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Situation Overview 

With the number of confirmed COVID-19 cases in South-

ern Africa now over 2 million and the number of deaths 

standing at 63,0001 – noting that both figures are be-

lieved to be significantly underreported due to limited 

testing and documenting capacity – the pandemic con-

tinues to damage lives and livelihoods across the region. 

While some countries appear to experience a relative lull 

in the progression of its spread, others – notably Mada-

gascar, where borders are now closed and the parts of 

the country in lockdown – battle their worst period since 

the pandemic started, overstretching health care sys-

tems. With vaccinations only recently having started, and 

at a slow pace, the region is likely to face further pres-

sure, especially as seasons and human interaction pat-

terns change. 

In several countries in the region, government-imposed 

restrictions on the movement of its citizens and aspects 

of their livelihoods continue, further challenging the 

lives of many who are vulnerable even in non-pandemic 

times. The character of hunger has changed, with in-

creased urban joblessness and reduced critical remit-

tances. Weakened commodity markets and earnings 

have tightened fiscal budgets, eroding governments’ 

ability to respond to the growing needs. The availability 

and affordability of a variety of nutritious food have also 

been reduced. 

Hardship caused by the pandemic is yet another blow to 

food insecurity. Southern Africa has long grappled with 

hunger underpinned and aggravated by pervasive pov-

erty, pronounced inequality and alarming child stunting. 

Extreme climate and weather conditions continue to 

hamper the region – most recently illustrated by Cyclone 

Eloise hitting northern Mozambique earlier in the year. 

While people in large parts of the region have recently 

harvested their main crops, vulnerabilities are height-

ened and food insecurity widespread. In southern Mada-

gascar, the picture is particularly grim and a significant 

proportion of young girls and boys, their parents and 

the elderly do not know where their next meal will come 

from. Southern Madagascar has seen three successive 

years of drought and a third of the population – 1.35 

million people – need food assistance urgently to avoid a 

humanitarian disaster. Preliminary results of nutrition 

screening during the first quarter of the year show a 

dramatic deterioration of the nutrition situation when 

compared to the previous three months – the preva-

lence of acute malnutrition has almost doubled, increas-

ing from 9.2 to 16.5 percent. As food production is pro-

jected to be less than 40 percent of the five-year aver-

age, the situation will only continue to worsen unless 

immediate support is provided. 

In Mozambique, unrest in the northern province of Cabo 

Delgado continues unabatedly. At the end of March, in-

surgents attacked the strategically important coastal 

town of Palma over several days, carrying out atrocious 

acts leaving many dead or injured. While information 

gathering is difficult in the area, at least 50,000 people 

have been impacted and thousands have fled to neigh-

bouring areas – the International Organization for Migra-

tion (IOM) has so far confirmed 35,000 people displaced 

from Palma. Overall, in Cabo Delgado, it is estimated 

that close to 700,000 people have been displaced since 

the start of the insurgency in 2017. Hunger persists and 

children are the worst affected, with malnutrition worry-

ingly on the rise. A recent survey by UNICEF and WFP 

found that almost 21 percent of displaced children un-

der the age of five, and 18 percent of children in host 

communities are underweight. The rates of stunting are 

Madagascar, Amboasary. People affected by drought are forced to leave their hamlets 
and villages in search for food. Tamarinds and mangoes are usually a food source the 
communities can find around their isolated villages, but they are getting scarce and 
people are moving towards larger urban settlements in search for food and the chil-
dren of these displaced people are forced to drop out school to help their parents in 
the search for food. © Photo: WFP/Tsiory Andriantsoarana 

Photo, top of page: Lamerveille Etimolange (far left) and two of her classmates enjoy 
lunch at a WFP-assisted school in Beni, North Kivu, November 2020.  
© WFP/Benjamin Anguandia 
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In Numbers 

at an alarming 50 percent among displaced children and 

41 percent among children from host communities. 

The Democratic Republic of Congo is now the country in 

the world with the highest number of acutely food inse-

cure people. According to the latest Integrated Phase 

Classification (IPC) analysis, 27.3 million people are expe-

riencing high levels of acute food insecurity (IPC Phase 3 

or above). Conflict remains a major cause of hunger with 

large areas of the conflict-affected eastern provinces of 

Ituri, North and South Kivu and Tanganyika, as well as the 

central region of the Kasais, the worst hit. The deteriora-

tion of DRC's economy and the socio-economic impact of 

COVID-19 compound the crisis. 

In Zimbabwe, the lockdowns imposed to contain the 

spread of COVID-19 have dealt a severe blow to poor ur-

ban communities, many of whom were daily wage earn-

ers living hand to mouth. While unable to find work in 

cities, the ban on travel has meant that seasonal employ-

ment in rural areas is no longer an option for them. With 

work opportunities disappearing, the Zimbabwe Vulnera-

bility Assessment Committee (ZimVAC) reports that 42 

percent of urban households will not be able to meet 

their cereal requirements this year compared to approxi-

mately 30 percent for the same period in 2019. 

WFP Response 

As the socioeconomic impacts of the pandemic have un-

folded, WFP has worked tirelessly to provide the help 

needed, anticipating possible disruptions, making the 

necessary programmatic, logistical and other adjust-

ments, and scaling up in many urban areas. WFP has 

overcome a range of operational constraints and reached 

19.3 million people with food assistance last year in 

Southern Africa. More than 460 thousand metric tonnes 

of food were distributed and USD 162 million in cash 

transfers was provided. 

WFP has strengthened its anticipatory action and put it at 

the centre of its assistance model. Technology is used to 

forecast needs, and efforts are steadfastly on prevention 

and early response to be able to respond to shocks more 

efficiently. WFP has furthermore achieved efficiency gains 

by using internal advance financing mechanisms where 

needed to make purchases when prices are at their low-

est and allow for timely delivery. Advance procurement at 

close to USD 100 million through WFP’s Global Commodi-

ty Management Facility saved more than 80 days on aver-

age allowing for immediate response when required. 

However, regardless of the internal mechanisms used to 

overcome sudden or seasonal needs, WFP requires time-

ly and predictable funding. With the large-scale needs 

currently seen, WFP requires an additional US$425 mil-

lion immediately to address the socioeconomic impact of 

the pandemic and other demands for the next six 

months (May-October 2021).  

In Madagascar, time is running out to avoid a humanitari-

an disaster in the south. WFP urgently needs USD 74 mil-

lion for the next six months to save lives in southern Mad-

agascar and prevent a catastrophe. Following alarm calls 

received from Amboasary district on the severity of the 

food crisis, WFP has been progressively assisting up to 

750,000 people through food and cash distributions each 

month and must be able to continue to do so. 

WFP requires USD 124 million to respond to the crisis in 

northern Mozambique, as well as other regular pro-

grammes in the country. It distributes emergency food – 

high energy biscuits and immediate response rations 

comprised of rice, pulses, vegetable oil, canned foods 

such as sardines and beans, biscuits and water – to fami-

lies who have fled the violence in Palma. Following the 

initial assistance, they will be included in WFP’s regular 

monthly food assistance programme. WFP is planning to 

reach 50,000 people displaced from Palma. 

To prevent millions of Congolese most at risk from plung-

ing deeper into hunger, WFP needs USD 130 million from 

now through October. WFP plans to reach 8.7 million peo-

ple in DRC in 2021 despite an extremely tough operating 

environment. 

In Zimbabwe, WFP’s urban assistance programme deliv-

ers monthly cash transfers to 326,000 Zimbabweans 

across 23 urban areas and depending on availability of 

resources aims to scale up to reach 550,000 people living 

in the 28 worst affected and food insecure urban areas in 

the country. Households are given cash through electron-

ic transfers and vouchers that enable them to buy food 

items from selected retailers. WFP requires USD 36 mil-

lion to ensure the much-needed scale-up and sustain oth-

er vital activities for the next six months. 

While more than three-quarters of WFP’s funding gap is 

accounted for by the four biggest operations – DRC, Zim-

babwe, Mozambique and Madagascar – we must not lose 

sight of the smaller countries and operations. For exam-

ple, landlocked Lesotho experiences unique challenges 

due to its geographical dependency; with food security at 

alarming levels, WFP needs uninterrupted funding to con-

tinue supporting those most at risk of critical food insecu-

rity. 

US$425 million urgently required 
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Humanitarian crisis in Cabo Delgado Province, Northern Mozambique. WFP benefi-
ciaries collect and carry their monthly food ration.  
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