methods which need to be put
in place to respond to emergencies are very
different to development methods. The large arid
spaces with low population density make logistics
complicated and expensive, and all the more so
when there is the added problems of insecurity and
the escalation of asymmetrical wars.

Sahel: responses which are having trouble finding their bearings 

François Grünewald

Indeed, access is already made very difficult by the diffi-
cult physical conditions of the region: flood prone areas
with montmorillonite clay, flood plains, ponds and the
bourgou plains of Gourma and Houssa, sands of every type
of texture, like the ‘fech-fech’ where convoys get sanded
up and the ‘ergs’ where the stones slow them down and
cause mechanical damage. The operating costs to reach
dispersed communities quickly become very high. 

Insecurity, which has intensified due to the multiplication
of hostage taking, extreme declarations by irredentist
groups and the permanent threat to aid workers has made
certain zones inaccessible. Twenty years ago generations
of development actors lived, worked and built long-term
friendships with the very lively and creative civil society in
these zones. In certain regions of the Sahel where there
used to be agronomists, vets and doctors, there are almost
no more development actors.  Crises take place, interna-
tional humanitarian aid is deployed to save lives… when
it can get through… but it also often destabilizes markets,
economies and social relations. 

In these complex contexts, with security problems, violent
groups with whom it is very difficult to establish dialogue,
often weak governments and a rainy season which makes
getting around difficult… there is a high risk that aid will
get bogged down, will remain confined to the capitals and
will be a long way from the people most in need. 

To have a chance of being effective in these contexts, the
first issue at stake is contextual understanding. There are

certain generic factors throughout the Sahelian strip but
each area also has its specific characteristics, making con-
textual analysis more complex. Knowledge of networks,
cultural awareness and coordination with the organiza-
tions that are already present are essential to all opera-
tions in the region. 

Large agro-climatic strips and their North-
South stratification

From Goré on the Atlantic to Mogadishu on the Indian
Ocean, climatological gradients have shaped the land-
scape, ways of using ecosystems and societies, from the
Saharan regions to the more humid fringes of the differ-
ent Sudanese climates. The Northern Sahara is an area of
aridity, oases, and the camel breeding peoples of the
desert, including the ‘Blue Men of the Sahara’, the Tuaregs,
who live in a mineral world of extreme scarcity. As one
travels south, the gradual transition from just a few mil-
limetres of rain to 200-400 mm sees the gradual develop-
ment of a large ecosystem dominated by thorny trees with
patches of pastureland. With herds that feed on kram-
kram (wild cereal) and the little leaves of thorny trees
(acacias, balanites, etc.), transhumant systems and differ-
ent forms of pastoralism are able to produce milk, meat
and leather, the animals representing a form of ‘four-
legged saving’. Due to their hardiness, camels, sheep and
goats are the basis of extremely resilient livestock systems.
They are also the basis of the exchange economy (animal
products for cereals) on which a large part of the region
depends. Then there are the areas where grass is more
abundant. These are the large cattle-breeding areas: the
Fula region in Western Africa, the Borena region in
Ethiopia and Karamajo (Kenya, Uganda) towards the East.
As the herds move south following the grass front and the
rain, problems of co-habitation arise when they pass too
close to cultivated fields. It is in these areas that agricul-
tural economies have become the most integrated into the
regional market (cereals) and the global market (cotton
and peanuts) and are affected the most by their vagaries.

The main North-South routes

But these large East-West strata are not only permeable
to each other, they are also crossed by large, often very old,
North-South routes which structure the whole region: the
great caravan routes. The Azalai route links Algeria to Tim-
buktu and, from there, via a camel and donkey relay,
reaches the Gourma route to Bandiagara and the cereal
basins: dates and salt from the Sahara are exchanged for
millet and peanuts from the Sudanese and Sudano-Sahe-
lian regions. The routes of the Mauritanian coast join the
delta of the Senegal river to the Sahraoui region, the Mau-
ritanian Guidimaka route joins Tamanrasset to Zinder via
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Agadez in Niger, a route runs from the Kenyan border
crossing Ethiopia to Djibouti, etc. These trade routes for
salt, dates and, in the past, slaves (cf. the texts of René
Caillé) were part of the desert peoples’ resilience system.
Having become routes for trade in drugs, arms and mi-
grants, they have now become part of the illegal
economies which weaken the governance, ethics and
morals of those who use them.   

The weight of history

This region which stretches from the Atlantic to the Indian
Ocean has a complex history the effects of which continue
to be felt. Linked to the triangular exchange system of the
French colonial period, West Africa still bears the marks
of the alliances made by the former colonial power with
different socio-cultural entities and certain elites.  Rezzous
(raids to pillage and capture slaves) were central practices
among groups which almost all the colonial powers used
to their advantage. In certain areas of the region, the scars
have still not healed, and the governments led by people
from the south have often neglected the development of
the more arid areas, leading to bitterness and often insta-
bility.    

Islam arrived in the region a long time ago and led to the
development of a specific form of “African Islam”, which is
open and hospitable, with a clear tendency towards Su-
fism and numerous shared aspects with the older reli-
gions. The recent arrival of more rigorist and intransigent
forms of Islam (Salafism and Wahabism) heavily influ-
enced by jihadist practices imported from Algeria,
Afghanistan, the Caucasus and Yemen, has seriously com-
plicated the situation. An intransigent Islam is now in con-
flict with a tolerant Islam. As a result, the Sahel is no doubt
at a crossroads.

And the weight of known and expected under-
ground resources

In addition to the uranium mines in Arlit in Niger, other
deposits have now been discovered. The geological layers
which contain gas and oil in Sudan promise the same for
Chad, Niger, Mali, etc. As soon as there is a whiff of some-
thing underground, the analysis grid for crises needs to be
modified as other issues and other actors step into the
arena. Issues of governance, and notably the issue of the
equitable redistribution of underground manna amongst
all the citizens and not simply amongst the elites, are at
the heart of the social and political challenges which shape
the institutional landscape of the response.

Conclusion

Drought and problems of malnutrition in the Sahel, but
also socio-political fairness, the grabbing of underground
resources and farmland, the reproduction of elites, ter-
rorism and religious issues are all part of a new Grand
Game, the rules of which are yet to be established. The re-
gion’s national and local authorities and civil society need
to make sure they do not lead the Sahel to greater disorder
and poverty, though this means they will need to lay new
foundations for the future.  International actors, whether
in development or humanitarian action, need to support
them in their efforts! Whereas some are calling for a Mar-
shall Plan for the Sahel, with potentially huge sums of
money and the pernicious risks which always accompany
aid and its abuse, is the need not rather for an Einstein
Plan, based on ‘intelligence’? Intelligence, both in the sense
of ‘understanding’, and also in the sense of its root ‘inter-
legerer’, which means ‘to build ties’. 

François Grünewald 

Executive director, Groupe URD
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Opening speech of the conference "Food crisis in the Sahelian strip"

Point of view Alice Martin-Daihirou

A significant proportion of the population of the Sahel is affected by chronic food insecurity and malnutrition. This
phenomenon was brought to the attention of the international community by the major droughts and food crises
which took place in the 1970s and 1980s, and by the climatic disruption which affected the economies and ecosys-
tems of this region of Western and Central Africa. In 2007, 2008 and 2010, the sub-region experienced the worst
floods in more than 30 years. In 2005, 2009 and 2011, drought and the food and pastoral crisis affected several
countries of the sub-region. Vulnerable people are unable to rebuild what they have lost due to the rapid succes-
sion of disasters.  

Production systems and the way of life in the sub-region, which are essentially agro-pastoral, remain vulnerable
to climatic vagaries. The increase in extreme phenomena like droughts, floods, rising food prices, locust invasions
and epidemics in recent years has compromised the efforts of governments to reach the Millennium Development
Goals.

In Chad, as is the case in the other countries of the Sahelian Strip, the population remains very vulnerable to fre-
quent shocks and is exposed to a high level of risk of crises and disasters. Agricultural and pastoral activities de-
pend a great deal on climatic vagaries which affect productivity and the availability of water for animals. 

Nationally, it is difficult for agricultural production to meet the needs of the population. Further problems concern
the storage and management of harvests, the breakdown of markets, informal cross-border trade and the ineffec-
tiveness of transfer systems for agricultural produce which limits the regularity of supplies to the areas of the Sa-
helian strip where there are structural shortages. 

Despite the will of governments and the numerous programmes supported by donors, United Nations agencies
and NGOs, the nutritional situation remains worrying. Chronic malnutrition affects more than 39% of children,
and 21% in its severe form with rates above the critical threshold in many countries, especially in the Sahelian
strip.  

Everyone is currently worried about climate change and food and nutritional crises, particularly scientists, politi-
cians and humanitarian and development organizations, who have been holding more and more high level meet-
ings to find solutions to this chronic problem […] 

In numerous countries, the end of one disaster often heralds the arrival of the next one because the resilience of
communities has been worn down, often due to a lack of disaster preparedness. It is important to use a broad se-
lection of tools to understand the nature and dimension of disasters. 

In order to make sure that economic shocks and disasters do not lead to acute food shortages, it is fundamental to
implement early warning systems and systems for analyzing vulnerability to help communities, governments and
the international community to take a pre-emptive role to combat hunger as effectively and efficiently as possible,
by favouring disaster prevention, preparedness and mitigation. It is imperative that early warning systems work
properly and that contingency plans are up to date. It is clear that the lower productivity caused by disasters will
make the already recurring food and nutritional crises in this very fragile region worse. Thus, it is necessary to
adopt adaptation options which improve the resilience of agricultural systems via modern methods and tech-
nologies to cope with these crises. These include, for example:

-   Redefining agricultural calendars in terms of sowing dates and cultivation cycles to cope more effectively with
variability in terms of rainfall;

-   Developing seed varieties which are adapted to water or heat stress;

-   Managing water and land, and protecting crops against climatic vagaries;

-   Irrigation using surface water and underground water;

-   Adopting responsible methods for the management of soil fertility;

-   The  development  and  diversification  of  income  generating  activities, such  as  the  processing  of  agricultural 
products;
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-   Combating crop pests and diseases;

-   Reinforcing the monitoring of land and animals;

-   Building forage stocks and sowing pastures;

-   Improving zootechnic performance 

In general, vulnerable communities are well aware of the manifestations of climatic variability and change. Over
the years, they have developed survival and adaptation strategies. More and more, food and non-food assistance
plays a major role in saving lives and reinforcing the resilience of vulnerable populations. However, the funda-
mental question remains: will these strategies be enough to cope with the effects of disasters? It is therefore es-
sential to properly evaluate the lessons learned from previous humanitarian responses and to put them into
perspective in relation to the challenges ahead. It is also important to provide tools to prepare and plan appropri-
ate responses, and culturally, socially and economically sound and effective strategies, taking into account the re-
lation between the humanitarian response and development. And finally, it is also necessary to combine activities
aimed at short-term events with those aimed at structural phenomena. 

Alice Martin-Daihirou
Interim Humanitarian Coordinator and WFP Representative

On Wednesday 21 March 2012, in N’Djamena, Groupe URD organised the conference 
‘Food crisis in the Sahelian strip: lessons from previous humanitarian responses and the challenges ahead’. 

This event brought together Sahel specialists and specialists in food security in pastoral and agro-pastoral regions.
The sharing of experiences, enriched by exchanges with actors involved in the response to the crisis in Chad, 

made it possible to draw lessons directly adapted to the context. 
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Conference "Food crisis in the Sahelian strip",

N’Djamena, 21 March 2012
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The many fronts in the struggle against malnutrition 

Crises and vulnerabilities

The Sahelian strip is affected by two forms of
fragility: chronic food and nutritional fragility,
accentuated by short-term seasonal episodes of
varying severity. With the region once again hit by a
food crisis this year, it is essential to both limit the
impact of regular peaks of malnutrition and reduce
structural vulnerabilities. Action Contre la Faim
(ACF) adopts an integrated approach to this issue
which aims to address all the direct and underlying
factors of malnutrition at the same time. 

Christina Lionnet

Reducing structural vulnerabilities 

ACF has a 3D (3-dimensional) strategy in West Africa:

optimising the emergency response capacity (notably by

improving contingency plans and disaster preparedness2),

reducing structural vulnerability to malnutrition and tack-

ling the regular peaks of nutritional vulnerability. 

For ACF, it is not a case of choosing between prevention

and cure, but of providing a response which is as full as

possible and adapted to the different operational contexts,

in relation to emergency relief as well as the medium and

long term. To do this, it is essential to have a good unders-

tanding of the causes of malnutrition. 

Changing behaviour to reduce malnutrition

Global analysis of the causes of malnutrition shows, for

example, that childcare practices3 are a risk factor. This is

why ACF includes ‘mental health and healthcare practices’

in many of its programmes. 

In this domain, ACF runs programmes to promote prac-

tices which are beneficial to the health and well-being of

the child, with a particular focus on the ‘1000-day window’

(from conception till the child is 24 months old) and

understanding of nutrition. 

This approach to healthcare practices is not limited to the

transmission of knowledge, but rather is devised as a form

of accompaniment, with the objective of promoting

changes in behaviour. It takes into account the resources

and autonomy of the child’s maternal entourage. Ideally,

support is provided on several levels simultaneously:

group, family and individual.

In the Kanem region in Chad, ACF’s programme entitled

Renforcement et prévention de la détérioration des pra-

tiques de soin infantiles (Reinforcement and prevention of

the deterioration of childcare practices) aims to work

simultaneously with every part of the community: pre-

gnant and breastfeeding women and their children, and

also matronly women and influential women in villages,

without forgetting the men, while families receive indivi-

dual follow-up and family accompaniment. This project

follows on from programmes to improve healthcare prac-

tices which began in 2009 following a study which showed

that there was a very strong link between inappropriate

healthcare practices and acute malnutrition. 

In Western Chad, certain inappropriate care practices are

very common and can have an impact on the nutritional

status of children. For example, exclusive breastfeeding

In the last ten years, rates of malnutrition have regularly

reached international alert thresholds in the Sahel, with

more than 10% of acute malnutrition in numerous areas

and peaks of more than 20% in the most vulnerable areas

and regions. 

Independently of crises, the high structural rates of mal-

nutrition can be explained by a combination of factors:

problems in relation to the availability, accessibility and

variety of food, the presence of infectious diseases, limited

access to water and sanitation, the lack of appropriate

health services and inappropriate childcare habits and

practices. 

Since 2005, the efforts made to combat malnutrition in

West Africa have essentially focused on improving the res-

ponse to crises, without sustainable solutions having been

sufficiently promoted. The frequency of these peaks has

increased, as has the seriousness of their impact on com-

munities, while people’s resilience has decreased. The

current food crisis in the Sahel, two years after the crisis

of the summer of 2010, illustrates how the most vulnera-

ble people’s resilience has been gradually eroded due to

the cumulative effect of different shocks. It also shows

how there is a need to reduce nutritional vulnerability in

the long term while at the same time arming households

against the short-term peaks which weaken them so

much.

Today we know more about the global causes of malnu-

trition and the necessary interconnections between the

different technical sectors. In order to fight malnutrition

it needs to be recognized as a public health issue and tack-

led in the same way as other illnesses. It is also necessary

to implement multi-sector policies encompassing agricul-

ture, behavioural changes, access to water, hygiene,

sanitation and social security. 

The lack of progress in developing these multi-sector poli-

cies is one of the 6 main shortcomings1 identified by ACF

with regard to the current response to nutritional vulne-

rability in West Africa.  
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for the first six months is rare, unclean water is often used

to complement breastfeeding and early and non-progres-

sive weaning without the use of transitional foods like

puréed foods is common.  

Very young pregnancies (14 years old, and even younger),

insufficient gaps between births and the tendancy of many

mothers to not eat enough in the hope that they will avoid

large babies and difficult

births are also problematic. 

In addition, certain upheavals

and certain situations invol-

ving destitution and stress

can have a significant impact

on the capacity of mothers to

take care of their children. In

Kanem, every year during the

lean season, many men

migrate towards N’Djamena

and the South of the country

in the hope of finding work

and income. The women the-

refore find themselves alone

having to look after the chil-

dren, the old people, the work in the fields and the

livestock. Deterioration of childcare practices is currently

a key factor in numerous cases of malnutrition.   

There are relatively few psychosocial programmes being

run by the NGOs present in Chad. In general, mental health

is rarely included in the response to difficult situations,

and in particular, in the case of malnutrition. ACF has deci-

ded that it is important to develop individual support for

mothers and children in difficulty, which is included in

medico-nutritional care, notably in Therapeutic Feeding

Centres (TFCs). In Mao, healthcare practice staff initially

only went to TFCs one day per week to carry out supervi-

sion on specific subjects (awareness-raising sessions, baby

massage, etc.). ACF then broadened its activities to include

care and support for families, psychosocial support, rein-

forcing mother-child relations, etc. The team, which has

been trained and is used to working on large-scale aware-

ness-raising activities, was thus able to adopt another

approach, particularly more individual support.

The role of “WASH”4 programmes

Certain care practices, such as the preparation of meals,

hygiene practices and/or healthcare practices are at the

crossroads between Nutrition, Food Security, WASH and

Health programmes. They underline how important it is

to work with other technical domains. Direct nutrition

programmes5 should be run in conjunction with long-term

multi-sector operations which aim to counter the under-

lying causes of malnutrition. These, for example, should

target income, food insecurity and access to healthcare.

Access to potable water and sanitation should play an

important part in this mechanism6.  

Indeed, it is well known that the most serious forms of

malnutrition (severe acute malnutrition) are often the

result of an unhealthy environment and its associated ill-

nesses. Infections which cause diarrhoea are principally

due to pathogens transmitted by water or food, and by a

lack of hygiene. Almost half of all the people in developing

countries have a health problem at least once in their lives

caused by unclean water or an unhealthy environment.

Equal to pneumonia, diarrhoea

represents 14% of the annual

mortality rate amongst children

under five.  

This is why ACF promotes a

WASH approach integrated into

programmes to reduce malnu-

trition7. In the province of

Tapoa in Burkina Faso, for

example (where only 43% of

households had access to pota-

ble water in 2010), it is running

a project entitled Amélioration

de l’accès à l’eau potable, l’assai-

nissement, et des pratiques

d’hygiène dans les écoles de la Province de la Tapoa (Impro-

ving access to potable water, sanitation and hygiene

practices in the schools of Tapoa Province). This pro-

gramme is run as part of a general strategy to prevent and

treat malnutrition which also includes a programme to

support the health sector in the provision of care for mal-

nutrition as well as food security –related activities, such

as the development of lowland areas, the rehabilitation of

irrigated areas and the improvement of market garden

sites.  

Health gardens

For almost forty years, efforts to eradicate malnutrition

were essentially focused on increasing the overall intake

of calories by increasing the production of basic foodstuffs.

But the relation between nutrition and agriculture, and the

importance of a varied and balanced diet were often

neglected. What is more, the other functions of agriculture,

such as providing income for farmers, were under-esti-

mated. In the Sahel, where there have been repeated

climatic and socio-economic crises, the reduction of struc-

tural vulnerability necessarily involves protecting

livelihoods and improving food and nutritional security.

The lessons from the “Health Gardens” programme

conducted in the Kita region in Mali are interesting in this

respect. Based on analysis of the causes of acute malnutri-

tion and experiences in several regions of the Sahel, ACF

developed a strategy for reducing malnutrition using a

multi-sector approach which covered food security, edu-

cation (IEC), health (treatment of acute malnutrition,

support for health centres), and access to water and sani-

tation. The programme, which reached 1405 women in 36

villages, included support and training in market garde-
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ning to develop kitchen gardens, awareness-raising about

food, childcare and hygiene and demonstrations of balan-

ced meals based on produce from the gardens.   

A study of the programme’s impact after three years car-

ried out with 216 beneficiary households showed the

following results: market garden production had increa-

sed (+165% on average); the average duration of market

garden production had increased (from 5 to 9 months on

average) due to improved irrigation and improved secu-

rity at the market garden sites; significant improvement

in terms of food diversity (increase in average consump-

tion of food groups from 6 to 7: average SDAM8 = 6,59); an

increase in vitamin A-rich foodstuffs amongst children;

significant improvement in understanding of malnutri-

tion; and, finally, an improvement in the nutritional status

of children. 

Arming oneself against peaks of malnutrition

Reinforcing health systems and community-based care for

acute malnutrition is essential in order to be able to

reduce the impact of the regular peaks in nutritional vul-

nerability observed in the Sahel during the lean period.

The best way to make the ability to cope with these repe-

titive or seasonal episodes of hunger and malnutrition

sustainable is to reinforce the local capacity to treat mal-

nutrition and to guarantee the population that they can

easily have access to it, whether in health structures or in

communities. The scaling up of access to treatment of

severe acute malnutrition (SAM) is the objective that ACF

has given itself in its 2015 international strategy. To

achieve this objective in contexts where the Ministry for

Health is the principle guarantor of access, ACF runs pro-

grammes to support health systems. The objective is to

create a solid base in the primary healthcare system to

develop access to the treatment of SAM. 

In the region of Bahr el Gazal in Chad, the programme

which ACF ran from May 2011 to April 2012 to respond to

the nutritional crisis via the existing health system, focu-

sed on accompanying staff in the application of the

national protocole for the treatment of acute malnutrition,

which was validated in September 2011. This protocol

implies that the admission and release criteria of malnu-

trition programmes must conform to the 2006 WHO child

growth standards. ACF’s programme dealt with the provi-

sion of treatment, knowledge of these norms as well as of

new referencing and statistical compilation tools and

coordination with the Ministry of Health. A major effort

was also made to systematize the follow-up of child vacci-

nation. 74% of the beneficiaries during the first 9 months

of the programme were children vaccinated against

measles and this figure rose to 82% during the last quar-

ter. 

Community mobilization is a key factor in scaling up SAM

treatment. However, this did not receive enough attention

from organizations working at the international and natio-

nal levels (a shortcoming which was pointed out at the

international conference on scaling up community treat-

ment of SAM in Addis Abeba in November 2011).

Community mobilization is an essential link in the chain

as it allows cases of severe acute malnutrition within the

community to be detected and notified in a timely man-

ner and, when there are no medical complications,

appropriate treatment can be given at home thanks to a

network of relays and volunteers in the community. As

part of the programme which was run in Bahr el Gazal

in 2011-2012 described above, 338 community relays

received training and refresher training, which allowed

a significant improvement in know-how: in the last

quarter, almost 80% of volunteers measured mid upper

arm circumference and identified oedemas correctly,

compared to only 40% at the beginning of the pro-

gramme.   

Community-based treatment of acute malnutrition

leads to the appropriation and long-term sustainability

of activities to reduce malnutrition. It can also improve

the detection and treatment of children suffering from

moderate acute malnutrition (MAM) and stop the dete-

rioration of nutritional status.    

Surveillance and studies

It is often difficult, due to incomplete or late informa-

tion, to determine how severe the situation is in a given

region. As a result, field actors agree on the need for

simple, rapid and cheap assessment methods. Semi

Quantitative Evaluation of Access and Coverage

(SQUEAC9) and Standardized Monitoring and Assess-

ment of Relief and Transitions (SMART10) are precious

tools in this respect. Based on the two most vital basic

public health indices, the SMART method is used to eva-

luate the severity of a humanitarian crisis: the

nutritional status and the prevalence of acute malnutri-

tion among children under the age of five, and the

mortality rate within the population. The SQUEAC

method allows the coverage of nutrition programmes to

be estimated and the barriers to access to treatment to

be understood. These tools are useful to evaluate needs

and establish the priority and pertinence of allocating

resources and programmes. ACF takes part in the deve-

lopment and dissemination of SMART methodology

around the world by providing tools and training to

governments and other partners. In coming years, ACF

is planning to reinforce its technical support to increase

the number of SQUEAC and SMART methodology users

in Western Africa, to favour the carrying out of national

nutritional assessments and thus improve understan-

ding of seasonal peaks. 

In order to adopt a proactive approach, ACF is also com-

mitted to perfecting early warning systems. For a

number of years, ACF has been working with its part-

ners (pastoralists, researchers and experts in Mali and
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Niger) to use geographic information systems to analyse

the vulnerability of pastoral populations who are particu-

larly dependent on the often erratic rains and pasture

production. This has allowed them to develop an innova-

tive pastoral surveillance system. Using satellite images, it

shows the availability of biomass (and therefore of pas-

ture, translated by this bio-generator into kilos of dry

matter per hectare) and also the location of surface water.

It is subsequently possible to compare this data with the

availability of water and fodder from one year to another

or with long-term trends. The pastoral surveillance sys-

tem is a precious tool for estimating the vulnerability of

populations at the sub-regional level which enriches early

warning mechanisms. Thanks to the more in-depth

understanding that these surveillance mechanisms give of

these contexts, they will allow the recurring crises in the

region to be anticipated more effectively. 

Last June, the European Union organized a conference

which led to the AGIR initiative (Alliance Globale pour

l’Initiative Résilience – Sahel) which aims to bring together

all the key players to meet the challenge of resilience and

give people in the region hope for a more stable future in

the long term. Today, the different actors engaged in the

region are aware that this stability will only be achieved

by means of unprecedented political mobilization. Such a

mobilization will have to support operations which

include two parts: emergency relief, on the one hand, and

the development of communities’ and governments’ auto-

nomy in terms of malnutrition prevention and treatment,

on the other.

Christina Lionnet, Action contre la Faim Press Officer

with the participation of the ACF technical 

and advocacy departments

1 The other shortcomings concern :
- The lack of a shared view of the nutritional context and its evolu-
tion, and subsequently the absence of forecasting of the magnitude
of peaks in critical areas.   
-  The continuing difficulties in responding to many emergencies in
the region, in particular, mid and small scale emergencies which are
increasing.
- The multiplication of actors supporting SAM treatment current up-
scaling without a quality-guarantee or link from the field to the de-
cision makers.
- The early actions to reduce SAM prevalence through MAM treat-
ment or social protection require additional innovations to scale up
sufficiently.
- The lack of progress in the development of multi-sector policies in
most of the region’s countries.6. Prevention responses to reduce vul-
nerability of households at risks are still at a very early stage of de-
velopment and require stronger evidence of what is cost-effective
and replicable.

2 For more information about disaster risk management:
http://www.actioncontrelafaim.org/fr/content/disaster-risk-man-
agement-communities-la-gestion-des-risques-aux-desastres-pour-
les

3 ‘Care practices’ are the “behaviours and practices of caregivers
(mothers, siblings, fathers, and childcare providers) to provide the
food, health care, stimulation, and emotional support necessary for

children's healthy survival, growth, and development”. This de-
scription is based on the definition proposed by Engle (1995).

4 Water, Sanitation and Hygiene.

5 The Lancet Maternal and Child Undernutrition series (Black et al.,
2008) identified the 13 direct nutrition programmes which had the
greatest impact in reducing child mortality and illnesses associated
with malnutrition :
http://www.who.int/nutrition/publications/lancetseries_mater-
nal_and_childundernutrition/en/index.html

6 See also the ‘Wash in Nut’ strategy: Crise nutritionnelle et Alimen-
taire du Sahel 2012 du Groupe régional WASH 2012.

7 See ACF’s WASH strategy:
http://www.actioncontrelafaim.org/fr/content/water-sanitation-
and-hygiene-policy-politique-eau-assainissement-et-hygiene

8 Household food diversity score. To calculate this index, you have to
establish the number of food groups consumed by a household,
using the previous 24 hours as a reference period. It is important to
carry out these measurements at a “normal” time, not at a time of
feasts or other ceremonies during which people can eat unusual
foods. 

ç For more information about the SQUEAC method: an example of
an assessment carried out in Mali in 2011: from page 11 of the re-
port. http://fr.scribd.com/doc/64811466/ACF-SQUEAC-Report-
Mali-2011

10 For more information about the SMART method: an example of an
assessment carried out in Mali in 2011 : from page 13 of the report
http://fr.scribd.com/doc/86352003/ENQUETE-NUTRITION-
NELLE-ET-DE-MORTALITE-SMART-Communes-de-Kokofata-et-
Koulou-Cercle-KITA-Region-KAYES-MALI

Useful links:

* The Wash in Nut Strategy: Sahel Nutritional and Food Cri-

sis 2012, Regional WASH Working Group 2012

http://ochaonline.un.org/CoordinationIASC/WASH/tabid/

5629/language/fr-FR/Default.aspx

* ACF treatment practices positioning and framework do-

cument:

http://www.actioncontrelafaim.org/fr/content/politique-

sante-mentale-et-pratiques-de-soins-infantiles
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Re-focusing development actors’ targeting on the poorest people in the Sahel
to build long-lasting resilience

After the crisis in Niger in 2005, the European
Commission’s Directorate General for Humanitarian
Aid and Civil Protection, more commonly called
ECHO, conducted a series of evaluations in the Sahel.
The problem of malnutrition, which had been
revealed in Niger, proved in fact to be firmly rooted
throughout the Sahelian strip, far beyond the
economic crises linked to rain and harvests.   

Cyprien Fabre - Eric Pitois

The research carried out since then in connection with

programmes aimed at malnutrition has given very disap-

pointing results. In all the countries of the Sahel, levels of

global acute malnutrition are higher than warning levels

(10% of children under five) and often higher than emer-

gency levels (15% of children under five). Research and

data about care provided show that these rates remain

high even in ‘good’ agricultural years, and even in areas

with substantial agricultural production. In the Sahel,

there is no longer any

connection between agri-

cultural production and

malnutrition. 

And yet, the majority of

development projects in

recent decades have sup-

ported national policies

focused on agricultural

production. Food self-suf-

ficiency and export sectors

have often been privile-

ged. Analysis of the

household economy1 very

clearly shows that a subs-

tantial section of the rural

population is not involved

in the projects related to

these policies and does

not benefit from them in

any way. Increasing national production does not raise the

living standards of rural populations. 

Indeed, recent studies of the household economy in the

Sahel have been eloquent in contradicting the cliché of

rural environments where levels of wealth are homoge-

nous. We now know that the poorest categories of the

rural population depend essentially on markets for their

food as they do not produce enough themselves. They are

therefore extremely vulnerable to increases in food prices,

as in 2008 and 2012. Their income comes from selling

produce from small plots with low productivity which,

after a bad year, does not allow debts built up during the

lean period to be repaid. The worst combination of factors

for them is an increase in food prices and a poor harvest

or a lack of pasture, as was the case in 2012.

The increase in the population and the failure of different

family planning policies, in addition to major environ-

mental damage, has led poor farmers to cultivate smaller

and smaller plots with increasingly degraded soil.

Destructive coping mechanisms are then put in place, such

as indebtedness at usury rates, the sale of productive

assets and the removal of children from school which lead

to loss of access to health care and basic services. The

most vulnerable then find themselves trapped, and each

crisis drags more and more into extreme poverty with

increased risks of malnutrition for the children. The most

vulnerable lose almost all their resilience to shocks. 

This dynamic explains why, despite improved coverage by

Nutrition projects2, there has been no progress in terms of

malnutrition rates in

recent years while the

number of children has

continued to grow. In

order to be able to

reverse this trend, it is

necessary to prevent

malnutrition by comba-

ting its fundamental

causes. Just treating

malnutrition cases is

like cleaning the streets

of Niamey when there is

a sand storm. 

Poverty is passed on

from generation to

generation, particularly

due to the malnutrition

of the mother and the

consequences of this in

terms of the reduced cognitive development of their chil-

dren. Without a rapid change in economic paradigm, it is

hard to see how extremely poor people, who constitute

half of the rural population, and whose development capa-

cities have been eroded year after year by gradually

excluding themselves from productive circuits, could res-

pond and become involved in a dynamic of growth.  

Clearly, these are not humanitarian problems. However,

the Sahel is now permanently in a near emergency state

which each year mobilizes a humanitarian emergency res-

ponse capacity at great expense. Not for the first time,

there are calls for a new vision and a more harmonious

transition from humanitarian to development aid. 
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Nutritional awareness-raising in Burkina Faso 2011
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It is therefore vital to change strategy in relation to this

growing challenge which affects every sector of a coun-

try’s development, be it the economy, social issues or

security. It is high time to abandon the idea that growth

alone will bring development for all. It is high time that the

different governments of the Sahel, who have happily gone

along with this dogma and abandoned the poor, show inte-

rest in them once again and reinvest in them massively.  

From now on, humanitarian and development pro-

grammes and national policies in the Sahel should have a

common target – extreme poverty. 

A common analysis framework3 should be developed in

each country of the Sahel in order to determine which

causes are essentially linked to poverty in rural environ-

ments. With a common objective, it is each actor’s vocation

to act coherently at their level. Humanitarian actors will

act at the level of individuals and communities and deve-

lopment actors at the regional and national levels. People

will therefore be identified and reinserted into productive

activities. What has taken place to date has been the result

of good will on the part of local individuals rather than

structural approaches. The case of the REPI4 in Burkina

Faso is a positive example of what can be put in place,

thanks to the inclusion of flexible mechanisms to adapt

funding.

In parallel to growth strategies, which are of course neces-

sary, reinserting the poorest people is a profitable

investment. This requires specific targeting tools and

proactive policies on the part of governments and their

financial partners. Examples exist in South America and

South Africa where long term social strategies have

brought significant progress. Social security nets along

with subsidized healthcare, family-based agriculture,

water and sanitation for all, nutritional diversity and effec-

tive family planning have shown their worth.

The last crisis in 2012 and the tools introduced by huma-

nitarian actors may have helped to change perspectives on

development. At the European Union level, these issues

have led to the development of AGIR-Sahel (Alliance Glo-

bale pour l’Initiative Résilience), which aims to federate

the development programmes of the 11th FED and huma-

nitarian programmes to improve the resilience of the most

vulnerable people and contribute to the fight against mal-

nutrition. 

There are therefore many challenges ahead. Lowering the

malnutrition rate sustainably will only be possible if the

fight against extreme poverty is made a national priority

in the countries of the Sahel. The streets of Niamey and

elsewhere are still covered in sand. 

Cyprien Fabre, ECHO Head of West Africa Office

Eric Pitois, ECHO Head of Office

1 Household Economic Analysis: reference site run by SAVE:
http://www.hea-sahel.org 

2 Implementing nutritional rehabilitation programmes remains very
expensive, even though new strategies have made monitoring chil-
dren at home easier. Adopting strategies on this scale brings insur-
mountable daily problems and the long-term sustainability of many
of these programmes depends a great deal on external donors.  

3 www.reseau-rosa.eu

4 The REPI Programme (Relance des Populations affectées par les
Inondations) was funded by the European Union Delegation at the
beginning of 2011 following the floods of July 2010 with funds from
ECHO.
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Zaï technique on a small family farm in Yako, in Burkina Faso, 2012
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Aid and Quality
Key messages from the conference "Food crisis in the Sahelian strip" 

With the response to the sahel food crisis being
implemented, Groupe URD felt it would be useful to
remind actors of lessons learned during previous
crises.  
Having been involved in the sub-region for a long
time, having carried out numerous evaluations and
having been present in Chad since 2009 through its
Observatory (the OPAT project funded by DG
ECHO), Groupe URD decided to share its expertise
by organising a conference on the food crisis in the
Sahel. This event brought together more than 120
national and international actors: Chadian
ministries, United Nations’ agencies, national and
international NGOs, etc. 
Regional analysis (via presentations on Niger, Mali,
Burkina Faso…) and deeper multi-sector reflections
on Chad (early warning, pastoralism, resilience,
nutrition…) made it possible to highlight a certain
number of key messages.  

François Grünewald

Historical perspective: forty years of crisis in

the Sahel

Analysis of the responses to the crises in the Sahel since

the major drought of 1973-75 showed how much res-

ponse mechanisms have evolved:

• The state-run Cereal Offices were gradually dismantled
as part of structural adjustment policies which also wea-
kened agronomic research into arid regions. The influence
of market mechanisms over cereal fluxes both facilitated
the flow of products and accentuated the emergence of
speculation.   

• International food aid often proved to be the only way of
gaining access to significant quantities of emergency
stocks. But the negative effects of this aid were also increa-
singly obvious: destabilization of markets, the creation of
dependency, aid distribution mechanisms leading to the
creation of IDP camps and villagisation, etc. Classic food
aid gradually evolved, with the emergence of food-for-
work, increased support for agricultural recovery, support
for market-related mechanisms (de-stocking), etc. From
the middle of the 2000s, the number of aid systems based
on financial transfers in various forms grew, profoundly
modifying certain paradigms of aid.   

• The number of early warning systems based on agro-
meteorological data and market prices grew in the
sub-region. These were progressively added to by the use
of satellite imagery and increasingly efficient analytical
systems. (NOAA, FEWSNET).

• A certain number of development organisations, such as
the FAO, developed crisis response tools. The response to

the crises in the Sahel was also greatly helped by the huge
increase in the number of humanitarian actors since the
beginning of the 1990s, which also raised questions regar-
ding the coordination and coherence of operations.   

• National, governmental and civil society organisations,
for their part, have become stronger and are more and
more explicit in their demands to play a central role in res-
ponse mechanisms. 

• Since the 90s, the demographic challenge, urbanisation
and the increasing frequency of agro-climatic crises have
made the southern strip of the Sahara more vulnerable.
The resilience of agro-pastoral and pastoral communities
has been seriously eroded as a consequence. 

The main points from the conference, “Sahelian Strip Food

Crisis: lessons from previous humanitarian responses and

the challenges ahead” are to be seen with this historical

retrospective in mind. 

KEY MESSAGE N°1: placing risk management

at the heart of development agendas

The many, recurring crises which often combine different

factors of instability, in states which are often confronted

with numerous difficulties of different kinds (economic,

social, political), require specific, multi-dimensional and

concerted approaches.

• Managing risk should be promoted rather than mana-
ging the response.

• It is important that development organizations are able
to accompany the turbulence of societies which are part of
development processes and strengthen the role of deve-
lopment in the prevention, preparation and resolution of
crisis situations. 

KEY MESSAGE N°2: improve the collection 

and treatment of information to improve risk

management and responses while

strengthening the tranparency of choices 

and the involvement of civil society

Information management systems, which should meet

needs in terms of warning, targeting, monitoring and eva-

luation to serve decision-making and transparency, have

encountered difficulties on two levels: 

At the strategic level: though the multiplication of systems

and structures can be a useful triangulation tool, it can also

become a major constraint in terms of decision-making. 

• It is important to improve the coherence of the system
to provide decision-makers with the best information and
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to establish the greatest transparency possible vis-à-vis
other aid organisations and communities.  

• It is important also to establish a sub-regional vision of
the crisis.

At the operational level: the systems for collecting, treating

and analyzing data are often not very efficient. They often

collect too much information (data cemeteries), and are,

both time-consuming and costly. The information needed

is rarely available on time for decisions to be made.   

• The information needed should be more accurately defi-
ned (need to have) so that time and money are not wasted
on what is of secondary importance (nice to have).  

• Time management needs to be seen as a priority (it is
better to have 70% of the information on time than 100%
too late).

KEY MESSAGE N°3: re-establish the

importance of pastoralism

Pastoral and agro-pastoral systems, and the people who

make them function, are very resilient and are the only

people who are able to use the arid strips of the Southern

Sahara to their advantage. To reinforce these resilience

mechanisms, a certain number of conditions need to be

assembled, concerning mobility, the recognition of the

potential of these systems and the rights of these peoples.  

• It is important to improve understanding of the terms of
this resilience, on a technical level (herding) and a social
level (social management of water and pasture resources)
as well as in terms of its economic foundations (lives-
tock/cereal exchanges).

• The experiences developed in several areas and legisla-
tion which support the pastoral systems in numerous
countries such as Senegal or Chad need to be better
known and applied more effectively. 

KEY MESSAGE N°4: diversifying and

reinforcing the "toolbox"

The multiplicity of factors which lead to food crises in the

Sahel, the complexity of the societies and contexts in

which they take place, the interlinking of problems on

interconnected geographic levels and distinct time phases

require a diversified tool box if situations are to be dealt

with appropriately.    

• It is essential to approach problems from a multi-disci-
plinary angle and to implement multi-sector responses.

• The capacity to conduct operations in a specific and
coordinated manner during the different phases of action
needs to be developed. Each tool or operational mecha-
nism exists to respond to a phase of the crisis. It is
important to ensure that they correspond to the phase
when we use them. Thus, it is necessary to run pro-
grammes to combat malnutrition in the short term while,
in parallel, creating or reinforcing local capacities which

will take over in the long term. This could potentially lead
to the development of local alternatives to expensive
imported products for the therapeutic treatment of mal-
nutrition (like Plumpynut and Plumpydoz). 

• It is urgent to reinforce specific strategies and methods
of action in pastoral regions, based, for example, on the
Livestock Emergency Guidelines and Standards 1. 

• It is important to reflect and be ready to take action on
several spatial levels. The resilience of arid regions is lin-
ked to the flow and price of foodstuffs from other regions
(regions with higher rainfall in Chad, for example), which
it is sometimes possible to support in order to increase
production capacity and thus the flows towards the
regions which have been weakened by the climatic crisis. 

• A range of social engineering tools needs to be added to
the technical and sector-based tools: support for negotia-
tion mechanisms, support for endogenous organisations,
support for farmer groups and livestock farmer associa-
tions.   

KEY MESSAGE N°5: giving back meaning and

dynamism to multi-actor dialogue

The place of civil society organisations such as national

and local NGOs, farmers’ organisations, community orga-

nisations and trade unions is growing in sub-Saharan

Africa. There is also growing decentralization. For its part,

the humanitarian aid sector has structured itself in terms

of Clusters, in which national organizations often have

limited involvement. In parallel, development aid falls

within the framework established by the principles of the

Paris Agreement (principles of harmonization, alignment

and ownership). Unfortunately, the dialogue between

these different groups is difficult whereas the response to

the recurring crises in the Sahel implies a complementary

and concerted mobilization, and therefore increased

multi-actor dialogue. 

• The dialogue between emergency and development
organisations needs to be strengthened, and with national
and regional government, even though they are structu-
rally weak due to their lack of human and financial
resources.

Conference "Food crisis in the Sahelian strip", 

N’Djamena, 21 March 2012

© Groupe URD
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• It is imperative that the dialogue between national NGOs,
farmers’ organizations and international humanitarian
NGOs is improved.

• It is essential that the private sector (cereals, water, etc.)
is involved in discussions. 

• It is important not to forget the sub-regional level of dia-
logue. As crises often cross borders, certain solutions need
to be developed at the sub-regional level.  

KEY MESSAGE N°6: strengthen strategic

analysis of political and security factors in

arid regions where there is a risk of a food

crisis

Conflicts in arid regions are not new, but they have

recently taken worrying forms. Conflicts between pasto-

ral groups, or between agricultural communities and

nomads, which used to be resolved using spears (and

were regulated by means of traditional conflict manage-

ment mechanisms) have become much more violent with

the circulation of small arms. 

The emergence in the middle of the 2000s of destabilising

geopolitical factors in the Sahara and Sahel mean that

increasingly in-depth analysis of the context is needed.

The management of social and political peace has become

a major issue for the agricultural and pastoral systems for

whom the destruction of harvests or the loss of animals

represent considerable economic losses. 

• Investment is needed to improve understanding of socie-
ties and systems to make sure that humanitarian
operations do not do more harm than good. 

• It is crucial that existing traditional mechanisms are
identified and supported, rather than replaced (such as
the Mixed Commission in Abéché2).

François Grünewald

Executive Director, Groupe URD

1 http://www.livestock-emergency.net/

2 The Abéché Mixed Commission, which traditionally manages land
ownership conflicts between farmers and pastoralists, has been very
involved in the management of problems between refugees and host
communities.   

The currently fashionable term of ‘resilience’ is a
positive antidote to the negative connotation of
‘vulnerability’ as it refers to the potential and
capacities of each community. Nevertheless, the
concept remains controversial. Everyone seems to
have their own definition of ‘resilience’, and there
is a risk that rather than bringing clarity, it will only
bring confusion. Though improving the capacity of
communities to resist shocks is a common objective
of organizations working in different operational
sectors, does this concept help them to work
together and improve their coordination? Rather
than considering climate change, natural disasters
and poverty to be independent problems,
combining and linking these three areas could,
theoretically, contribute to meeting the challenges
related to risk and change which have a direct
impact on the lives and work of local communities.
But to what extent can these three areas be
combined? What are the risks and opportunities of
doing so? Will this allow resilience to be
strengthened? With each community seeming to
have its own specific way of understanding what is
behind our labels, what effect do these concepts
have at the local level?

Resilience: buzz word or useful concept?

Jeroen Warner - François Grünewald

In the last few years, there has been a growing number of

disasters, often the consequence of “extreme climatic

events”, be it violent hurricanes, large scale floods or

repeated devastating droughts. Climate change may well

augment the magnitude of these events, increase their fre-

quency and aggravate their impact. In many areas, the

poorer the population, the more it is affected by these

events: slum dwellers in the typhoon belt of Asia, destitute

pastoral populations, migrants, etc. Similarly, large-scale

destruction has been caused by tectonic phenomena affec-

ting planned and unplanned densely populated urban

settlements, where establishing codes of construction and

norms has been the least of the concerns of the national

and local authorities. In addition, many smaller events of

all kinds pose considerable challenges that disrupt liveli-

hoods, especially for those who have few resources and

alternatives to fall back on. 

In this context, integrating Disaster Risk Reduction, Cli-

mate Change Adaptation and Poverty Reduction initiatives

under one umbrella seems a timely idea, in that it seeks to

counter a fragmented, project-based approach. In princi-

ple, integrating these three areas could help to tackle the

challenges of everyday risk and change which are affecting

people’s lives and livelihoods in a more coordinated man-

ner, rather than seeing them as separate problems. 

A number of initiatives have currently emerged to put this

idea into practice, such as Climate-Smart Disaster Risk

Management (community.eldis.org/scr) and the integra-

tion of adaptation, mitigation and sustainable

development (Southampton). IRC, the water and sanita-

tion people at Delft, recently published a report entitled

‘Adaptation... to climate change and other sources of risk’

(Batchelor et al., 2011). 

Not all of these approaches are equally successful. For

example, the IPCC’s recent attempt to integrate climate
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change and disasters in their 2010 report, while commen-

dable, was limited to an economic perspective. Yet, clearly

something is going on: the growing literature on integra-

tion is bound to have an impact on the way aid is

programmed and organizations are designed. Is this a

good idea, and how far can it be taken? 

Exploring the possible synergies between

Climate Change Adaptation, Disaster Risk

Reduction and Poverty Reduction.

Our RESILIENCE consortium1, funded by EuropAidwas set

up in 2010 to explore the potential for synergies between

these concepts, to analyze the institutional disconnects

that hinder these synergies, and finally to identify possi-

ble areas for policy development in European institutions.

Comprising a non-governmental organization linked to a

series of international networks (CARE Nederland), an

academic institution (the Disaster Studies Center of Wage-

ningen University) and an operational research and

evaluation think tank (Groupe URD), the RESILIENCE

consortium has been exploring the different facets of these

issues, their possible integration and the institutional pre-

requisites to make integration work.  Our research has

shown that integrating Disaster Risk Reduction, Climate

Change Adaptation and Poverty Reduction is far from

obvious: though an attractive idea, there are also some

drawbacks. When we started the RESILIENCE project in

2010, the idea of integrating the three fields was relatively

new, and even today it is not yet part of the mainstream.

Our three field studies in Indonesia, Bolivia and Ethiopia

and the series of workshops we carried out in these three

countries and in Brussels helped us to identify a number

of lessons in relation to what works and what does not. 

Diagnosis: why integration is needed

Compartmentalization is a state of mind: it allows us to see

concepts in isolation from each other rather than in rela-

tion to each other (Kemp, 2004). This is typical of

organizations structured like machine bureaucracies,

which function on the basis of categories or ‘boxes’ (Mintz-

berg, 1983). Not only European and national agencies but

also NGOs and large businesses can work in this way. This

logic has been adopted by a host of organizations in order

to access funds and organize their accountability system;

it is a way of getting things funded and being accountable.

As a result, it can easily incite project workers to look

‘upwards’ to please donors, rather than ‘downwards’, to

optimize links with the realities on the ground. Of course

people working in said ‘bureaucracies’ are not ignorant of

the problems of compartmentalization. They themselves

need to be increasingly resilient: donors and NGOs will

need to adapt to a changing political climate (CCA); they

themselves are faced with budget cuts (PR) due to decli-

ning popular and financial support; and they themselves

need to prevent disastrous projects (DRR). 

However, a conceptual change seems vital as, in practice,

the reality on the ground is more integrated and holistic.

At the operational level, adhering to separate domains can

lead to counterproductive contradictions and duplication

of efforts (Gero et al., 2011).

Thus, sending different teams to the field, each working

separately either on DRR, on CCA or on PR projects,

without linking with each other is  a) very confusing for

local communities who live in multi-risk environments

and are simultaneously impacted by interrelated shocks,

b) not very efficient for organizations who multiply efforts

by working in the same area, towards the same goal, but

with different conceptual backgrounds, approaches and

sources of funding and c) masking some of the real issues.

There is increasing evidence that climate change is taking

place, but debates continue in some circles about its

causes. Many believe in the hypothesis that climate change

is responsible for the increased number of extreme clima-

tic events, the growing vulnerability of many

agro-ecosystems, the degraded resilience of many urban

contexts and poverty while others still feel that there is

not enough evidence to support this idea. 

Moreover, the separation of DRR, CCA and PR projects

during a response can seem artificial. A project like buil-

ding a water tank or basin may be funded under each of

the three headings – as Climate Change Adaptation (sto-

rage for future scarcity), as Disaster Risk Reduction (to

counter effects of drought) and as Poverty Reduction (for

tank-irrigated agricultural production). This example illus-

trates the discursive flexibility and fungibility of the three

areas, which as policy fields are much more distinct.

The distinction is even less obvious if we stop looking

upward, to what we think donors and policymakers want,

and instead look at the intended beneficiaries of aid pro-

jects. A growing literature (e.g. Van Aalst 2006, O’Brien et

al. 2004, Gero 2011) is starting to address the integration

between climate change and disaster risk reduction, at

policy and operational levels: community-based CCA and

DRR and climate-smart DRR. Another trend in the litera-

ture is to link disaster relief and rehabilitation to

development (LRRD) and climate change to development.

As the practitioners from the fields of DRR, CCA and PR we

interviewed between November 2011 and February 2012

told us, it is not enough to provide weather forecasts and

to build cyclone shelters, livelihoods need to be taken into

account. And clean drinking water needs to be available or

the people will be too ill to organize themselves... to tackle

hazards.

While we commend the conceptual breakthrough, based

on our experiences in the field as part of the RESILIENCE

project, we argue for a more radical desegregation of these

domains. The aforementioned literature implicitly tends

to assume that local people (have to) recognize and expe-

rience climate change and disasters the way aid workers

do, or would like them to do. We encountered ‘climate



16
Humanitarian Aid on the move

Review n°10

awareness’ in Ethiopia but not in Indonesia, whereas in

Bolivia people did not always experience floods as ‘disas-

ters’, especially when they are frequent. Indeed the

cosmology of local people may not differentiate between

nature and culture, between internal and external sources

of risk. Planned interventions may therefore not resonate

with the intended beneficiaries. A local focus, talking to

various local stakeholders, putting project beneficiaries at

centre stage, also compels us to question taken-for-gran-

ted categories. While aid practitioners and donors

routinely assign labels such as ‘vulnerability’, ‘disaster’,

‘climate change’, ‘resilience’, these concepts may have lit-

tle local resonance, or take on a different meaning. It

would therefore be essential to have these conversations

before a project gets tendered and funded. 

This is all the more relevant since, as noted in the works-

hop organized by CARE Nederland , Groupe URD and WUR

Disaster Studies in Brussels in November 2011,  it is vital

to invest funds intended for crisis relief beforehand,

before crises unfold, rather than needing to do the paper-

work in the midst of an emergency. This requires ongoing

dialogue with communities at

risk and a willingness on the

part of donors to take risks.

Above all, it also calls into ques-

tion the enduring disconnect

between humanitarian and

development donors, who will

have to overcome considerable

institutional hurdles, historical

claims and ‘path dependencies’.

Drawbacks and remedies:

modalities of integration

While we see great potential for

synergies, based on our expe-

riences, there are also some drawbacks.

One is the issue of integration itself. Integration is the ope-

rative word in popular concepts like Integrated Water

Management (Mitchell, 1989), Integrated Flood Manage-

ment (ADPC), Integrated Risk Management (Fester, 2006),

Integrated Disaster Management (Sabhok, 2009), Integra-

ted Adaptation (Fischhendler and Heikkala, 2010). It

makes intuitive sense, as a sectoral approach creates inef-

ficiencies and conflicts. While disaster experts are focused

on present events, on the ‘here and now’, climate specia-

lists ‘zoom out’ to the long term and a wider (systemic)

scale, while poverty alleviation requires a community

focus. Local people have to contend with many more risks

than major disasters and the possibility of climate varia-

bility – unemployment, poor governance, diseases, conflict

and crime, leaving aside everyday hazards like traffic.

The sixteen interviews held by Nienke Bilo with Dutch and

international practitioners from various aid, humanitarian

and climate-change organizations showed two key

concerns related to integration:

• A risk of losing focus, thus creating indistinctiveness and
blurriness.  

• The exclusivity of the approach. Integrating domains
may risk overlooking the distinctive nature of each
domain. Foregrounding certain relations means back-
grounding other, potentially crucial concerns, such as
environmental sustainability, focusing exclusively on the
commonalities and leaving out what is exclusive to each
domain. An ecosystems approach may even be a basis for
climate-change adaptation, disaster risk reduction and
poverty reduction. It was pointed out that the domains
identified for integration are themselves partial: adapta-
tion reduces the emphasis on mitigation; integrating
climate and hazards excludes non-weather events such as
earthquakes and volcanoes; while poverty alleviation
remains essential in areas experiencing non-disastrous cli-
mate change.  

The problematic practicability of integration was also

highlighted. A practical problem is that donor procedures,

sector specialists’ hobbyhorses,

NGO habits and even scientific

paradigms more often hinder

rather than support the crossing

of barriers. François Molle

(2008) has categorized labels

like ‘integration’ as ‘nirvana

concepts’ – they assume that all

the different objectives subsu-

med under the label can be

maximized simultaneously,

when in reality there will always

be trade-offs and, at best, only a

pragmatic balance can be achie-

ved. Such concepts are elastic

and amorphous (Biswas, 2004),

a melting-pot in which everyone

can put their ideals and hopes.

It is therefore preferable to conceive of more achievable

goals, such as integration-lite (Butterworth et al., 2010).

Integration-lite does not try to achieve the unachievable,

that is, full integration, but accepts partial modalities

where synergies are obvious. This includes breaking

through departmental walls of aid agencies and NGOs,

without necessarily forcing everyone to work in the same

open-plan office. Put differently, translators between dif-

ferent dialects of project language, between different

scales of time and space are required, without the need for

everyone to speak the same official discourse all the time.

Partial integration and interaction may be the best achie-

vable result.

In this context, so-called ‘boundary spanners’, with entre-

preneurial mindsets (Williams, 2002, Bressers and Lulofs,

2010), positioned at intermediate levels at the outskirts of

their division may have regular interaction with counter-

© C. Raillon Focus group of disaster-affected women, 

Bangladesh, 2011
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parts in other divisions and in society, and develop sensi-

tive ‘feelers’  for what is going on outside, sensing joint

opportunities and anticipating obstacles to co-operation.

They are however at risk of stretching their mandates too

much and losing their internal constituency if they venture

too far outside their comfort zone (Warner, 2010; 2012).

Accepting difference is therefore not a bad thing. Although

it may sound contradictory, integration can work exactly

through compartmentalization (Warner, 2011), that is: to

emphasize rather than dilute the constitutive elements of

the ensemble. It may be preferable to view integration like

a Thai dish, in which the key component flavours (sweet,

sour, bitter, salty..) are not thrown together in a hotpot to

produce a generic taste, but are still distinguishable, they

do not lose their identity and strengths in the mix and can

create very tasty, synergetic results. This as opposed to a

process that would resemble a different (let’s say Chi-

nese?) cuisine, in which the original separate flavors all

blend into one2. This also makes it easier to monitor and

assess what still needs to be improved in the constitutive

elements. 

It may seem obvious that local multi-stakeholder partici-

pation would be a good way of achieving integration

between organizations, as it offers space for a wide range

of interests, perspectives and capacities as well as social

learning. Yet Green and Penning-Rowsell (1999) have

made a plausible case that integration and participation

pull in different directions: while integration requires a

broad, synoptic view, participation tends to be narrower,

more parochial. To achieve integration, we do need a coor-

dinating mechanism that brings together the range of

voices and perspective into a coherent whole. Bringing

together different groups while overlooking differences in

power and knowledge between elites and commoners,

rich and poor, men and women, also creates the risk of

cooptation of local stakeholders into designs that best suit

the already powerful.

Integration therefore also requires co-ordination and a

form of mediation/facilitation. In the various multi-stake-

holder workshops we held in Indonesia, Bolivia, Ethiopia

and Brussels in 2011, coordination among agencies and

sectors, between aid NGOs, between neighboring commu-

nities and between top and bottom layers of government

turned out to be very poor, and a desire for better coordi-

nation clearly emerged. But given the project-oriented

nature of the current funding system, long-term lead

actors are unlikely to emerge spontaneously. Yet coordi-

nation cannot be planned in advance, but is the emergent

outcome of centralized and decentralized action, and of

struggles and cooperation (see also Kooiman, 1993). The

outcome won’t necessarily be sustainable and equitable;

one can only seem to influence (not control) institutional

boundaries and connections. Yet, it makes sense to pose

the question and facilitate communication that can be

conducive to better coordination.

Operational opportunities mentioned in the interviews

zoom in on the cross-cutting concept of risk. Mainstrea-

ming risk awareness in development projects, including

its monitoring and evaluation, and participatory risk map-

ping to get a full picture of the ‘risk landscape’ (Heijmans,

2012) people are faced with on different time scales may

point the way forward.  The three domains have different

time dimensions: while DRR looks at the past and how not

to repeat it, CCA looks at a worst-case future scenario and

how to prevent it. These time scales are not necessarily in

people’s cognitive framework, neither on the donor nor

recipient side. Looking further into the future while at the

same time linking future-oriented activities with the here

and now is of the essence. Scenario planning can be help-

ful here. Although the information is uncertain, scenario

planning will likely increase the flexibility of programs and

the preparedness of people. This relates to dealing with

uncertainties, which not only local people but also opera-

tional staff and, especially sponsors, who demand

predictability and accountability are not always used to

doing.

Towards resilience? 

’Resilience’ is an interesting label to describe the integra-

tion of CCA, DRR and PR, as it starts from people's own

capabilities and potential. It is being hailed as a welcome

positive antidote to the negative fixation on people’s ‘vul-

nerability’ which dominated the disaster sector in the

1990s and early 2000s and a certain view of people as pas-

sive victims.  

The interviews, however, revealed resilience to be a

controversial concept which might create more confusion

than enlightenment. It seems to be going the way of “sus-

tainable development” or “governance”, meaning all things

to all people, and as a result, there is a risk that it will

become an empty shell. While in ecology it is descriptive

and rather Darwinian – adapt or perish - in development

©
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circles it has taken on a prescriptive, normative meaning,

as a desirable quality (cf. Brand and Jax, 2010 for a typo-

logy of usage). A very practical finding from our

workshops is that resilience does not translate very well

into other languages: whether in Indonesia, Bolivia or

Ethiopia. Moreover, you always need to ask what form of

resilience (resilient to what?) and whose resilience we are

talking about?. The resilience of the whole does not mean

the resilience of its parts, and vice versa. Moreover, we

cannot assume the ’parts’ to be closely coupled to the

‘whole’ The remote areas we visited in Indonesia and Boli-

via have little or no links with the formal state and NGO

support system, or to markets: when the radio is broken,

that’s it. The formal money economy has little importance

in the local subsistence economy. We therefore prefer to

take a local focus.

In a descriptive sense, resilience is a sign of realism: even

in welfare states, the burden of adapting and responding

to risk always lies with the local people first (Kirschen-

baum, 2004). Yet as a normative concept, resilience has

conservative connotations (bouncing back rather than

facilitating change; the assumption that people need to

adapt rather than facilitating the adaptation of circums-

tances to people), while the ‘development trap’ has

admittedly left certain beneficiaries dependent and oppor-

tunistic, leaving people to their own devices is not

necessarily liberating for those who do not have a great

degree of freedom of action when faced with risk. 

A facilitating approach to ‘resilience', helping people to

help themselves (also cf. O’Brien, 2008) might do more

justice to the concept, as it points at the role public- and

private-sector actors can play in supporting these local

capabilities.

Conclusion

There is a strong case to be made for conceptual and prac-

tical integration of DRR, CCA and PR – a development that

seems long overdue in a compartmentalized aid commu-

nity. However, though breaking through boundaries is

appealing as a goal, it is very hard to achieve. Different

types of organization have different integration needs,

capabilities and logics, and the transaction costs of brea-

king with the past are considerable. While sensible and

attractive as an idea, there is still scant empirical evidence

of successful integration. Radical decompartmentalization

carries transaction costs and implementation challenges.

We should perhaps therefore refrain from pursuing an all-

inclusive, integrated ‘nirvana’ and explore the merits of

integration-lite.

Resilience is the flavour of the day, and represents a wel-

come positive outlook on human potential to cope with

past, present and future adversity. It does not cover eve-

rything we need, but as we cannot ignore its current

dominance, we will stick with it for want of something bet-

ter and we will advocate a facilitating, programmatic

approach. Let us keep in mind that resilience is the goal,

not the means – and that integration is the means, not the

goal. 

Jeroen Warner (Wageningen University) 

and François Grünewald (Groupe URD), 
with contributions from Nienke Bilo (Wageningen University), 

Jolien van der Steen and Wouter Bokdam (CARE Nederland) 

and Eve Schneider (Groupe URD).

This publication has been produced with the assistance of the European Union.

The contents of this publication are the sole responsibility of the authors and

can in no way be taken to reflect the views of the European Union. 

1 More information on the Resilience project :
http://www.urd.org/Study-of-resilience-in-relation-to

2  This symbolization of cuisines and flavors was brought forward
by one of the participants during the RESILIENCE workshop in Brus-
sels on November 2011.
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The climatic conditions in the Sahel, marked by an
arid climate with recurrent crises, and the living
conditions for most rural communities,
characterised by extreme poverty, call for
interventions that strengthen people’s capacity to
withstand crises and for emergency responses
during peak crisis times. All aid actors agree on the
need to develop interventions adapted to the
specific characteristics of the situation, and with the
capacity to provide an early response to the erosion
of livelihoods. The LRRD-REPI 2010 programme,
funded by the European Union Delegation in
Burkina Faso, and run by its operational partners,
ACF, Oxfam, Christian Aid, and Development
Workshop France, implemented the European
Commission’s Joint Humanitarian Development
Framework, and the crisis preparation and
anticipation mechanism developed by Groupe URD.
This article analyses the role played by the LRRD-
REPI programme in the current crisis.

Adapting a rehabilitation programme to a crisis situation in Burkina Faso                                                                                                    

Bonaventure G. Sokpoh

For several decades now, the Sahel has been suffering

from recurrent crises including droughts, floods, and

locust invasions in an unfavourable agricultural and cli-

matic context. Several studies have highlighted the limits

of separate humanitarian and development interventions,

and presented the lessons learned from managing pre-

vious crises1. Among the main lessons worth noting are

those dealing with preparing actors for crisis response, the

efficiency of early-warning and early-response systems,

and in-depth analysis of livelihoods, social transfers, and

resilience. Although progress has been made in making

information available that can be useful in providing war-

ning signs, such as monitoring of climate data, biomass

changes, the price of foodstuffs and livestock and survival

strategies adopted by local communities, early response

remains one of the main obstacles to providing an inter-

vention that is appropriate and timely (i.e., arriving at a

time when it has the potential to reduce the destructive

effects of the crisis on livelihoods as much as possible). 

We can observe in the response to the current crises that

several lessons from past crises have been taken on board,

particularly in terms of speed of response. Humanitarian

aid actors and national governments took action to collect

donations as early as December 2011. Donors’ interest in

the Sahel is also increasing2.. However, significant efforts

must still be made to meet the ever-growing needs.

As the main provider of humanitarian aid, the European

Commission is demonstrating strong commitment to the

Sahel. Progress has also been observed in the field in

terms of efforts to build up convergence between huma-

nitarian and development interventions in the form of the

Joint Humanitarian Development Framework (JHDF) for

food security. The LRRD-REPI programme, following on

from the emergency response to the July 2010 floods in

the Centre Nord and Est regions of Burkina Faso, is a JHDF

action. 

In addition, Groupe URD has been assessing humanitarian

and development programmes and carrying out operatio-

nal research studies for several years to analyse the

difficulties of organisations operating in the Sahel to put

LRRD theory into practice. As a result, Groupe URD has

developed a crisis preparation and anticipation mecha-

nism, primarily for operational actors implementing

medium- and long-term programmes/projects in the

Sahel. The LRRD-REPI programme uses the mechanism to

ensure better adaptation to a changing intervention situa-

tion and reduce the effects of new crises on the

programme’s achievements.

Box 1. LRRD-REPI programme

The LRRD-REPI 2010 programme (community recovery

following the July 2010 floods in the Centre Nord and Est

regions of Burkina Faso) is a rehabilitation programme

with a budget of approximately €3.5 million, 80% funded

by the EU Delegation to Burkina Faso, and run by ACF,

Christian Aid, Oxfam, and Development Workshop France.

It aims to improve the resilience of people affected by the

floods by ensuring that interventions are on-going after the

initial emergency response financed by DG ECHO. It is part

of the Joint Humanitarian Development Framework, an

approach characterised by a good level of cooperation bet-

ween the EU Delegation and DG ECHO in Burkina Faso. The

programme was set up relatively rapidly after the end of

the emergency response financed by DG ECHO. It is imple-

mented by the actors involved in emergency response

(except DWF), most of which have been present in the area

for several years. This means that the actors involved have

a good knowledge of the intervention zones and inhabi-

tants. 

Initially scheduled to last for 2 years (April 2011 - March

2012), the programme will be extended for about another

2 years so that the rehabilitation targets can be properly

achieved and consolidated. 

Groupe URD is running an iterative evaluation of the REPI

programme comprising 3 field missions: month 6, month

12, and month 18.

The REPI programme, and a difficult 2011-

2012 harvest and livestock situation 

The REPI, launched to aid recovery of communities affec-

ted by the July 2010 floods and strengthen their

livelihoods, experienced serious difficulties during its first

year. Any medium- or long-term programme in the Sahel

is very likely to encounter the same situation due to the
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increased frequency of crises. The 2011-2012 growing

season was marked by a general drop in rainfall compa-

red to previous years. Rainfall was also erratic and

unevenly distributed. This meant that some areas covered

by the programme were hit by a localised drought, whe-

reas others suffered from flooding. Another effect of this

farming context has been the lack of availability of fodder

for livestock. The harvest and livestock situation observed

points to a localised erosion3 of livelihoods affecting com-

munities in the LRRD-REPI programme’s intervention

zones.

At Groupe URD’s suggestion the REPI programme’s stake-

holders agreed to implement the crisis preparation and

anticipation mechanism4 (Diagram 1) in response to the

2011-2012 harvest and livestock situation.

The main concern was to boost people’s purchasing power

from October to December, so as to give them access to

foodstuffs on the market and build up stocks for the lean

season. The market prices in the programme’s interven-

tion zones were higher than the usual prices seen during

this harvest period. Estimates showed a rise in price

during the following months. It was therefore important

to take action targeting people’s purchasing power in the

short term. It was clear that if nothing were done to res-

pond to this crisis, the actions planned for building up

communities’ resilience would have a hard time mobili-

sing people who would be focusing on activities aimed at

solving the immediate situation. 

To address this problem, a degree of flexibility was sought

with the stakeholders in order to adapt the REPI pro-

gramme to the harvest and livestock situation as

observed. After discussions with the partners and the EU

Delegation, a series of adjustments was proposed for the

programme, without any revision of the contracts initially

signed.

Box 2. Crisis preparation and anticipation mechanism

The crisis preparation and anticipation mechanism (Dia-

gram 1) is used to adapt a medium- or long-term

programme to a slow-onset or recurrent crisis (for ins-

tance, drought or an upsurge in violence in an area

undergoing stabilisation) that would lead to erosion of live-

lihoods in the specified intervention zone. It aims to enable

organisations present on the ground to react early in the

face of disasters. 

The mechanism is based on the following principles:

• formulate crisis responses so as to facilitate transition

and development actions (avoid responses that undermine

development actions);

• reduce the impact of a new crisis on the progress made

by development actions (prevention and resilience enhan-

cement);

• take account of the new realities caused by the crisis and

its origins to rebuild in a new way, possibly even taking

advantage of the changes caused by the crisis to make new

improvements.

The adjustments selected can be summed up in three

points:

• modification of the programme’s target by extending it,
by an absorbable amount, to that year’s victims of drought
and flooding;

• reassessment of priorities and relevance of actions. 

This involved prioritising actions that reinforced access to

foodstuffs and off-season production (HLI5 activities, mar-

ket gardening, and other income-generating activities)

and modifying actions that had become less relevant due

to the harvest results;

• reorganisation of the timetable and budget in line with
the new priorities, and, for the budget, to take into account
the modifications resulting from the first two points (e.g.,
carry out HLI activities planned for March to June 2012 in
the period between November 2011 and January 2012
instead).

Each REPI programme operational partner also proceeded

to search for funding from donors to enable extra actions

in the area to be implemented rapidly. Actions included

malnutrition screening and treatment, cash-for-work

(CFW) in villages near REPI villages, and distribution of

food and nutritional kits. 

In April and May 2012, we observed an immediate posi-

tive impact, with the effects of the crisis being lessened by

the cash activities. Over 5,000 households were concer-

ned, either through the CFW system or via the direct

transfer of money with no requirement to work for very

poor households. A study on the use of the money recei-

ved in one of the intervention zones shows that 86% was

used for food, particularly grains. Witness accounts from

other zones covered by the programme confirm this

figure. However, in view of the severity of the crisis,

adjustments to the REPI programme alone were insuffi-

cient to meet all the needs of the target communities. 

© Groupe URD Harvesting of sorghum following the distribution 

of improved seeds by the REPI programme
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To ensure that early response is possible in the future, as

was the case that year, context monitoring indicators were

developed collectively by all the operational partners.

They were designed to provide the basis for the monito-

ring phase of the crisis preparation and anticipation

mechanism over the programme’s remaining period. The

indicators chosen are as follows (in order of priority): the

price of basic foodstuffs and livestock, rainfall, farming

production, and the malnutrition rate.

Main lessons from this initiative

The initiative demonstrated that the programme’s flexibi-

lity and its operational partners’ speed of reaction made it

possible to intervene early enough (November-January),

well before the April to August period, which was felt to

be the critical time of year, because of the poor farm and

livestock harvests. Adjustments to the LRRD-REPI pro-

gramme to suit the changing context, accompanied by

related actions undertaken by operational partners,

played a real role in reducing the effects of the poor har-

vest on communities. This action improves the chances of

the programme to meet its objectives. 

Whilst praise is due for the new focus on actions designed

to enhance the resilience of communities and the safety

nets planned in response to the situation in the Sahel, we

feel it is necessary to stress that such programmes have to

be given the capacity to prepare, anticipate, and manage

crises (localised or generalised) likely to occur during

their period of operation in order to maintain the progress

made. 

Crises are occurring with greater frequency, so medium-

and long-term programmes aiming to strengthen commu-

nity resilience are likely to be faced with years when

difficult harvest and livestock situations lead to a food and

nutrition crisis comparable to that experienced during the

2011-2012 harvest. The inclusion within medium- and

long-term programmes of a mechanism such as that des-

cribed in this paper is fast becoming indispensable. The

effectiveness of such mechanisms rests on several factors:

• the quality of the original analysis of communities’ live-
lihoods, definition of indicators to monitor the context,
and collection and analysis of information. The existence
and effectiveness of national and regional early warning
systems, and the sharing of information between the
various actors involved in any given zone, comprise
important sources for the crisis preparation and anticipa-
tion mechanism. All governmental initiatives in Sahel
countries to strengthen permanent monitoring of their
peoples’ needs and vulnerability, such as the Burkina Faso
Ministry of Agriculture’s intention to implement house-
hold economy analyses (HEA) throughout the country, as
well as the involvement of decentralised national depart-
ments in sharing information and co-ordinating
interventions, should be greatly encouraged;

• the programme’s predefined flexibility. Although flexi-
bility is a vital feature for programmes operating in
shifting contexts, donors and operational partners conti-
nue to find it a challenge. In order to guarantee the
capacity to prepare, anticipate, and manage crises likely to
arise during programmes, a preliminary agreement bet-
ween stakeholders when the programme is launched is
necessary in order to provide a flexible framework that
suits all concerned. It is important to be able to act rapidly
without having to deal with administrative complications;

• stakeholders’ ability to mobilise additional funds in the
event of a generalised erosion of livelihoods. As this ini-
tiative has shown, adjustments to programmes underway
and mitigation actions are in themselves rarely sufficient
to provide all the means needed to protect communities’
livelihoods in the event of a major crisis. Early response
has proven to be positive in many ways, in terms of pro-
tecting communities’ livelihoods. Early action by
humanitarian aid actors and, especially, a rapid response
by donors are vital;

• the back-up of an outside point of view, such as that offe-
red by the iterative evaluation mechanism implemented
as part of the LRRD-REPI 2010 programme. It is usually
difficult for actors fully engaged in operational matters to
maintain the distance needed for reflection. In complex
contexts with a range of overlapping factors, a single eva-
luation team that returns several times to assist multiple
actors within a programme of this type, reflecting with
them on possible new directions, may well be an essential
component.

We hope to see initiatives such as this one repeated as part

of the search for a sustainable solution to slow-onset or

recurrent crises. In contexts of this kind, interventions that

genuinely incorporate resilience enhancement with a res-

ponse to peak crises are likely to supersede the

emergency-development dichotomy. 

Bonaventure G. SOKPOH 

Groupe URD Researcher: Food security 
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1 Cf.:
-  ALNAP 2011, Humanitarian Action in Drought-related Emergen-
cies, ALNAP Lessons Paper;
-  Beyond any drought: Root causes of chronic vulnerability in the
Sahel, The Sahel Working Group, 2007, 23 P.
-  Escaping the Hunger Cycle: Pathways to Resilience in the Sahel,
Sahel Working Group, Peter Gubbels, September 2011, 124
P.http://www.e-alliance.ch/fileadmin/user_upload/docs/Publica-
tions/Food/2012/Escaping_the_Hunger_Cycle_English.pdf

2 SAHEL: Donors learning funding lessons – slowly:
http://www.irinnews.org/Report/94799/SAHEL-Donors-learning-
funding-lessons-slowly

3 It is important to note that, this year, the Sahel as a whole is facing
an acute food and nutritional crisis affecting 18 million people, in-
cluding 8 million adults and 1 million children who urgently need
assistance (AGIR – Alliance Globale pour l’Initiative Résilience –
Sahel, 18 June 2012, Brussels,
http://ec.europa.eu/echo/files/news/20120618_sahel-confer-
ence_joint_statement_en.pdf).

4 To find out more, contact Groupe URD.

5 Highly Labour Intensive.

Diagram 1. crisis preparation and anticipation mechanism 
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L’hebdomadaire Jeune Afrique, avec son dossier «Le cancer tchadien» revient sur les causes de

ce conflit, le déroulement des principales batailles et sur les conséquences nationales et interna-

tionales de la victoire du gouvernement d’Idriss Déby Itno

This inter-agency briefing note by Oxfam, ROPPA, RBM, APESS, POSCAO and WILDAF underlines the growing risk
of a food crisis which is threatening the population of the Sahel. Further aggravating factors have been added to
the poor harvests: high cereal prices, difficulties supplying markets (made worse by conflicts), drying up of alter-
native sources of income. As the situation is threatening to get worse, these organizations insist that it is neces-
sary in the short term to support people’s purchasing power and the functioning of the regional market, and in the
medium term, to reinforce the capacity to regulate the national and regional markets.

http://www.oxfam.org/sites/www.oxfam.org/files/bn-sahel-markets-under-pressure-31052012-en.pdf 

Sahel markets under pressure

Oxfam, ROPPA, RBM, APESS, POSCAO and WILDAF, May 2012, 14 P. 

Bibliography Sahel Food Crisis

The 2012 Food Crisis

Market fluctuation 

This document presents a precise estimate of needs for 2012 established on the basis of studies carried out re-
cently in different countries of the region. It also outlines the costs of the different actions to be carried out and
presents a map of the humanitarian actors already present in the different countries of the Sahel and their activi-
ties. 

http://ochaonline.un.org/rowca/UrgencesEmergencies/Sahel2012/tabid/7773/language/en-US/Default.aspx

2012 Strategic Document: Response plan addressing the food and nutrition crisis in the Sahel, V.2

Food Security and Nutrition Working Group, Inter-Agency Standing Committee (IASC), March 2012, 38 P. 

Crisis response

This report aims to evaluate the progress made, the lessons learned and the difficulties of actions in favour of re-
silience in the Sahel, with a particular focus on children. It shows that progress is slow because the main actors
do not share the same views on how to reinforce resilience and argues that humanitarian aid organizations and
national governments need to develop models for strengthening resilience in order to help the most vulnerable
households in the long term.

http://reliefweb.int/sites/reliefweb.int/files/resources/Ending-the-Everyday-Emergency-report.pdf

Ending the everyday emergency: resilience and children in the Sahel

Peter Gubbels, Save the Children, World Vision, July 2012, 68 P.

Resilience in the Sahel

A high level meeting of Ministers of Agriculture, Trade and Regional Integration from different countries in the re-
gion was held in Lomé on 5 June 2012 to discuss the food and nutritional crisis and its implications for the region.
The objective of this meeting was to review measures which have already been taken at national, regional and in-
ternational levels, and to call for additional emergency measures which are needed as well as structural (long
term) measures to improve food and nutritional crisis prevention.

To read the final press release (7 p.): http://www.cilss.bf/IMG/pdf/Communique_final_haut_niveau.pdf 

Report on the Agricultural and Food Situation in the Sahel and West Africa (16 p.) : 
http://www.inter-reseaux.org/IMG/pdf/Doc-Tech-FINAL.pdf 

Guidance note from the meeting (5 p.) : http://www.inter-reseaux.org/IMG/pdf/Note-orientation_FINAL.pdf 

Conclusions and recommendations from the expert preparatory workshop: http://www.cilss.bf/spip.php?article228

High Level Meeting of Member States of ECOWAS, UEMOA and CILSS on the Food and Nutritional

Crisis

ECOWAS, UEMOA, CILSS, June 2012

Humanitarian Aid on the move
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The high level meeting convened by the European Commission on 18 June 2012 resulted in a joint declaration:
AGIR Sahel (Alliance Globale pour l’Initiative Résilience). Faced with the worrying food and nutritional situation
in the Sahel, this declaration launches a partnership between governments, humanitarian organisations, UN agen-
cies and other international organisations like the World Bank, the African Development Bank, the Organisation
of Islamic Cooperation, and two regional organisations, ECOWAS and UEMOA. This new partnership has one main
objective: to make sure that the populations of the Sahel are able to cope with future droughts.

http://ec.europa.eu/echo/news/2012/sahel_conference_2012_en.htm

Joint Declaration on Building Resilience to Food Crises in the Sahel

European Commission, June 2012

This new report from the Montpellier Panel analyses the link between agriculture and economic growth, food pro-
duction and climate change, with resilience always at the centre of its approach. This group of experts makes a
certain number of recommendations to governments, whether African governments or European donors, who
work in partnership with local and international actors from the private sector, NGOs and civil society organiza-
tions. 

https://workspace.imperial.ac.uk/africanagriculturaldevelopment/Public/Montpellier%20Panel%20Report%202012.pdf

Growth with Resilience: Opportunities in African Agriculture

The Montpellier Panel, London: Agriculture for Impact, March 2012, 32 P.

This report deals with pastoralism in Sub-Saharan Africa and the problem of desertification. It shows how pasto-
ral societies, that are more vulnerable than others to economic, climatic and other risks, transform and adapt them-
selves to survive.

http://www.csf-desertification.org/index.php/bibliotheque/doc_details/147--toutain-bernard-et-al-2012-pastoralisme-

en-zone-seche-le-cas-de-lafrique-subsaharienne

Pastoralisme en zone sèche : le cas de l’Afrique subsaharienne

Bernard Toutain et al., Les dossiers thématiques du CSFD n° 9, CSFD, Agropolis International 

February 2012, 60 P.

This report looks at the question of genuinely sustainable development, applied notably to the agricultural sector
and rural areas, focusing on arid zones which are highly vulnerable to climate change. How can the potential of
these arid regions be put to greater use while combining productivity, food security, the balance of ecosystems
and protection of the environment? This study attempts to provide answers and make recommendations based on
a mixture of theoretical content and concrete examples of development cooperation. During the study, the objec-
tive was to promote an integrated approach to sustainable management of natural resources and poverty reduc-
tion.

http://www.iram-fr.org/pdf-publications/547.pdf

Systèmes de production durables en zones sèches : quels enjeux pour la coopération au dévelop-

pement ?

Philippe Deygout, Marion Treboux, IRAM, MAE, 2012, 135 P. 

An agricultural model to adapt?

This report calls on the main actors of the Malian crisis, regional organisations and the international community
to look for a political rather than military solution. It gives a detailed account of the reasons for the decline and im-
plosion of the Malian state, maps the strategies and operational methods of the parties to the conflict and assesses
the influence of external forces on recent political mutations in Mali.  

http://www.crisisgroup.org/~/media/Files/africa/west-africa/mali/189-mali-avoiding-escalation-english.pdf

Mali : Avoiding Escalation, Africa Report N° 189

International Crisis Group, 18 July 2012, 57 P.

2012 Malian Crisis

Humanitarian Aid on the move
Review n°10
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This report by UNEP presents the results of an analysis of changes in the climate over a period of between 24 and
36 years in 17 countries, from the Atlantic coast to Chad. 
This joint study has two objectives: to analyze the historical climate trends in the region, identify hotspots and de-
termine the potential implications for livelihoods which depend on natural resources; and to provide recommen-
dations for improving conflict and migration sensitivity in adaptation planning, investments and policies across the
region. Using an innovative mapping process to analyze trends in temperature, rainfall, drought and flooding over
the past 40 years, this report provides an important contribution to policy-makers and practitioners seeking to
ground adaptation policies and investments in a sound understanding of the nature and scale of historical climate
trends in the Sahel, and their impacts on livelihoods. 

http://postconflict.unep.ch/publications/UNEP_Sahel_EN.pdf

Livelihood Security: Climate Change, Migration and Conflict in the Sahel

UNEP, December 2011, 112 P.

-   Food Crisis Prevention Network (FCPN): http://www.food-security.net

-   Operational Food Security Network: http://www.reseau-rosa.eu/spip.php?lang=en

-   FAO Sahel Crisis Portal: http://www.fao.org/crisis/sahel/the-sahel-crisis/en/

-   Emergency Nutrition Network (ENN): http://www.ennonline.net

-   Afrique Verte: www.afriqueverte.org

-   Comité permanent Inter-Etats de Lutte contre la sècheresse dans le Sahel (CILSS): www.cilss.bf

-   Reliefweb’s page on Mali: http://reliefweb.int/country/mli

-   Famine Early Warning Systems Network: www.fews.net

-   Site set up by Oxfam for the Sahel crisis: www.sahel2012.org

USEFUL WEBSITES

Consult the full bibliography on the Groupe URD website: 

http://www.urd.org/Bibliography-on-Sahel-Food-Crisis

Vulnerabilities of the Sahel

Humanitarian Aid on the move
Review  n°10
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Events
Groupe URD training courses

Groupe URD is pleased to communicate its training programme for the coming months in France: 
- The Participation of Crisis-affected People in Humanitarian Action training course, from 22 to 26 October 2012, Plai-
sians (Drôme provençale, South of France). 
- Evaluating the Quality of Humanitarian Action, from 12 to 16 November 2012, in Plaisians (Drôme provençale, South
of France) 
- Integrating the Environment into Humanitarian Action, 29 and 30 November, in Paris. 
Information and registration: Anna Lear (alear@urd.org) 

Groupe URD will run a training course in Haiti on the evaluation of humanitarian projects before the end of 2012. The
dates will be communicated via the Observatory website as soon as they have been confirmed. 
Information and registration: Caroline Broudic (cbroudic@urd.org)

As part of the training programme implemented in Afghanistan in partnership with ACBAR, two sessions will be or-
ganised in Mazar-i-Sharif, in November. Dates are also to be decided for two training courses in Kabul, one on the en-
vironment and the other on humanitarian principles. Information and registration: Fadoi Chaouki (fchaouki@urd.org)

Conference: ‘Resilience : buzzword or useful concept ?’, 29-31 October 2012, Plaisians

As part of the Resilience research project, Groupe URD, CARE Nederland and the Disaster Studies group of Wagenin-
gen University are co-organising the 8th Autumn School on Humanitarian Aid which will address the following ques-
tion: ‘Resilience: buzzword or useful concept?’  

For more information, please contact Caroline Gassiat: assistcom@urd.org

14th Humanitarian Congress, 12-13 October 2012, Berlin

The 14th edition focused on “Ethical Dilemmas in Humanitarian Action”. Groupe URD took part for the third time and
François Grünewald spoke at the closing debate on the question “Does Humanitarian Aid Prolong War?”.

AidEx 2012, 24-25 October, Brussels

AidEx 2012 will focus on the theme, ‘The Changing Face of Aid’ and will bring together development actors to present
strategies for optimising development aid resources and discuss innovative approaches for the present context of eco-
nomic crisis. 

Location: Room 6, Brussels Expo, 1 Place de Belgique | B-1020
Free registration: www.aid-expo.com/en/visitor-zone/registration.aspx

3rd Forum of Geographic Information for Relief and Development (GeOnG), 5-6 November 2012, Chambéry

The conference’s theme this year, “From the cloud to the field” underlines how important online data storage (and
mapping) systems (known as ‘clouds’) have become. Together with new portable tools (GPS, smartphones) and airborne
tools (drones, remote sensing), they allow humanitarians to collect and analyse data directly in the field. This allows
geographical information to be used in a decentralized manner while allowing anyone to access the data from anyw-
here, thus rendering the use of this data more democratic. 

Contact: geong@cartong.org 
http://www.cartong.org/fr/geong/2012

3rd Salon des Métiers de l’Humanitaire, 1-2 December 2012, Annemasse

The aim of this event, based on the theme of “working in the aid sector, locally or internationally”, is to help visitors with
their professional or personal projects in the aid sector and to promote the different professions in the sector. It is part
of the Tour de France Humanitaire et Solidaire organized by Bioforce. Groupe URD will have a stand and will present
the Sigmah software at the event. 

Informations: www.cite-solidarite.org

For more details about these events: 

http://www.urd.org/Events-in-Humanitarian-Aid-on-the,1353  
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