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Reduced agricultural production expectations in several countries 
 
KEY MESSAGES 
 
• As the agricultural season draws to a close, above normal rains 

in April in the southern parts of the region could improve 
pasture conditions. However, they are unlikely to mitigate the 
impact of earlier periods of extended dryness on crop 
production. Additionally, recent wet conditions, along with 
possibility of continued rains, may cause cob-rot among crops 
drying in the field.  
 

• Seasonal analysis indicates that rainfall distribution in many 
areas was unfavorable, with extensive dry spells as well as 
excessive rains in several areas. This factor, in addition to other 
challenges, is expected to result in reduced yields this season, 
which has already been confirmed by early official national 
production estimates.   

 
UPDATE ON SEASONAL PROGRESS  
 
• Across most parts of the region, April was generally a dry 

month (Figure 1). As the harvest nears, these conditions are 
expected to facilitate the drying of crops in the field.  

• Despite the typical end of season in March/April, above normal 
rains were received in Swaziland, eastern South Africa, parts of 
Lesotho, and southern/eastern Zimbabwe in April. These wet 
conditions, which occurred mainly in the first half of the 
month, are unlikely to benefit crops, especially those impacted 
by prolonged dryness earlier in the season. While recent 
moisture may improve pasture conditions, continuation of 
unseasonal rains could lead to cob-rot in crops that are still 
drying in the fields.  

• Areas where rains are expected to continue into May and 
beyond include parts of Mozambique, which experiences a 
second cropping season, and northern/eastern Tanzania, 
which has a bimodal season.  

 
SEASONAL SUMMARY 
 
• The 2012/2013 rainfall season was generally characterized by 

below average rainfall in the southern and western areas, 
while much of the northern and eastern areas experienced 
average to above average rainfall (Figure 2). The temporal 
distribution was however sub-optimal, with delays in the start 
of the season, long dry spells, and torrential rainfall in different 

Figure 1.  Total rainfall for April 1-30th, 2013. 

                                                          
 
                                                           Source: FEWS NET/USGS 
 
Figure 2.   Rainfall for October 1, 2012 to March 31, 
2013, expressed as a percent anomaly. 

 
 
More information on remote sensing can be found at:  
http://www.cpc.ncep.noaa.gov/products/african_desk/cpc_intl/ and  
http://earlywarning.usgs.gov/?l=en 

 
                                   Source: FEWS NET/USGS 

 

http://www.cpc.ncep.noaa.gov/products/african_desk/cpc_intl/�
http://earlywarning.usgs.gov/?l=en�


SOUTHERN AFRICA Seasonal Monitor May 2013 
 

 
Famine Early Warning Systems Network  
 2 

parts of the region.  

• During the first half of the season, several areas in Lesotho, 
Malawi, Mozambique, South Africa, Zambia, and Zimbabwe 
experienced a delayed and erratic start and below average 
rainfall performance, which resulted in some farmers not 
planting this season. An early dry spell in November also caused 
early season crop failure in parts of southern Mozambique and 
southern Zimbabwe, which was followed by wide-scale 
replanting with December rains.  

• A regional armyworm outbreak also started in the first half of 
the season, and subsequently affected crops in several 
countries including Botswana, Lesotho, Malawi, South Africa, 
Tanzania, Zambia, and Zimbabwe. The infestation was 
successfully contained in most areas. 

• During the second half of the season, prolonged dry spells and 
widespread torrential rains affected crops negatively. In the first 
half of January, widespread torrential rainfall resulted in 
flooding and water-logging in countries including: Botswana, 
Malawi, Mozambique, South Africa, Zambia, and Zimbabwe. 
Cyclones, heavy rains and flooding also caused damage in 
Madagascar, Mauritius, and Seychelles. 

• During the second half of the season, persistent drought 
conditions occurred in many parts of Botswana, Namibia and 
South Africa. A Normalized Difference Vegetation Index (NDVI) 
analysis by USGS in major crop growing areas indicates that 
these countries experienced among the most widespread 
severe drought conditions that they have experienced in over 
the last 11 years (Table 1). The analysis suggests that the section 
of major crop growing areas that experienced severe drought in 
Namibia this season was the largest (ranked 1) since the 
2001/2002 season. The analysis further suggests that the area 
of South Africa affected this season was the second-largest 
(ranked 2) since the 2001/2002 season. Botswana had the third-
largest area (ranked 3). 

 
HARVEST PROSPECTS 
 
• While most Southern Africa Development Community (SADC) 

Member States are still carrying out crop production estimation 
surveys, early qualitative estimates point to reduced cereal 
production compared with last year’s levels. An analysis of the 
Water Requirements Satisfaction Index (WRSI) suggests that 
most countries may have below average rainfall-related crop 
performance (Figure 3). Official crop estimates and field reports, 
including both observations and qualitative analysis, support 
this expectation. Namibia and South Africa have already issued 
official harvest forecasts that indicate a 42 percent reduction for 
cereals and 2.3 percent reduction for commercial maize 
respectively, compared to the previous season. Botswana’s 
official harvest forecast indicates a total cereal production that is 46 percent higher than last year (which was also a 
drought year for the country); however this is still 25 percent below the five-year average. In other countries, analysis 
suggests that Malawi, Zambia, and Zimbabwe may face reduced production compared to last season. Lesotho is likely to 
experience low production, though better than last year, which was the worst on record since at least 1994.  

Figure 3.   Water Requirement Satisfaction Index 
(WRSI) anomaly as of April 30, 2013.  

 
 
                                               Source: FEWS NET/USGS 
 
Table 1.  Satellite Vegetation Index analysis results 
showing, for each country, the extent of agricultural 
area that experienced severe drought in 2012/2013 
season compared with all other seasons since 
2001/2002, expressed as a rank.  

Country NDVI Rank 

Angola 5 

Botswana 3 

Lesotho 4 

Malawi 9 

Mozambique 5 

Namibia 1 

South Africa 2 

Swaziland 10 

Zambia 8 

Zimbabwe 6 
 
                                                            Source: FEWS NET/USGS 



SOUTHERN AFRICA Seasonal Monitor May 2013 
 

 
Famine Early Warning Systems Network  
 3 

 
• Exceptions to these low production expectations include Tanzania, which is reported to have good crop performance in 

the unimodal areas, and Swaziland and Mozambique, which are also likely to have better production than in the last 
season. 

 
SEASONAL CALENDAR FOR A TYPICAL YEAR 
 

            Source: FEWS NET 
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