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The drier than normal environment is driven by El Niño-like 

conditions—apparent, though not yet formally declared—  

compounding an already problematic situation. The risk of El 

Niño prevailing during the January-March period is more than 

80 percent, while the risk for April-May is higher than 60 per-

cent. 

While the severity of the effects of an El Niño are difficult to 

anticipate, the current forecast is comparable to the predic-

tions in 2014, which materialized in the weather phenomenon 

causing immense suffering in 2015/2016. Moreover, the cu-

mulative effects of successive dry spells are expected to fur-

ther aggravate food insecurity throughout the region.  

WFP Response 

In the six countries experiencing the worst conditions, WFP is 

currently scaling up operations to meet the most pressing 

needs of vulnerable communities.  

In Zimbabwe, WFP continued to deliver in-kind and cash-

based food assistance under its lean season assistance pro-

In Numbers 

8.4 million people food insecure in Zimbabwe, 
Lesotho, Eswatini, Madagascar, Malawi and 
Mozambique  

4.1 million people to receive food, cash or 
vouchers to address immediate lean season 
needs  

Additional USD 72 million required to meet 
the food needs in the six countries over the 
lean season (until April 2019) 

Highlights 

• Immediate and strengthened action is required as the lean 
season approaches its peak. WFP continues to scale up its food 
assistance programmes across the region. 

• There is a significant risk that the upcoming harvest will be  
substantially lower than average due to a poor planting season 
and a largely dry environment driven by El Niño-like conditions. 
WFP is strengthening its resilience building activities and plans 
to respond should the upcoming harvest be inadequate or fail. 
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2018/2019 Lean Season 

The lean season started early across much of Southern 

Africa. The poor 2018 harvest caused by an atypical La Ni-

ña early in the growing season that brought prolonged dry 

weather instead of the necessary rain, means poor families 

and communities are suffering crisis-level food insecurity 

in Eswatini, Lesotho, Madagascar, Malawi, Mozambique 

and Zimbabwe. 

Food stocks will continue to be depleted over the coming 

months, with vulnerability levels peaking in February - 

April. Millions of people will require food assistance. 

Preparing for El Niño - 2018/2019 Rainfall 
Season 

While the current lean season will seriously impact the 

most vulnerable households, weather conditions in recent 

months may prolong this precarious state compromising 

critical recovery and risking the resilience of vulnerable 

households.  

The region experienced a late start to the rainy season and 

rainfall during the crucial October 2018 – January 2019 pe-

riod was well below normal for the most part. Although 

parts of the region received some rain in December and 

January, it was too late to offset the negative effects of the 

delayed start. Planting was negatively affected, and yields 

are expected to be lower than average during the upcom-

ing harvest. Food prices have started to increase, and they 

are likely to continue to do so over the coming months. 

Photo: Food and cash distribution in Maheny, Madagascar. WFP/Giulio d’Adamo 

Source: WFP Vulnerability Analysis and Mapping   
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gramme despite widespread disorder due to a drastic increase 

of fuel prices set by the Government. The response increased 

from 240,000 people reached in December to a projected 

690,000 people in the 24 most food insecure districts in Janu-

ary. Due to the volatile situation, WFP is closely monitoring food 

prices, and may consider possible adjustments of transfer mo-

dalities.  

In Malawi, the Government’s food assistance for the lean sea-

son – aiming to support 3.3 million people with maize – will be 

complemented by WFP providing cash-based transfers in par-

ticularly vulnerable districts to expand access to a wider set of 

food items. WFP’s cash transfers started towards the end of 

December in three districts, reaching 450,000 people. The assis-

tance is currently being scaled up to reach approximately 

900,000 people. Should additional funding become available 

immediately, WFP will boost its assistance further. At the re-

quest of the Government, WFP also provides technical support 

in the selection of recipients, coordination, monitoring and 

evaluation, and logistics. 

WFP in Madagascar is responding to a challenging situation in 

the south of the country, where more than 500,000 people 

have to date received food and cash assistance. WFP will 

strengthen its prevention and treatment of malnutrition activi-

ties to reach 40,000 children and pregnant/nursing women. 

In Lesotho, WFP is about to launch its lean season response 

providing food in return for communities’ participation in asset 

creating activities. Based on vulnerability analysis, WFP will pri-

oritise the districts of Mohale’s Hoek, Quthing, Qacha’s Nek and 

Maseru, planning to assist 76,200 people. 

In Mozambique, insufficient funding and reduced access due to 

heavy rains meant that WFP reached 77,000 people – 20 per-

cent of the planned number – in December. It is expected that 

this will increase to more than 200,000 people assisted with 

cash and in-kind food in January.  

WFP in Eswatini has planned for an extended lean season re-

sponse – until June 2019. It will include cash and in-kind food 

assistance and will supplement the Government’s response 

through the National Disaster Management Agency, which aims 

to reach 50,000 people.  

While Zambia is not one of WFP’s priority countries for direct 

lean season assistance, it provides technical assistance to the 

Government to respond to needs due to similar seasonal pat-

terns.  

WFP is putting robust measures in place to counter the effects 

of the predicted El Niño and an associated poor harvest. WFP 

and its partners are preparing to extend the duration of lean 

season assistance, while a longer-term response is intended to 

strengthen resilience-building and the delivery of assistance 

through national social protection systems. 

WFP’s regional resilience strategy will support countries in 

adopting a multiyear “integrated resilience approach”, where 

productive assets, skills and knowledge, gradually combined 

with an integrated risk management package and improved 

access to structured markets, will enable households and com-

munities to effectively participate in food systems. 

Using a three-pronged programming approach at the national, 

sub-national and community level, WFP will strengthen the de-

sign, planning and implementation of programmes in resilience 

building, safety nets, disaster-risk reduction and preparedness. 

It will further reinforce the “shock responsive” element of its 

support to national social protection systems and programmes, 

with a view to these being expanded in the event of a crisis. 

It is increasingly clear that the predictability of seasonal pat-

terns has been replaced by inconsistencies due to climate 

change. The severity and complexity of the impact of climate 

change in Southern Africa, set against some of the highest prev-

alence rates of undernourishment and undernutrition in the 

world, underscores the need for investment in adaptation and 

resilience building.  

Supply Chain 

As the prices of beans and cereals have increased significantly, 

WFP has considered alternative distribution modalities provid-

ing affordability to reach as many vulnerable people as possi-

ble. WFP has therefore – in several countries – adopted a flexi-

ble approach where cash or vouchers may make up a larger 

portion than was initially intended. 

WFP strives to procure food as close as possible to those in 

need. This approach reduces lead-time, bolsters local and re-

gional markets and minimizes price disruptions. Moreover, WFP 

is scaling up purchases from smallholder farmers, helping them 

increase output and market share. 

WFP continues to use its advance procurement mechanism—

the Global Commodity Management Facility (GCMF)—which 

reduces lead-time by as much as 80 percent (e.g. from 120 days 

to 24 days in the case of maize). WFP has also increased its lo-

cal procurement, this year purchasing half of its GCMF require-

ment of cereals, pulses and specialized nutritious food locally. 

Significantly, the Government of Zambia has recently granted 

permission for the export of up to 50,000 mt of non-GMO 

maize. WFP is currently undertaking an assessment of the avail-

ability of a range of food commodities in Zambia. 

Funding Requirements 

To be able to meet its regular and lean season obligations, WFP 

requires an additional USD 72 million for the January 2018 - 

April 2019 period. Time is of the essence, as scaling up food 

assistance to the requisite level is impossible if resources are 

not available promptly. Zimbabwe is of particular concern, as is 

Madagascar where lead-times are lengthy due to limited ship-

ping space and challenging transport routes. 

While WFP has systems in place to reduce lead-time, and the 

use of cash may be an option under certain circumstances, it is 

crucial that WFP receives additional funds immediately to be 

able to move food and establish appropriate transfer systems 

before the situation deteriorates. 
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 Country 

People 
food         

insecure         
until April 

2019 

WFP lean      

season         

response 

WFP funding 

gap (USD)  

Eswatini 245,000 165,700  6.6 million 

Lesotho 273,000 76,200 2.2 million 

Madagascar 1,306,000 850,000   23.9 million 

Malawi 3,306,400 1,469,500 9.7 million 

Mozambique 814,000 375,000  - 

Zimbabwe 2,423,600 1,135,500 29.8 million 

Total 8,368,000 4,071,900 72.2 million 


