
 

Facts & Figures 

 

 The 2012, Sahel Food 
Crisis put an estimated 
18 million people at risk 
of hunger across the 
region. 
 

 The crisis exposed over 
1 million children in the 
region to severe acute 
malnutrition. 

 

 Conflict in Mali has 
pushed 180,000 people to 
seek asylum in 
neighbouring countries 
while another, 150,000 
(est.) are displaced 
inside Mali.  
 

 Insecurity has limited 
humanitarian access to 
northern Mali, 
exacerbating the severity 
of the food crisis for 1.8 
million Malians.  
 

 The threat of a desert 
locust invasion has 
increased in recent 
weeks, with swarms 
migrating from Algeria and 
Libya.  
 
 
 
 
 
 

The European 

Commission and EU 

member states have 

provided a total of €431 

million in response to 

the 2012 food crisis. 
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 Heavy rains are giving hope for a reasonable harvest in the 2012/2013 agricultural 

season. However the food crisis and the urgent needs it has created will continue 
until the upcoming harvest is completed in late October.  

 Flooding and subsequent outbreaks of cholera, especially in Niger, continue to 
impact the already fragile condition of the most vulnerable households who have not 
yet recovered from the worst of the 2012 food and nutrition crisis. 

 Food prices remain very high, reaching levels not seen since the 2005 Sahel food 
crisis. This highlights the need for continued assistance to poor households who 
cannot afford to buy food.  

 The threat of a locust attack remains a serious concern in some countries with local 
authorities monitoring the situation closely. 

 
Across the Sahel region of West Africa erratic rains led to poor harvests in 2011. This has 
significantly increased food prices in 2012. Combined, these factors have massively 
aggravated the chronic food insecurity in the countries of the Sahel: Senegal, Gambia, 
Mauritania, Mali, Burkina Faso, Niger, Chad, northern Cameroon and Nigeria. 

This year's food crisis has been exacerbated by the impact of the conflicts in Libya, the 
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Ivory Coast and Mali. As a result, the food security situation has worsened for an estimated 18 million people. One 
meal a day and recourse to wild foods has been widespread throughout the 'lean season' (i.e. the months leading 
up to a harvest when grain stocks are low and food must be carefully rationed).  

The recurrence of food crises, associated with poor development and a lack of access to basic services, puts 
children in the Sahel among the world's most malnourished.  

Other underlying causes for such persistent food insecurity and high acute malnutrition rates are insufficient food 
production, poverty, environmental degradation, rapid population growth (3% per year), and poor governance. The 
poorest households, approximately 50% of the rural population, permanently live on the edge of crisis.  

Crisis compounded by conflict - In Mali the food crisis has been further aggravated since January 2012 by political 
turmoil and attacks by armed groups that have forced as many as 400,000 people to flee their homes and move to 
different towns or into bordering countries. Humanitarian access is restricted in northern Mali, reducing the ability 
of humanitarian agencies to provide aid. Meanwhile food prices have increased further as supply lines have been 
cut. In terms of access, Mali is the most endangered country in the region, but the activities of the militant groups 
risk causing similar disruption to food supply lines through northern Nigeria and Niger. 

Major needs and related problems - Decreased resilience  

The quick succession of crises has severely diminished the resilience of the populations struggling to 

cover basic food needs in a 'normal' year. In tough years like 2011 and 2012, many poor households 
have been dragged into a poverty spiral; in the 'lean season' many are forced to sell their few 

productive assets and livestock, or must even take out loans to buy food which, at a time of crisis, 
has often greatly increased in price. Once the harvest comes, much or all of what the household has 

reaped must be used to repay debts. And because many poor households are in the same situation at 
harvest time, food prices are low and the farmers cannot get a good deal. This means that even if the 

coming harvest is good, the cereal and the income from selling it disappears quickly, leaving the 

household facing the next lean season with very few resources to deal with unexpected shocks. 
 

 

The European Commission's response has focused on three main phases: crisis mitigation and preparedness 
(Nov '11 – Feb '12), emergency response (March – Oct '12) and recovery/resilience building (Oct '12 onwards). 
By now, the lean season has passed its peak and once the harvest is completed by late October, the 
recovery/resilience building phase will begin.  To date prevention, mitigation and emergency measures in 
advance of the lean season included: 

 Cash & voucher transfers to 475,000 people, where vulnerable populations have been given money or vouchers 
with which they can purchase food for themselves and in doing so boost local economies.  

 Prepositioning of food and nutrition products; UNICEF and the World Food Programme (WFP) shipped in 
therapeutic food products to be ready when malnutrition rates peaked in different areas. 
During the Emergency response phase, the specific nutritional needs of children and pregnant and nursing 
women have been addressed through: 

 Reinforcing existing nutrition operations; In April, blanket feeding operation began for one million infants under 
two years of age and 500,000 breast-feeding mothers. 

 Providing general food distributions at household level to the most vulnerable populations when and where 
food is not available in markets. 

Outreach and coordination with humanitarian partners - AGIR-Sahel 

In June 2012, the European Commission convened a high level meeting between representatives from over 40 
countries and some of the major humanitarian agencies. The aim of this meeting was to address the Sahel 
emergency in the short-term and to establish a new partnership to strengthen resilience to future droughts and 
food crises over the long-term. The product of the meeting; a joint declaration entitled AGIR-Sahel (Alliance Globale 
pour l'Initiative Resilience). To read the text of the declaration click here. The document represents a partnership 
for building resilience to food crises in the Sahel between a multitude of governments, humanitarian organisations, 
UN agencies and other organisations such as the World Bank, the African Development Bank, the Organisation of 
Islamic Cooperation and two regional organisations (ECOWAS and UEMOA). This new partnership has one core 
aim: to make sure that the people of the Sahel can cope better with future droughts.  It is hoped that this joint 
declaration will provide a roadmap for strengthening the resilience of people who have too long been the victims of 

The European Union's Humanitarian Response 
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chronic malnutrition in this region of West Africa. Among the topics around which consensus was found was the 
need for a minimum investment of €750 million by 2015 to build seasonal social safety nets to protect the most 
vulnerable when drought hits again in the future. Also discussed in the context of AGIR-Sahel is the need to draw on 
expertise from the private sector, including the insurance, telecommunications and banking industries, in efforts to 
get money to people in need more quickly and effectively. At the meeting and in the declaration, reference was also 
made to the crisis in northern Mali; all representatives express their growing concern for how this conflict is 
compounding the current food crisis, and the stability of the region as a whole. 
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