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At the end of 2017, an estimated 45% of the national 
population remaining within South Sudan, (nearly 5 million 
individuals), was severely food insecure under the Integrated 
Food Security Phase Classification (IPC) in South Sudan.1 In 
some of the most food insecure areas, humanitarian access 
remains problematic. To support the humanitarian response 
and to identify hotspot areas of food insecurity, REACH utilizes 
the Area of Knowledge (AoK) remote monitoring methodology.

Using AoK, REACH remotely monitors needs and access 
to services in Greater Upper Nile (GUN), Greater Equatoria 
(GE), and Western Bahr el Ghazal State (WBeG). The 
information reported refers to settlements, with data collected 
through interviews with Key Informants (KIs), including those 
recently displaced from a given settlement, regularly traveling 
to and from it, or otherwise in regular contact with its residents.
Given the difficulty in clearly delineating lean and harvest 
seasons for the entire country in a given agricultural year, this 

brief covers general trends in food security and livelihoods 
(FSL) from April through November 2017, highlighting 
broad shifts in the transition from the lean season to the 
harvest season. Percentages reported in this brief reflect 
proportions of settlements within different geographic 
areas, such as counties and states. While AoK findings 
are not statistically significant, they provide an indicative 
snapshot of the humanitarian situation in assessed 
counties with at least 5% of recorded settlements covered.

Overall
Improvement in access to food across assessed 
counties in South Sudan was less than seasonally 
expected as of November, suggesting a generally 
weak harvest. While a greater proportion of 
assessed settlements reported adequate access 
to food in November than in July (approximately 
the height of the lean season for most of the 
country), the overall increase was less than 10 
percentage points. Proportional increases by 
region were small and do not appear durable, 
with Greater Equatoria (GE) showing no 
meaningful change. It is not clear that harvests 
of staple crops, including sorghum, maize, and 

groundnuts, had largescale positive effects on 
adequacy of access to food from August through 
November (accounting for most of the traditional 
harvest season). Notable exceptions were Jur 
River County in Western Bahr el Ghazal State 
(WBeG) and possibly Panyijiar County in Unity 
State. The lack of widespread improvement 
in adequate access to food may partially be 
an issue of seasonality, as previously delayed 
planting, replanting, or the planting of long-
maturation crop varieties may defer harvest 
gains to early 2018 for some locations.2 The 
Famine Early Warning Systems Network’s 
(FEWS NET) South Sudan Key Messages 
Update for November 2017 noted similar 

Figure 1: Proportion of assessed settlements reporting adequate access to food across South 
Sudan3
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trends over the same period, while previously 
the September 2017 harvest outlook provided 
by the Food and Agriculture Organization of the 
United Nations (FAO) projected a geographically 
widespread reduction in crop yields and enduring 
food consumption gaps from the lean season.4

Limited improvement in adequate access to 
food occurred in assessed settlements through 
the early harvest period (August to September), 
though did not continue with the progression of the 
season. The proportion of assessed settlements 
indicating own production (cultivation) as the main 
source of food utilized in the settlement likewise 
increased from 25% in July to 44% in September, 
before levelling off in October-November (see 
Figure 2). This suggests that fewer than half of all 
assessed settlements were able to rely on their 
own cultivation as a primary means of obtaining 
food, where a larger increase would be expected 
if adequate harvests were more widespread.

While small, the impact of harvests appears 

Figure 2: Proportion of assessed settlements across South Sudan reporting each primary source 
of food

to be greater in Greater Upper Nile (GUN) 
and WBeG than in GE. The proportion of 
assessed settlements reporting own production 
(cultivation) as a main food source approximately 
doubled from July through October in WBeG 
and GUN alongside comparable increases in 
the proportions indicating adequate access to 
food over the same period. However, the highest 
proportion of assessed settlements reporting 
own production (cultivation) as a main food 
source for either WBeG or GUN was still only 
equal to the lowest proportion seen in GE in any 
single month over the same period (40% in July, 
before the first season harvest was completed 
in GE).3 Despite proportionally more assessed 
settlements reporting their own cultivation as a 
main food source in GE, this did not appear to 
translate into higher reporting of adequate access 
to food, compared to GUN and WBeG where 
a smaller proportion of assessed settlements 
potentially realized more successful harvests.

A high and growing reliance on own production 
(cultivation) as a main food source and negligible 
shifts in adequate access to food in GE suggest two 
broad outcomes with one caveat: harvests were 
likely inadequate through the first harvest season 
in GE; there appeared to be a lack of alternative 
sources of food as compared to other regions; 
however, seasonality may have the greatest 
effect on adequate food access in GE through 
February, as a second season of short-term crops 
and the culmination of a long growing season 
for other crops could still be realized through 
February should conditions allow. Comparatively, 
most assessed areas within GUN with higher 
proportions of assessed settlements reporting 
adequate access to food seem to demonstrate 
continued reliance on food assistance through 
the harvest season, while WBeG trends 
are suggestive of comparatively stronger 
trade-offs between agricultural production, 
markets, and gathering as main sources of 
food as reported by assessed settlements, 
with the exception of the contested payams 
of the Greater Baggari area of Wau County.5

Regional Analysis
Greater Equatoria (GE)6

REACH findings broadly suggest that insecurity 
is once again disrupting harvests in counties 
like Maridi, Mundri East and Mundri West, Yei, 
and Lainya, with armed conflict ongoing through 
the harvest season to date. These counties, 
historically the heart of South Sudan’s most 
agriculturally productive Greenbelt region, 

continue to show some of the lowest proportions 
of assessed settlements reporting adequate 
access to food despite also maintaining the 
highest rates of own production (cultivation) as 
a main food source (see Map 2). In November, 
over 60% of assessed settlements in GE reported 
own production (cultivation) as their main source 
of food, while only 23% reported adequate 
access to food, suggestive of inadequate 
harvests and a lack of alternative food sources.

Within assessed settlements that indicated 
inadequate access to food, nearly half also 
reported that the main reason was the destruction 
of crops by armed conflict, lack of safety around 
agricultural land, or lack of land altogether. Once 
estimated harvest yields are made available, 
this data will likely show the third consecutive 
harvest to be disrupted by armed conflict in most 
or all of the Greenbelt counties. The 2016 and 
2017 reports from the Crop and Food Security 
Assessment Mission to South Sudan (CFSAM), 
undertaken annually by FAO and the World 
Food Programme (WFP) and which report on 
the previous year’s agricultural performance by 
county, note moderate disruption to agriculture 
in GE in 2015, especially in Western Equatoria. 
This was followed by “major reductions” in 
cereals production across GE in 2016. The 
largest relative contractions in planted area 
for cereals across South Sudan were seen in 
Greenbelt counties, with GE as a region showing 
the lowest net production in a single year since 
South Sudan became independent in 2011.7 

Additionally, repeated disruption to agriculture 
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Figure 6: Proportions of assessed settlements by region reporting 
agriculture disrupted by armed conflict as the main reason for 
inadequate access to food

makes the harvest of two-year cassava, a vital 
Greenbelt staple, significantly more difficult 
given its long growth period. Lacking the large 
household and community livestock holdings of 
northern areas of South Sudan, such as GUN 
and most of Greater Bahr el Ghazal (GBeG), 
households in GE have more limited options for 
substituting food sources in the face of harvest 
failure for staple crops. From April through 
November, GE also frequently showed some of 
the lowest proportions of assessed settlements 
indicating physical access to a functioning 
market and having received food assistance 
in the previous three months. In November, 
about half of assessed settlements reported 
physical access to a functioning market, while 
1/3 reported food assistance received in the 
previous three months (see Figures 4 and 5). 

Another year of reduced harvests across the 
Greenbelt would also contribute to higher prices 
in many Equatorian markets, some of which 
would then be passed on to market-dependent 
Western Corridor urban centers such as 
Rumbek, Wau, and Aweil in 2018.8 Additionally, 
while food imports continue through key border 
crossings in GE, especially from Uganda, they 
are well below 4-year averages for staple food 
commodities like sorghum.9 These imports also 
remain predominantly destined for the same 
Western Corridor urban centers, rather than most 
Equatorian markets, due to insecurity and higher 
profit expectations among traders (see Map 2).10

Greater Upper Nile (GUN)11

Harvests appear limited in GUN and 
humanitarian assistance seems to account for 
the largest gains in adequate access to food. 
In three of the four assessed counties overall 
with more than 75% of assessed settlements 
reporting adequate access to food in November 
(all of them within GUN), food assistance was 
the predominant source of food. This has 
remained consistent throughout 2017. Across 
both Unity and Jonglei states, shifts in adequate 
access to food generally appear to coincide 
with changes in food assistance reported as a 
main food source in assessed settlements. This 
is most clearly evident in central Unity State, 
especially Leer and Mayendit counties, and 
north-western Jonglei State, including Ayod 
and Fangak counties, where food insecurity 
has been especially severe at various points in 
2017.12 It is highly unlikely that typical livelihoods 
have substantively recovered in these areas, 
such as through the regeneration of livestock 
herds, and these areas will likely remain some 
of South Sudan’s most vulnerable through 2018.

Shifts in main food sources and adequate 
access to food in Unity State from February 
through November most clearly demonstrated 
the fragility of improvements in adequate access 
to food (see Figure 5). At the time of the Famine 
declaration in February, nearly 1/3 of assessed 
settlements relied on the gathering of wild foods 
as a main food source. Food assistance as a 
main food source rapidly grew in importance from 
March through July during and immediately after 

the Famine response. Beginning in August, when 
initial harvest gains would be expected across 
the state, the proportion of assessed settlements 
reporting own production (cultivation) as a main 
source of food increased, while that of assessed 
settlements relying primarily on food assistance 
decreased. While the proportion of assessed 
settlements reporting adequate access to food 
continued on a positive trend from February 
through August, it declined in September and 
October. September marked the first decline in 
the proportion of assessed settlements reporting 
adequate access to food since March; these 
were also the only months in this period in which 

the proportion of assessed settlements reporting 
own production (cultivation) as a main food 
source was greater than that of food assistance 
as a main food source. These findings indicate 
inadequate harvests in most assessed counties 
in Unity state and suggest that food assistance 
will likely remain crucial to food access.

However, the impact of food assistance does not 
only depend on the total amount of food delivered. 
New headcount or biometric registrations, 
changes in General Food Distribution (GFD) 
locations, and various forms of disruption to the 
GFD schedule in a given area may also lead to 
less obvious, though substantial, shifts in access 
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to food assistance. These changes to how the 
same amount of food assistance is delivered 
may have accounted for large shifts in Ayod 
and Fangak counties in north-western Jonglei 
state, where large increases in food assistance 
and temporary increases in own production 
(cultivation) occurred from August to November. 
In Ayod, the proportion of assessed settlements 
reporting adequate access to food increased by 
78 percentage points from August to September, 
while that of Fangak saw a 29 percentage 
point increase from October to November. 
While little reportedly changed in the GFD 
schedule, other adjustments to GFDs seemed 
to allow adequate access to food to continue 
increasing despite marginal harvest gains.

Areas in Jonglei and Unity states with lower 
proportions of assessed settlements reporting 
food assistance as a main food source appeared 
to show how the impact of harvests may be 
limited in size and duration. Alongside a series 
of shocks, assessed settlements in the south-
western Jonglei counties of Duk, Twic East, and 

Bor South have consistently shown low rates of 
adequate access to food throughout 2017. Duk 
and Twic East counties showed brief increases 
in the proportions of assessed settlements 
reporting adequate access to food in August and 
September before falling to pre-harvest levels. 
The short duration of these improvements 
suggests that while harvests occurred, yields 
were likely inadequate. This may be due to 
changes in agricultural strategies, such as 
planting a smaller area and the abandoning 
of more distant agricultural land, in response 
to a consistently high risk of inter-communal 
violence. Despite widespread flooding reported 
in September, assessed settlements in Bor 
South County showed improvement in adequate 
access to food through November.14 This may 
be due to greater access to the Bor town market 
as road conditions improve with the onset of 
the dry season. Northern Unity harvests appear 
to have brought modest improvements in 
adequate access to food with the exceptions 
of Mayom County, where market reliance is 

among the highest in GUN, and Guit County, 
where high levels of insecurity from September 
through November have likely reduced harvests. 

Armed conflict in much of Unity and Jonglei 
states remains frequent and intense, especially 
in some of the most food insecure counties.15 
Crops across these states are likely to remain 
difficult to harvest and then safely store through 
the dry season, when security is likely to further 
deteriorate as armed groups gain mobility. 
Adequate access to food will likely be prone 
to substantial month to month shifts through 
to the 2018 harvest season in these areas.

Western Bahr el Ghazal State (WBeG)16

WBeG had the lowest proportion of assessed 
settlements reporting adequate access to food in 
April of any region, likely related to the atypically 
early onset of the 2017 lean season due to the 
disrupted 2016 harvest. Despite consistently 
showing the highest rates of physical access to 
functioning markets, assessed settlements in 
WBeG appeared heavily reliant on wild foods for 
most of the 2017 lean season. During a period of 
insecurity in April, a spike in prices for sorghum 
and cassava occurred, causing the onset of lean 
season prices 2-3 months earlier than normal.17 
While the Wau town market was largely 
functional and physically accessible for most 
populations, prices were likely too high for many 
to use it as a primary source of food. Instead, 
the proportion of assessed settlements reporting 
gathering as a main food source reached as 
high as 48% in August, a greater proportion 

of assessed settlements than in Unity State in 
February when Famine was declared, before 
declining to 26% in November. Concurrently, the 
proportions of assessed settlements reporting 
market purchase or own production (cultivation) 
as main food sources rose from July onwards. 
By November, 64% of assessed settlements 
reported either of these main food sources and 
the proportion of assessed settlements reporting 
adequate access to food increased to 44%.

WBeG was likely exhibiting the continued effects 
of disruption to the 2016 harvest through the 
2017 lean season. Disruption to agriculture due 
to armed conflict as a main reason for inadequate 
access to food in assessed settlements was 
more prevalent in WBeG than in either GE or 
GUN in the planting and growing seasons (April 
through August), a period when this reason 
would likely refer to insecurity in the previous 
year. Within assessed settlements reporting 
inadequate access to food, an average of 50% 
reported either destruction of crops due to armed 
conflict or a lack of safety around agricultural 
land as the main reason over this period.

In the 2017 CFSAM report, WBeG is repeatedly 
highlighted alongside GE as having undergone 
the largest reductions in total planted area 
and yields for cereals from the previous year. 
Raga experienced an estimated 55% loss 
in total hectares planted for cereals, while 
Wau county saw a 26% reduction.18 No major 
reductions occurred in Jur River. Similarly to 
GE, disruption to the cultivation of two-year 
cassava removes a key contingency crop for 

Figure 3: Proportions of assessed settlements in Unity State reporting each main food source 
and adequate access to food
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the failure of cereals and groundnut harvests. 

Improvements in adequate access to food largely 
occurred in Jur River County, where harvests 
appear to have been successful, market reliance 
is generally lower, and insecurity was less of an 
issue than in Wau and Raga counties. Areas 
within and to the north and east of Wau town 
in Wau County also saw some improvement, in 
addition to a limited number of Greater Baggari 
settlements in the immediate vicinity of recent 
GFD sites. To what extent the Jur River harvest 
can serve as a substitute for the typical inflow of 
food commodities into Wau town from rural Wau 
County, including Greater Baggari, is unclear. 
Improvement in adequate access to food in 
WBeG may be short-lived if this is not possible.

Looking Ahead in 2018

The repeated disruption to livelihoods seen across 
all three regions is likely straining community and 
household coping capacity in widely differing 
ways. As reported by FEWS NET, up to 19 
counties showed quantitative food consumption 
data indicative of Humanitarian Catastrophe 
(Phase 5) for at least some households in the 
2017 lean season under the IPC protocols.19 

While some of these counties were known to 
be severely food insecure already, such as Leer 
and Ayod, others were less anticipated, such 
as Kapoeta East County in Eastern Equatoria 
State and Rumbek North County in Lakes State. 
To identify potential hotspots between January 
and August 2018, additional information would 
be needed on local experiences of different 

Endnotes
1 South Sudan IPC Key Messages September 2017; 
2 For example, replanting was reported in Rubkona, Guit, and 

Figure 5: Proportion of assessed settlements reporting food assistance 
received in the last three months as of November 2017
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Figure 4: Proportion of assessed settlements reporting physical access to a 
functioning market in November 2017
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Koch in northern Unity State and Wau County in WBeG. See 
FAO Crop Watch: March-July 2017. 
3 The main settlement-level proxy indicator utilized, percep-
tions of adequate access to food, is not a direct measure of 
food consumption or livelihood change.  
4 FAO Crop Watch: Updates from 1st Dekad of August to 3rd 
Dekad of September 2017; South Sudan Food Security Key 
Message Update: November 2017, FEWS NET. 
5 For detailed analysis of food insecurity in Greater Baggari, 
see South Sudan IPC Key Messages September 2017; South 
Sudan Food Security Outlook: October 2017 to May 2018, 
FEWS NET October 2017; REACH Bagarri Displacement and 
Food Security and Livelihoods Brief - Wau County, Western 
Bahr el-Ghazal State, South Sudan, September 2017. 
6 AoK coverage in GE from April to November was most 
consistent in, though not limited to, conflict-affected Greenbelt 
counties and so likely captures the effects of ongoing armed 
conflict and the mass displacement of farming households.  
7 CFSAM 5 April 2016; CFSAM 26 May 2017. 
8 “The South Sudan Western Trade Corridor in Times of 
Hyperinflation,” WFP 2017. 
9 East Africa Crossborder Trade Bulletin, Food Security and 
Nutrition Working Group (FSNWG) October 2017.
10 Ibid.
11 In GUN, AoK coverage was consistent for nearly all 
counties in Unity and Jonglei and less so for Upper Nile State 
(UNS) from April to November. 
12 Famine was declared in central Unity State between Feb-
ruary and May. See South Sudan IPC Key Messages January 
2017; South Sudan IPC Key Messages May 2017. 
13 As adapted from “The South Sudan Western Trade Corridor 
in Times of Hyperinflation,” WFP 2017 and “South Sudan 
Livelihood Zones and Descriptions,” FEWS NET 2013.
14 Rainfall was above average for four consecutive dekads in 
August-September 2017 in Bor South County, as taken from 
data.viz.vam.wfp.org on 07/12/2017. See also REACH Jonglei 
Situation Overview for Septmeber 2017. 
15 Armed Conflict Location and Event Data (ACLED) project 
real-time dataset as downloaded from acleddata.com on 
06/12/2017 and graphically visualized by FEWS NET. 
16 For consistency, Western Bahr el Ghazal State is referred 
to as a region, although AoK does not currently cover other 
sections of Greater Bahr el Ghazal (GBeG) region. 
17 Crop and Livestock Market Information System (CLiMIS) at 
http://www.climis-southsudan.org/, accessed 01/12/2017. 
18 CFSAM 2017. 
19 FEWS NET South Sudan Food Security Outlook: October 
2017 to May 2018.

shocks over successive years and how these 
shocks have interacted with livelihoods and 
coping capacity across counties and livelihood 
zones. While coping capacity is unlikely to fail 
within a single year, it may become overstretched 
by repeated shocks over successive years.

With a seemingly modest harvest impact as 
of November 2017, it is possible that the 2018 
lean season will begin earlier than normal to 
varying degrees for a vast majority of counties 
in South Sudan. In GUN, a number of assessed 
counties where higher proportions of assessed 
settlements reported adequate access to food 
as of November appear buoyed largely by food 
assistance. Access to food in these areas is likely 
fragile and highly prone to dry season disruption, 
given the weak state of agro-pastoralism in 
much of the region. Areas within GE and WBeG 
may be headed towards similar levels of food 
insecurity if armed conflict continues to disrupt 
agriculture and inhibit market functionality 
and access, especially given generally lower 
livestock holdings in these regions. Should 
2017 harvest yields have actually been broadly 
reduced, then it will be a full agricultural year 
until South Sudan has another opportunity to 
realize a complete harvest. If additional hotspots 
of severe food insecurity arise as an elongated 
2018 lean season progresses, it may not be 
possible to sustain the levels of humanitarian 
assistance likely preventing locations like Leer 
from backsliding into extreme food insecurity.
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