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Prolonged dry spell compromises yields in several countries 

KEY MESSAGES 

 

 A prolonged dry spell in the southern half of the region 
has resulted in moisture stress and potential yield 
reductions in southern parts of the region. 

 

 Short-term rainfall forecasts suggest a continuation of 
dry conditions in areas already affected by the dry spell. 

 

UPDATE ON SEASONAL PROGRESS  
  

 Heavy rains in Mozambique have resulted in flooding 
that has affected more than 200,000 people, destroyed 
infrastructure and affected close to 200,000 hectares 
(ha) of agricultural land, of which over 160,000 ha of 
cultivated land was destroyed. More recently, heavy 
rainfall in Zambezia Province in central Mozambique has 
adversely impacted over 40,000 people 

 

 In Madagascar Cyclone Felleng in late January to early 
February had negative impacts in the eastern parts of 
the country, while Cyclone Haruna, impacted southern 
Madagascar between February 21 and 23. Both 
Madagascar and Mozambique received above normal 
rainfall between late January and February (Figure 1). 

 

 A protracted dry spell in several southern parts of the 
region has resulted in rainfall deficits (Figure 1). Areas 
where the rainfall deficits were most pronounced 
include southern and central Zimbabwe, Botswana, 
Namibia, southern Mozambique, northern South Africa, 
and southern Angola.  

 

 In many of these areas, rainfall was less than 30 percent 
of average rainfall, and areas received an average of less 
than 1mm per day during the 40 day analysis period, 
which is much less than the amount of moisture 
required to sustain a cereal crop over such a long time 
period. 

 

 Rangeland and pasture are likely to have been affected, 
particularly in those areas which did not benefit from 
the heavy rains in January that fell in many parts of the 
region. 

 
 

Figure 1.  Rainfall anomaly for Jan. 21- Feb. 27. 
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Figure 2.   Soil Water Index as of Feb. 20th. 

 
                                                                       Source: FEWS NET/USGS  
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Famine Early Warning Systems Network  
 2 

 

 As a consequence of the low rains, soil moisture 
levels in these areas have decreased significantly and 
wilting has occurred in some areas (Figure 2). Maize 
crops in parts of Zimbabwe and Botswana were 
observed to be highly moisture stressed, and 
significant rainfall is required immediately to avoid 
permanent wilting in many areas. The dry spell came 
at a time when many crops where in the flowering 
stage, a time when yields are very susceptible to 
moisture stress. 

 

 Satellite-based actual evapotranspiration (ETa) 
estimates accumulated over the season show that 
many areas are exhibiting below average ETa (Figure 
3). ETa is a good indication of surplus or deficit crop 
water usage, which can be directly related to crop 
condition and biomass (and consequently grain yield, 
in cereal planted areas). 
  

 Areas with below average ETa indicate below 
average biomass. Such conditions are observed in 
most parts of the region including parts of Angola, 
Botswana, Madagascar, Malawi, Mozambique, 
Namibia, South Africa, Tanzania, Zambia and 
Zimbabwe. Many of these areas where affected by 
poor rainfall at some stage during the rainfall season.  

 

 Despite the negative impacts of floods and long dry 
spells in several areas, challenges with timely 
delivery of inputs and armyworm infestations, crop 
conditions are reported to be good in many parts of 
the major maize producing areas of Malawi, South 
Africa, Zambia, Tanzania, Mozambique, and the 
north-eastern parts of Zimbabwe. 

 

  Armyworm outbreaks reported in several countries 
in the January Seasonal Monitor, have been largely 
contained. 

 

FORECASTS 
 

 The U.S. National Centers for Environmental 
Prediction (NCEP) forecast indicates the likelihood 
of extended dryness into early March in those areas 
already affected by a prolonged dry spell (Figure 4). 
This forecast does not bode well for these areas, 
which need significant rains to avert crop failure, 
particularly where the season started late, and the 
crop has not yet reached maturity.  

 

Figure 3.  Actual Evapotranspiration (Eta) estimates for Sept. 1, 

2013 to Feb. 17, 2013, expressed as a percent anomaly. 

 
                                                           Source: FEWS NET/USGS 

 

Figure 4. February 28 to March 8th rainfall forecast, expressed 

as percent of average. 

 
                                                                                           Source: NCEP 
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