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The Sahel on the brink of a humanitarian crisis 

"The Sahel was seriously threatened again in recent months by a notable decrease in food 

resources," said Pope Benedict XVI in February, 2012. “I urge the international community 

to seriously address the extreme poverty of these people whose living conditions are 

deteriorating”. 

Caritas members in West Africa’s Sahel region believe that we’re on the brink of a serious 

humanitarian crisis. The situation calls for coordinated and robust intervention from the 

confederation. 

Local Caritas groups say that around 15 million people are at risk of not having enough 

food. According to forecasts, the crisis will be acute until September 2012 in Burkina Faso, 

the Gambia, Mali, Mauritania, Niger, Senegal, Chad, northern Nigeria and northern 

Cameroon.  

The food crisis is caused by low rainfall followed by droughts, which has led to poor 

harvests as well as higher prices for food items in the region. The crisis is also being 

impacted by the return of migrants from Libya and Côte d’Ivoire.  

Several million people are already suffering from food insecurity, primarily due to the 

effects of a 2010 food crisis.  Food stocks have been substantially reduced and more than 

one million children are at risk of acute malnutrition.  

Frequent or recurrent periods of drought and food insecurity, as well as poverty, have 

steadily reduced people's means of subsistence and survival mechanisms. They’re 

chronically vulnerable and have few resources to face the current crisis. 

Initial assessments show that food insecurity is already critical in Burkina Faso (1.7 million 

people affected); Chad (1.6 million people affected), Mali (3 million people affected); 

Mauritania (700,000 people affected, equivalent to 25 percent of rural households) and 

Niger (5.5 million people affected, amounting to 35 percent of the population). 

The five Sahel countries most affected have already declared a state of emergency and 

called on the international community for help. In 2011 Niger was the first country to 

launch an appeal to the international community, followed by Mauritania, Mali, Burkina 

Faso and Chad. 

This year the food and nutrition crisis has been aggravated by outbreaks of violence in 

northern Mali, which have displaced between 107,000 and 200,000 people within the 

country and forced 160,000 to flee to Mauritania, Burkina Faso, Algeria and Niger.i 
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The situation in these countries has deteriorated further after an army coup in Mali in 

March and rebel forces taking over large parts of the north. This has put yet more strain on 

the region’s limited resources. Increased insecurity in certain areas of the region, notably 

in Niger and Mali, has made some areas inaccessible to international humanitarian aid 

groups.ii 

Caritas Internationalis and national Caritas organisations have mobilised to  prevent a 

major disaster and are preparing to respond to the emergency needs of the most 

vulnerable populations. 

Together with international partners, national and diocesan Caritas members are 

committed to:  

 act rapidly to promote agricultural production and protect and improve people's 

means of subsistence, while preventing recourse to strategies that might harm 

these, such as men migrating to the cities and leaving farmland untended; 

 strengthen the resilience of local communities and reduce their vulnerability to 

future extreme or unusual weather patterns in the short term (geared towards a 

humanitarian response) as well as in the long term (geared towards development); 

 guarantee that local populations participate actively and take part in decision-

making regarding the drawing up and management of aid programmes; 

 adopt a multi-phase approach to respond to the food crisis, in order to mitigate the 

crisis in the initial stage and increase the response in the later stage if it is needed; 

 and respect humanitarian principles of impartiality, independence and neutrality in 

order to ensure that the programmes truly benefit the poorest and most vulnerable. 

Caritas Internationalis members request: 

Church leaders at all levels:  

 to urge governments, the faithful and communities to express their active solidarity 

with the most vulnerable populations, especially malnourished children. 

The humanitarian community and governments concerned to: 

 set up a rapid and appropriate response to the crisis in order to protect the most 

vulnerable families and their means of subsistence;  

 strengthen farming livelihoods in marginalised or degraded areas by increasing the 

duration of the growing season using agro-ecological techniques and in pastoralist 

areas by supporting animal health, stockbreeding and marketing of livestock; 
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 apply a regional Disaster Risk Reduction (DRR) strategy in the Sahel by building 

the capacity of governments, partners and local communities regarding 

management of and adaptation to a changing climate; 

 support multi-sector investments in a coordinated way to achieve a lasting 

reduction in infant malnutrition. Make changes to the aid structure in order to 

promote flexible long-term financing, and incorporate humanitarian policies within 

development policies with a view to fostering a multi-dimensional approach to 

malnutrition; 

 build the resilience of animal herders, agro-pastoralists and farmers and, more 

generally, vulnerable segments of the population, to respond to and prevent further 

crises; 

 respond to market deficiencies and price volatility by adopting a regulatory 

framework aimed at developing a regional system of "regulator stocks"iii or "food 

security stocks". Put in place a system that strengthens existing safety nets and 

food aid, which are not adapted to deal with food price spikes caused by drought or 

negative international market practices; 

 develop national policies and implement social protection programmes that 

respond to the needs of the most vulnerable persons and families. 

Donors and the international community to: 

 Respond rapidly to emergency appeals via flexible funding mechanisms so as 

avoid delay in starting up humanitarian operations. 

 Engage in restoring peace and security to Mali through  a negotiated end to the 

violence between the Tuareg rebels and the Malian army;  encourage a swift return 

to constitutional normality after the recent coup;  protect civilians; and ensure 

access to humanitarian aid.  

May, 2012 

 

 

                                                           
i
 OCHA http://ochaonline.un.org/OchaLinkClick.aspx?link=ocha&docId=1333773 
ii
 OCHA: Situation in Mali - Special Bulletin no. 4, 8 March 2012 

iii
 These are regional instruments regarding the market regulation of farm and food products, aimed at 

reducing price instability in order to achieve food security and food autonomy. These stocks primarily consist 

of cereal banks, shops, etc. (see http://www.inter-reseaux.org/ressources-thematiques/article/etude-relative-a-

la-definition-des) 
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