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AN UNPRECEDENTED LEVEL OF FOOD 
AND NUTRITIONAL INSECURITY 
IIn the Sahel and West Africa, the results of the latest analyses 
of the Cadre Harmonisé (October-November 2020) have 
shown that around 16,7 million people are currently in acute 
food insecurity (CH | IPC Ph3-5) and that, if effecve 
intervenons are not undertaken quickly, around 23,61 million 
people will be so during the next lean season 2021 
(June-August).

IInter-annual comparisons must be nuanced because, on the 
one hand, these are situaonal analyses of acute food 
insecurity dependent on shocks/events and, on the other 
hand, there are variaons in terms of the geographical 
coverage of the analyses and the type of data available. 
However, this situaon is unprecedented in terms of the scale 
of the increase it represents (currently and for the coming lean 
seasoseason), +159% and +126% respecvely of people in acute 
food and nutrion insecurity compared to the five-year 
average (2015-2020). Over one year, there is an increase of 
around 80% for the current period (Oct-Dec), and 18% for the 
hunger gap (June-August). This is despite a year considered as 
good in terms of rainfall condions and agro-pastoral 
producon. 

In 2021, the nutrional situaon also remains worrying in the 
West and Central African region. A total of 13,90 million cases 
of acute malnutrion (AMD) are projected among children 
under 5 years old, of which about 30% (4,31 million) are cases 
of severe acute malnutrion (SAM). With regards to the 
ECOWAS2 countries, as well as Cameroon and Mauritania, 
9,66 million GAM cases are expected, of which 3,08 million are 
sesevere acute malnutrion cases (SAM), showing an increase of 
+7% compared to the five-year average (2015-2019).

SOURCE: NUTRITION CLUSTER/SECTOR, 2021
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1 The figures of 16.7 (current) and 23.6 (projected) million take into account Benin, Burkina Faso, 
Chad, CIV, Gambia, Ghana, Guinea Bissau, Liberia, Mali, Mauritania, Niger, Nigeria, Senegal, 
Sierra Leone and Togo. But these figures are 19.4 and 25.9 M if Cameroon is also considered (for 
which the analyses have been carried out regularly since March 2019).

2 Nutrion figures for ECOWAS countries take into consideraon 15 countries (Benin, Burkina 
Faso, Cape Verde, Chad, VIC, Gambia, Guinea, Guinea Bissau, Liberia, Mali, Mauritania, Niger, 
Nigeria, Senegal, Sierra Leone and Togo) + Cameroon and Mauritania.
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In 2020, four naonal nutrion surveys were conducted, respecng protecve measures related to the COVID-19 
pandemic, between September and December in Burkina Faso, Mali, Niger and Chad3. The results showed an increase in 
naonal GAM prevalence in Burkina Faso (9,1% vs 9,0%) and Niger (12,7% vs 10,6%) compared to the results of the 2019 
surveys, while in Mali (7,2% vs 8,1%) and Chad (10,0% vs 12,9%), a slight decrease is recorded. However, it should be 
noted that for the laer two countries, the results are not directly comparable as the surveys were conducted during the 
post-harvest period, making comparison with previous surveys difficult.

TThese figures reflect extreme human suffering. The Food Security and Nutrion Regional Working Group (FSNWG) calls 
for concrete and immediate commitments to meet the most acute needs and ancipate a lean season that is projected to 
be extremely challenging for the populaons of the Sahel and West Africa.
 
Recommendaons to this effect are made in the last part of this note. These recommendaons also include the need to 
improve ongoing medium and long-term intervenons which must (i) respond more effecvely to structural needs and (ii) 
address underline causes to make long lasng changes.

SOURCE: NATIONAL NUTRITIONAL SURVEYS, SMART METHOD, 2020

PREVALENCES OF GAM IN CHILDREN UNDER 5 YEARS OF AGE

 3 Final report of the naonal nutrion survey 2020 in Niger (SMART Method) and Preliminary reports
of the naonal nutrion surveys 2020 in Burkina Faso, Mali and Chad (SMART Method).
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The restricon of movements within and especially 
between countries (border closures) had a significant 
negave impact on the mobility of people and animals 
and on trade flows. The closure of land borders in most 
countries also undermined cross-border markets, trade, 
and many actors in the food supply chains, parcularly 
those involved in the livestock sectors. In addion, 
prprevenve and curave services in health, nutrion and 
other basic services (such as educaon) have been 
affected, despite the operaonal adaptaons and 
adjustments that have been put in place. As a result, 
many prevenve intervenons and the delivery of 
nutrional inputs have been significantly slowed. Since 
December 2020, there has been a significant resurgence 
oof COVID-19 cases in Africa, leading to a "second wave" 
with new measures restricng mobility of people and 
goods. This new wave is likely to cause further disrupon 
to livelihoods, food, health and agro-pastoral systems, 
which will weigh even more heavily on vulnerable 
households.

As a preamble, it should be noted that addional aggravang 
factors occur in a context of already high chronic vulnerability 
that a large part of the region's populaon has confronted for 
decades. The combined effects of civil insecurity and its mulple 
consequences on markets and livelihoods (parcularly 
agricultural and pastoral livelihoods), climac shocks and 
atypical and abnormally high food prices are the main drivers for 
recurringrecurring food and nutrion insecurity. There is a geographical 
overlap between the areas most affected by acute food and 
nutrion insecurity and conflicts. The laer also negavely 
affect people's livelihoods and the funconing of markets. It 
should therefore be noted that the naonal response plans (PNR 
Plan Naonal de Réponse) are, in this sense, undersized and 
underfunded. Analyses showed that these drivers resulted in 
rrecord levels of food and nutrion insecurity as early as the 
November 2019 analyses with consequences of the COVID-19 
pandemic further aggravang an already deteriorated situaon. 

The polical and health measures taken by naonal 
governments in the region to deal with the first wave of 
COVID-19 have slowed the spread of the pandemic. However, 
despite the short duraon of some of the inial restricve 
measures in the region, they also contributed to degrading the 
already fragile livelihoods of vulnerable populaons by 
disrupng market access condions for a large number of 
agricultuagricultural and livestock products.  

Key drivers for an 
unprecedented increase 
in acute food and 
nutrion insecurity
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According to available data, three regional subsets appeared to depict even more crical areas of food and nutrion 
insecurity: the Lake Chad Basin4, the Three border area5 and, to a lesser extent (in absolute terms), Liberia and Sierra 
Leone. 

NNevertheless, the focus on these crical areas should not make us lose sight of the deteriorated situaons in 
North-West Nigeria (Sokoto, Niger, Katsina and Kaduna6) where 4,37 million people will be in crisis during the 
projected period. In terms of nutrion, and in the 9 states of North West7 Nigeria, more than 2 million cases of acute 
malnutrion among children under 5 years old are expected, including nearly 840 000 in SAM. The 
North-West/South-Western zone of Cameroon is also in a crical situaon with 8 out of 13 administrave zones 
classified as being in crisis in the current period and 663 921 people in crisis in the projected situaon. The 
mulplicmulplicaon of food insecure geographical areas represents another major challenge to be met.

4 Border regions of Niger (Diffa), Chad (Lake), Nigeria (Borno, Yobe and Adamawa) and Cameroon (Far North). 
5 Border regions of Mali (Timbuktu, Gao, Mop and Ménaka), Niger (Tillabéry and Tahoua) and Burkina Faso (Sahel, East, North Central and North)
6 Zamfara was not analysed in the last CH cycle due to an inability to organise the analysis at the local level.
7 Bauchi, Gombe, Jigawa, Kaduna, Kano, Katsina, Kebbi, Sokoto and Zamfara.

4 Border regions of Niger (Diffa), Chad (Lake), Nigeria (Borno, Yobe and Adamawa) and Cameroon (Far North). 
5 Border regions of Mali (Timbuktu, Gao, Mop and Ménaka), Niger (Tillabéry and Tahoua) and Burkina Faso (Sahel, East, North Central and North)
6 Zamfara was not analysed in the last CH cycle due to an inability to organise the analysis at the local level.
7 Bauchi, Gombe, Jigawa, Kaduna, Kano, Katsina, Kebbi, Sokoto and Zamfara.

Source : Cadre Harmonisé

Minimal               Stressed                Crisis               Emergency               Disaster / Famine               Not analyzed
PROJECTED SITUATION OF FOOD INSECURITY FOR JUNEAUGUST 2021

Millions of people in a projected crisis, emergency or famine projected situaon

CRITICAL AREAS OF ACUTE FOOD 
AND NUTRITION INSECURITY
IN THE REGION

5



In these two subsets, where the security deterioraon is 
prolonged or has intensified, while connuing to expand 
geographically, an increase in the number of people in food 
crisis is projected. The complex context has led to internal 
displacement of populaons, difficules in accessing fields 
and pastures, strong pressure on household livelihoods, and 
has dramacally limited access to basic social services and 
healthealthy food. It should be noted that the situaon of food and 
nutrional insecurity among the 4,2 million internally 
displaced persons (IDPs) in the zone remains difficult to 
measure, not only because of the lack of specific analysis in 
the most recent CH analyses, but above all because of the 
persistence of conflicts causing repeated displacements and 
liming access for humanitarian actors to certain areas. 
DDespite this lack of access, the available informaon indicates 
a sharp deterioraon in food security indicators. 

For the moment, the situaon is more nuanced for the 
nutrion sector which can be explained by the fact that the 
effect of food deprivaon is not immediate on the nutrion 
status. For example, in Mali, the 2020 naonal nutrion 
survey targeted IDPs in 6 regions (Bamako, Koulikoro, Gao, 
Mop, Segou and Timbuktu). The results showed higher GAM 
prevalence among IDPs in Mop region (9,2% vs 7,6%), while 
thethe trend is reversed in Gao (6,4% vs 7,2%) and Timbuktu 
(11,6% vs 14,9%). With regard to prevalence of SAM, these 
was higher among IDPs in the regions of Gao (1,1% vs. 0,9%) 
and Mop (2,1% vs. 0,7%).

In the Three-Borders area, the food and nutrional 
situaon has been steadily deteriorang since 2017. The 
number of people in a crisis situaon (Phase 3 to 5) has 
increased from 1,55 million in 2017 to 3,39 million in 2021 
according to the projecons of the Cadre Harmonisé from 
November 2020. Strong disparies exist since in the 
Burkinabe Sahel region, 43,2% of the populaon could be 
inin food crisis, while this proporon is 7,4% in the Tahoua 
region of Niger.

In 2021, the esmates established by the Nutrion 
Clusters show that almost 1 million children under 5 years 
of age will be in a situaon of acute malnutrion (GAM) in 
the Three-Borders area, including almost 260 000 SAM. 
According to the results of the 2020 naonal nutrional 
surveys, the Sahel region in Burkina Faso, Timbuktu in Mali 
and Tahoua in Niger are the regions whose nutrional 
situsituaon has deteriorated the most, with GAM prevalence 
of 15,1%, 14,9% and 13,7% respecvely, approaching the 
"very high" threshold of 15% defined by the WHO. These 
same regions show SAM prevalence above the emergency 
threshold of 2%, with 2,7% in the Sahel (Burkina Faso), 
2,8% in Timbuktu (Mali) and 2,9% in Tahoua (Niger). In a 
context where access to basic social services is limited and 
humanitarianhumanitarian access compromised, this situaon is very 
worrying as children with SAM face a significantly 
increased risk of mortality and morbidity.

3 BORDERS AND LAKE CHAD BASIN
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In the Lake Chad Basin, for the first me in 4 years, a new 
increase in the number of people in food crisis is expected 
during the lean season in 2021 with 6,24 million (+1,66 
million) people projected in Phase 3 and above. It is 
esmated that nearly 28% of the populaon in this zone 
will be food insecure during the lean season in 2021. In 
Cameroon's Far North, this proporon has been steadily 
incincreasing since 2019, rising from 7,4% to 18,3% expected 
in 2021. Borno and Yobe (North East Nigeria) have the 
highest proporons with 39,4% and 33,6% of their 
populaon affected respecvely, while considering that 
the needs of nearly 800 000 people could not be analysed 
due to the very deteriorated security condions mainly in 
some parts of Borno State. 

According to esmates by Nutrion Clusters in 
Cameroon, Nigeria and Chad, it is expected that by 
2021 there will be nearly 1,22 million cases of 
GAM among children under 5 years of age, 
including 417 000 cases of SAM in 2021. 

TThe number of cases of GAM among children projected 
this year represents an 11% increase compared to 2020 
esmates. In Nigeria, as in Cameroon, no nutrional 
survey was conducted in 2020, however in Chad, the 
results of the naonal 2020 survey have shown that in 
Lake province, the nutrional situaon is alarming with 
GAM and SAM prevalence rates of 18,7% and 3,9% 
respecrespecvely; the threshold of 15% GAM is largely 
exceeded.
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LiberiaLiberia and Sierra Leone are sinking into an economic 
crisis whose repercussions directly affect market food 
prices and household incomes and, therefore, their ability 
to access food in sufficient quanty and quality. According 
to CH projecons, 16,8% and 12,1% of the populaon of 
Sierra Leone and Liberia respecvely will be in food crisis 
or worse between June and August 2021, proporons 
nenever before seen.

At the level of the nutrion sector, the lack of recent survey 
data does not allow an in-depth analysis of the nutrional 
situaon in these two countries. However, in 2021, 
184,000 cases of GAM are expected, including 61,000 
cases of SAM; it should be noted that 68% of these cases 
are in Sierra Leone.A comparison of the levels of admissions 
of SAM children to treatment units between 2020 and 
20192019 shows a decrease of -28% in Liberia and -24% in 
Sierra Leone. However, it should be noted that in Liberia, an 
increase of +13% is observed in new SAM admissions when 
compared to the 5 years average. Decreased admission 
between 2020 and 2019 are believed to be directly linked 
to the decreased use of nutrion services aributable to 
the COVID-19 pandemic and a low level of reporng in the 
lastlast quarter of 2020 rather than an improvement in 
nutrion status. However, while levels of food insecurity 
have increased as a result of economic inflaon in both 
countries, the low uptake of best pracces in early 
childhood care and feeding, the high burden of 
environment-related communicable diseases (parcularly in 
urban areas), and inadequate access to health, water, 
hhygiene and sanitaon services, all threaten the nutrional 
status of children under five and mothers. Special aenon 
must therefore be paid to monitoring the nutrional 
situaon in these two countries.
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TThis can only be achieved through strong, flexible and 
mul-year investments which shall contribute to 
strengthening social cohesion and contain the 
deterioraon of the security context. Chronic 
vulnerability must therefore remain a major concern 
and focus for development actors allowing 
humanitarian actors to respond rapidly to the most 
acuacute needs when naonal capacies are 
overwhelmed. 

The current strategy in the Centre-Sahel, mainly 
oriented towards military and security aspects, has 
negave impacts on food and nutrional security 
directly resulng in increased numbers of people in 
need of assistance. While security has become a 
priority with the worsening and spread of conflicts, 
reduced investment in social/basic services has a 
didirect impact on access to educaon, health, nutrion 
and water and sanitaon. 

The FSNWG therefore calls on 
decision-makers to put civilian populaons 
back at the heart of the short, medium and 
long-term response by focusing on social 
protecon, support to agriculture, food and 
nutrion security and livelihoods.

2021 is reminiscent, although the causes are not exactly the 
same, of the situaon observed in 2020, when the figures for 
acute food and nutrional insecurity had risen sharply and 
suddenly. The alarming situaon projected for 2021 calls for 
heighthened and sustained aenon and immediate acon 
to meet emergency needs and protect household livelihoods. 

TThe FSNWG calls on governments, ECOWAS, the African 
Union and their partners to ensure that, beyond the 
emergency humanitarian response - from which the region 
will benefit in the face of this food and nutrion crisis - 
concrete policies, response strategies and acon plans are 
rapidly produced in ancipaon. This would ensure beer 
and more effecve complementarity of funding and, at the 
samesame me, increase the medium to long term impact on the 
well-being of populaons and communies (including 
stabilised IDPs) who have become weary and vulnerable as a 
result of chronic crises..

An operaonal and financial paradigm shi must take place 
to break the recurring cycle of fragility and vulnerability in 
which populaons find themselves, and ensure food and 
nutrional security, the resilience of agro-pastoral 
households and access to basic social services (health, 
nutrion, water and sanitaon, educaon).
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