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Slow-onset natural disaster in the making: 
El Nino impacts the major summer rains in 

Ethiopia following a failed spring rains
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Failed spring/belg rains increased food 
insecurity and malnutrition, wreaking 
havoc on planting and livestock 
production across the country. This 
was quickly followed by the arrival of 
El Niño weather conditions in June 
that affected rainfall patterns of the 
summer/kiremt rains that provides 
much of the country’s agriculture 
harvest and potable water. This 
combination will result in a slow-
onset emergency in Ethiopia. This 
potentially can lead to significant losses, 
including escalating malnutrition 
that threaten to overwhelm national 
disaster and social protection response 
capacity. Recognizing the increased 
need, the Government has initiated 
internal responses and issued calls for 
international assistance well into 2016.

The Ethiopia Humanitarian Country 
Team (EHCT) has analyzed a wide 
range of data recommended by 
Ethiopia’s National Meteorological 
Agency’s analogue years of El Niño 
episodes of 1997 and 2002 to learn 
the lessons of the past and to inform 
future needs and implementation 
strategies. The major conclusion of this 
analysis is one of warning: without 
a robust response supported by the 
international community, there is a 
high probability of a significant food 
insecurity and nutrition disaster.

The two El Niño events studied saw 
dramatic increases in food insecurity 
and malnutrition, and decreases to 
GDP from one year to the next due 
to lost harvests. There are concerns 

that the hunger season for a much 
larger number of Ethiopians could 
be extended to eight months from as 
early as February through the October 
harvest. Whilst the full scope of 
humanitarian need in 2016 cannot be 
definitively predicted, without rainfall it 
is clear that life-saving needs will climb 
dramatically.

This EHCT document has been 
prepared to underscore the gravity 
of the humanitarian situation today, 
as detailed in the mid-year review 
of Ethiopia’s Government-led 
Humanitarian Requirements Document 
(HRD), and act as a catalyst for action 
now ahead of next year’s appeal.
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CONTEXT

Ethiopia has made significant strides 
over the past decade, meeting two 
Millennium Development Goals and 
nearly doubling its economy. Over 
the past thirteen years, Ethiopia 
achieved remarkable and sustained 
economic growth, investing in large-
scale programs, such as the Productive 
Safety Nets Program (PSNP) with the 
World Bank and international donors, 
to prevent or mitigate the negative 
impacts of adverse weather on its most 
vulnerable populations. Improved 
infrastructure and market stability 
significantly reduced the magnitude 
of food security crises, enabling more 
effective responses to them. Sustained 
support to ministries such as the 
Ministry of Health saw an expansion 
of primary health into the rural areas 
across the country. With UNICEF and 
partner’s support, the necessity of water 
trucking has been more than halved in 
just the past three years.

EHCT members significantly invested 
in resilience initiatives to help rural 
communities reach self-sufficiency, 
as evidenced by the livelihoods and 
nutrition joint programing on ‘Milk 

Matters’ developed by the EHCT. 
USAID, EU/ECHO, and DfID – 
amongst others – fund resilience 
projects with the Government and 
NGOs in Somali, Afar, Amhara, 
Oromia, and SNNP.

However, despite these important gains, 
Ethiopia remains highly susceptible to 
shocks – particularly climate change. 
UNDP’s 2015 Human Development 
Report and the World Bank’s 2014 
Poverty Report both note that for 
Ethiopia’s most vulnerable, acute 
poverty increased over the past decade. 
This is not uncommon in developing 
economies. The combination of a 
mushrooming population, which has 
surged more than 40 per cent to nearly 
100 million since 2003 and critical 
dependence on rain-fed agriculture 
leaves the economy – and millions of 
Ethiopians – acutely at risk from failed 
rains and drought.

As a result of the failed 2015 belg 
harvest food shortages, market prices 
have already started to shift, with the 
price of food staples such as lentils 73 
percent higher than at the same time 

last year (Addis Ababa, August 2015). 
In contrast, the price of livestock 
is falling by as much as 80 per cent 
(northern Somali region, August 2015)1. 
As a result of these price changes, the 
purchasing power of drought affected 
smallholder farmers is threatened as 
they can buy less and less with the 
money that they have. These price 
trends are in line with El Niño analogue 
years identified by Ethiopia’s National 
Meteorological Agency (NMA).

1 The Ministry of Agriculture’s Disaster Risk 
Management - Agriculture Task Force. Regional 
Up-dates, September 2015.
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On 4 June, Ethiopia’s National 
Meteorological Agency (NMA) declared 
that the spring belg rains had failed. 
These rains overlap with some kiremt-
receiving areas and help contribute 56 
per cent to Ethiopia’s agriculture yields; 
more than 10 per cent of the population 

is entirely dependent upon belg rains. 
On 18 August, the Government with 
UN and NGO support launched the 
Mid-Year Review of the Humanitarian 
Requirements Document (HRD). The 
Review declared a 55 percent increase – 
from 2.9 to 4.55 million people – in the 

number of people needing emergency 
food and nutrition assistance by the end 
of 2015. This number may increase in 
the weeks ahead, as local governments 
continue to request additional food aid.

El Niño conditions were first detected 
in the Pacific Ocean in December 2014. 
In July 2015, the NOAA CPC2 forecast a 
greater than 90 per cent likelihood that 
El Niño would continue through spring; 
in August it was predicted that the 2015 
El Niño “..could be among the strongest 
in the historical record dating back to 
1950.”

The impact is already being felt in 
Ethiopia with the delayed onset of 
the summer kiremt rains in northern, 
2 US National Oceanic and Atmospheric 
Administration Climate Prediction Center.

central and eastern parts of the country.
On 10 September 2015, the Disaster 
Risk Management-Agriculture Task 
Force (DRMATF) received regional 
reports that October harvests – which 
feed 75-80 percent of the population 
– were expected to be ‘below normal’ 
as a result of reduced rainfall due to 
the El Niño. This resulted in reduced 
or delayed planting, poor germination 
and crop stunting. A lower than normal 
harvest is thus expected. This also 
resulted in poor pasture regeneration 
and production and poor livestock 

productivity. Milk yields across the 
northern half of the country are well 
below normal, and in some pastoral 
areas, have collapsed. 

It is for this reason that the Government 
is taking strong leadership to try to 
mitigate the worst effects through 
a wide range of health, water, food 
distribution and agriculture related 
interventions. The scale of the El Niño 
related impacts however threaten to 
overwhelm the significant support that 
the Government already mounted.

SPRING (BELG) RAIN FAILURE AND MID-YEAR REVIEW

EL NIÑO AND SUMMER (KIREMT) RAINFALL
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The Humanitarian Country Team led 
by OCHA, WFP, FEWSNET, UNICEF, 
FAO, USAID, and CRS analyzed a wide 
range of data from ‘analogue’ El Niño’s 
of 1997-98 and 2002-03 in order to 
consider the potential impact in 2016. 
It should be noted that in both of those 
years there had been good spring belg 
rains.

There were dramatic increases in food 
insecurity. The impact of this climatic 
event was significantly lower GDP 
growth in that year3. In the fifteen 
months starting October 2002, more 
than two million metric tons of food 
aid was delivered for more than 15 
million people, at a time when the 
country’s population was 73 million 
(21 per cent of the population). 
Despite this enormous effort, much of 
the required food was not delivered 
until late February 2003, leading to 
an estimated doubling of Global and 
Severe Acute Malnutrition (GAM & 
SAM) rates amongst children under 5 
years when compared to the previous 
year. February 2003 saw recorded GAM 
and SAM highs of 33.9 per cent and 8.6 
per cent.

The geographic scope of food insecurity 
and Global and Severe Malnutrition 
(GAM, SAM) rates was widespread, 

3 According to the International Monetary 
Fund, in 2002 Ethiopia’s GDP fell by 5 percent; in 
2003, by 3 percent.

most notably including areas that 
normally produce surplus food in 
Tigray, Amhara, Afar, Oromia, Somali, 
and SNNP. Equally, water shortages 
as a result of inadequate rainfall 
required as many as 100 water trucks 
to deliver water to remote areas, and 
saw unseasonal human and animal 
migration that challenged response 
efforts.

On a positive note, research shows that 
following the El Niño years of 1997 and 
2002, winter dyer/gu and spring belg 
rains of the following year were above 
normal and provide an opportunity for 
rapid agricultural recovery in both the 
smallholder farming and pastoral areas. 
This recovery was fully supported by 
EHCT members in the form of seeds, 
and animal vaccinations.

It is too early to project the same 
devastating impact or the depth of 
the impending crisis, as the severity 
of humanitarian needs in 2016 will 
only be certain once the summer 
harvest is completed and spring rains 
occur. However, UNDP’s 2015 Human 
Development Report and the World 
Bank’s 2014 Poverty Report both note 
that for Ethiopia’s most vulnerable, 
acute poverty increased over the past 
decade. The country’s population has 
also grown some 40 per cent, to nearly 
100 million.

LEARNING FROM THE IMPACT OF 
PAST EL NIÑO EVENTS

Impact of past El niños

Doubling of malnutrition rate 
from previous year

Increased food insecurity

GDP loss

1million
people 

received 
food aid in 
Jan 2002

6million
people 

received 
food aid in 
Oct. 2002

15million
people 

received 
food aid in 
Oct.2003

33.9%
GAM in Feb. 2003

8.6%
SAM in Feb. 2003

5%
decline in 2002

3%
decline in 2003
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NEEDS PROJECTIONS 2016

The EHCT analysis team concluded the 
following needs projections as the most 
likely scenario for the start of 2016:

15 million people will require food 
assistance

This compares with 9.0 million as of 18 
August, which includes those covered 
by PSNP. Food assistance in early 2016 
is likely to be required throughout an 
expected eight-month ‘hunger season’ 
(Ethiopia’s ‘hunger season’ is typically 
four months of the year). Some 7.8 
million people will be covered by the 
fourth generation of the PSNP for six 
months (January to June).

1.2 million people will require 
supplementary feeding

Assuming that food assistance is 
successfully implemented early in the 
year, some 1.2 million children and 
lactating mothers are expected to need 
specialty corn-soya blend (CSB) support 
to ensure vital nutrients normally 
provided by livelihood surplus’ at local 
markets.

Nearly 350,000 cases of severe 
acute malnutrition requiring life-
saving therapeutic treatment

Again, assuming that food assistance 
is successfully implemented early in 
the year, it is still expected that some 
350,000 children will need specialty 
food supplies (Ready to eat Therapeutic 
Food, CSB) support to ensure vital 
nutrients normally provided by 
livelihood or their surpluses at local 
markets. In 2015, UNICEF projected 
302,000 under-five children would suffer 
from severe malnutrition.

450,000 livestock deaths, 
destroying livelihoods and 
contributing to food insecurity

The loss of belg harvests and the 
threatened poor meher harvest is 
forecast to result in lower agricultural 
2015 production. The death of large 
numbers of livestock and the depth of 
the drought in pastoral areas however 
will result in very low milk availability 
until August 2016.

Some 1.8 million Ethiopians 
will be without potable water for 
extended periods

Rural water sources will be unable to 
meet human and animal water needs; 
despite significant progress in the 
provision of water solutions for many 
communities, pockets remain where the 
only source of water is open wells and 
water ponds. 

Disease outbreaks such as measles 
will contribute to a surge in 
mortality for children

With nearly 15,000 measles cases 
in 2015, preventable diseases will 
likely increase and pose more severe 
consequences for vulnerable or 
malnourished children.

The results of the next Government-led 
multi-agency and multi-sector annual 
needs assessment in mid-October will 
detail the breadth of needs in the 2016 
Humanitarian Requirements Document 
upon its release.

15 million
food beneficiaries, 
expected in 2016

350,000
SAM cases expected 

 in 2016

1.2 million
people may require 

supplementary feeding
in 2016

450,000
expected livestock deaths 

in 2016 
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ASSESSING EVOLVING NEEDS 
AND MONITORING THE 
RESPONSE

Ad hoc joint field assessments led by 
local government continue across the 
country to inform regional and federal 
government, which is supported at 
present by the Government’s internal 
allocation of 700 million Birr (or, $33 
million) and country-level pooled 

funds.4 The Government has proposed 
to move forward the inter-agency 
assessment by a month to mid-October 
with a view towards ensuring donors 
are fully aware of the scope and depth 
of need and corresponding funding 
requirements.

4 Country Country-level pooled funds are 
responding to the surge in need, led by OCHA’s 
Humanitarian Response Fund (HRF) and the 
emergency funds managed by USAID and ECHO.

The OCHA Humanitarian Bulletins and 
additional special reports will be issued 
as new assessments are completed 
and as the response strategy is rolled 
out. The response strategy and ‘action 
plans’ developed by Government Task 
Forces and the EHCT will be regularly 
reviewed together with government 
counterparts to ensure constant 
information flow to triangulate need 
and direct response.

SLOW ONSET DISASTER 
HUMANITARIAN RESPONSE 
STRATEGY

The Government of Ethiopia has led 
responses, allocating nearly 700 million 
Ethiopian Birr, or USD33 million, of its 
own resources to support food and non-
food requests coming from provincial 
governments to ease suffering. Local 
government has also taken a lead in the 
procurement, with 50,000 metric tons 
of maize in Oromia, 12,000 bales of hay 
in Afar, and blanket feeding for families 
and animals in Siti zone of Somali 
region for example. The National 
Disaster Risk Management Task Force, 
chaired by the Deputy Prime Minister, 

now meets every week to review 
Ministry Action Plans, to parcel out 
funding, and to oversee the UN and 
partners efforts to help fill gaps.

With the Government in the lead, the 
humanitarian community is ramping-
up existing programs to address food, 
nutrition, water, health, and livelihoods 
needs. However, as needs continue to 
expand, this will become increasingly 
difficult due to 2015 funding shortfalls.

In parallel to ensuring adequate 
immediate responses to an increase 

in humanitarian interventions due to 
failed spring rains, the EHCT is also 
seized by the need to prepare now 
for the impact of El Niño weather 
conditions ahead of what is projected 
to be a significant surge of life-saving 
need. 

Moving forward, this document and 
the preparatory process to produce 
complementary ‘Action Plans’ for 
each sector, will serve as the EHCT’s 
Strategic Response Strategy.
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FUNDING TO SUPPORT THE 
STRATEGY

The Humanitarian Country Team 
has organized two Ambassador-level 
briefings with partner governments and 
donors in an effort to raise Ethiopia’s 
humanitarian profile; another is 
planned in mid-October alongside a 
joint HCT-Development Assistance 
Group retreat in an effort to unlock 
un-earmarked funds for re-allocation. 
Given the dearth of funding in 2015, 
the UN and partners are unable to 
cover current needs, let alone pre-
position for a further deterioration to 
come.

The current HRD is nearly 60 per cent 
funded, with serious gaps for the fourth 
quarter. In addition to the funding 
for food aid, OCHA’s HRF, alongside 
USAID and ECHO’s country-based 
emergency funds, form the backbone of 
ad hoc non-food emergency response 
funding in Ethiopia. Since January, 
OCHA’s Humanitarian Response 
Fund alone has already supported 
38 projects at a cost of $14.9 million, 
including funding for 22,000 severely 
malnourished children and mothers 
and 88,000 children with supplemental 
food aid. The HRF stands at just more 
than $3.5 million today, and may be 
completely depleted by year’s end. 
USAID and ECHO’s emergency funds 
allocated $13.6 million and €5 million 
this year. USAID and ECHO also 
allowed partner NGOs to trigger ‘crisis 

modifiers’ built into resilience and 
development projects in Somali, Afar, 
Oromia and SNNP regions.

Despite serious shortfalls today, EHCT 
members and Cluster Lead Agencies 
are looking at the availability of 
commodities and pre-positioning to 
enable continuous response in autumn 
2015 to prepare for the first quarter of 
2016. 

This document outlines the severity of 
the situation today and critical funding 
shortfalls, and projects needs now to 
enable donors to front-load funds and 
commodities for the first quarter of 
next year - before the expected spikes 
in early February 2016. 

Attached to this projection is the 
estimated cost to implement the HCT’s 
‘Action Plan’ for the first quarter of 
2016, which requires urgent donor 
support now, as the lead time required 
to receive funding, purchase and 
procure, and pre-position supplies 
is three to four months. Given the 
analysis of the current humanitarian 
emergency and knowledge of El Niños 
of the past, it is vital that this process 
be met with support and funding so 
that the worst impacts of this slow-
onset disaster is prevented with early 
humanitarian action. The results of the 
next annual comprehensive assessment 
exercise in mid-October will, upon its 

release, detail the breadth of needs in 
the 2016 Humanitarian Requirements 
Document.

Interested donors are encouraged to 
contact OCHA on behalf of the EHCT 
at eth-ocha@un.org for details of each 
sector’s planned intervention.

International donors are 
urgently requested to:
•	 Provide additional funding to 

address current (2015) needs 
•	 Bring forward 2016 funds 

now,
•	 Review options to re-

programme existing 
development funding for 
priority humanitarian response

•	 Seek additional resources
•	 Support country-level pooled 

funds (OCHA’s Humanitarian 
Response Fund (HRF) and the 
emergency funds managed by 
USAID and ECHO)
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PROJECTED FIRST QUARTER NEEDS
SECTOR BENEFICIARIES ACTIVITIES PROCUREMENT LEAD 

TIME
COSTS (IN US$)

Food 7 million

(5 million to be covered by WFP 
/DRMFSS; JEOP will cover  up 
to 2 million if approved)

Procurement of 254,250MT of cereals, 
pulses, vegetable oil for three rounds of 
relief food

Funds needed by:
21 September for oil 
1 October for pulses
1 – 15 October for cereals

$164 million

TSF 500,000 children, and 
pregnant /lactating mothers

Procurement of 10,792MT of CSB and 
vegetable oil for two TSF quarters

Funds needed by 21 
September for CSB and oil 

$10 million

Livelihoods  1 million farmers
1.5 million animals

Crop support (seeds)
Vaccinations, fodder, de-stocking

Funds needed by
 15 November 2015

$22.5 million

Nutrition/TFP 105,00 SAM cases Procurement of supplies for the 
management of SAM
Cluster coordination, technical support 
(nutrition surveys, information 
management, field monitoring).
NGO Emergency response to hotspot 
priorities (CMAM)

15 October (RUTF) $20.6 million

WaSH 1.8 million people Maintain and upgrade existing WaSH 
facilities 
Construction of new WaSH facilities 
Provision of WaSH supplies 
Hygiene promotion 
Support to sector coordination
Emergency water trucking (last resort )

Funds needed by 31 December 
2015

$7.2 million

Health 5.8 million people Measles, meningitis vaccines 
Enhance disease surveillance and 
management activities 
SAM complication response
Support to MHNTs

Funds needed by 1 October 
2015

$8 million

Education 303,000 children Procurement of education in emergency 
supplies

Funds needed by November 
2015

$5 million

$237.3 MILLION
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ACRONYMS
B

Belg

Short rainy season from March to May  (in 
highland and mid-land areas)

M

MHNT

Mobile Health and Nutrition Teams 

Birr Ethiopian currency MT Metric Tones

C

CMAC

Community based Management of Acute 
Malnutrition

N

NGOs

Non- Governmental Organizations

CRS Catholic Relief Services NMA National Meteorological Agency

CSB Corn-soya blend NOAA 
CPC

US National Oceanic and Atmospheric 
Administration Climate Prediction Center

D

Deyr

Short rainy season from October to  
December (in Somali Region) 

R

Region

Highest Administration Structure

DfID UK – Department for International 
Development

O

OCHA

Office for the Coordination of Humanitarian  
Affairs (UN)

DRM ATF DRM Agriculture Taskforce OFDA Office of U.S. Foreign Disaster Assistance

DRMFSS Disaster Risk Management and Food  
Security Sector

P

PSNP

Productive Safety Net Program

E 

ECHO

European Commission – Humanitarian Aid 
and Civil Protection

R

RUTF

Ready-to-Use Therapeutic Food

EHCT Ethiopia Humanitarian Country Team S

SAM

Severe Acute Malnutrition

F 

FAO

Food and Agriculture Organization (UN) SNNP Southern Nations, Nationalities & Peoples 
region

FEWSNET Famine Early Warning Systems Network T 

TFP

Therapeutic Feeding Program

G 

GAM

Global Acute Malnutrition U 

UN

United Nations

GDP Gross Domestic Product U 

UNDP

United Nations Development Program

Gu Main rainy season from March to June (in 
Somali region)

UNICEF United Nations Children’s Fund

H 

HRD

Humanitarian Requirements Document USAID US Agency for International Development

J 

JEOP

Joint Emergency Operation Program W

WASH

Water, Sanitation and Hygiene

K

Kiremt/
Meher

Long and heavy rain season WFP World Food Program
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The designations employed and the presentation of material on this report do not 
imply the expression of any opinion whatsoever on the part of the Secretariat of the 
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