
Background 
For the Sahel region, estimations made in June 2005 
(GRET, 20051) show that 9,366,804 people or the 
equivalent of 1,461,632 households were affected by 
the combined effect of drought and desert locusts in 
2004.

Other statistics show that in all, more than half a million 
people in the western Sahel (Cape Verde, The Gambia, 
Mali, Mauritania and Senegal), suffer from hunger 
because of drought. According to the World Food 
Programme (WFP), in some countries like Liberia, 
Sierra Leone, Guinea and Côte d’Ivoire, there are nearly 
791,000 people, most of them refugees or people 
displaced by conflicts, who suffer from hunger (Harsh, 
20032 ).

In Niger, as a result of the 2004/2005 crisis, about 2.5 
– 3 million of the country’s 12 million people live on 
one meal per day and many are obliged to consume 
bush leaves and roots to survive, according to the 
United Nations (UN) (IRIN, 20053).

In Niger, official statistics show that the crisis caused 
by the cumulative effect of an invasion of desert locusts 
and the drought in 2004-2005, led to a deficit : (a) fodder 
of 642,219 tons of dry matter, which represents only 
36.5% of needs; and (b) 223,448 tons of cereal which is 
only 7.5%  of needs. The food crisis has therefore affected 
23 districts, including 2,988 villages with a deficit of 
50% and more than 3,293,648 inhabitants, 2,540,698 of 
whom are extremely vulnerable.  The statistics indicate 
that whatever the status of the season, the country on 
average imports annually 300,000 tons of food products 
or 10% of the total need (Afrique Verte, 20054).

In general, in the Sahel, cereals are the main staple food 
(at least 50 to 80%), and an analysis of the supply and 
the demand (CILSS, 2000) shows two groups of 
countries :	

(i)	A first group of inland countries (Mali, Burkina 		
Faso, Chad, Niger), ensure their minimum food 		
needs and import their supply of wheat from 			
external markets or get it from the national 			
and/or international market for the management 		
of inter-annual food deficits (rice, maize, millet, 		
sorghum, etc.). For this group of countries, food 		
aid represents between 5 and 10% of total 				
availability. This group represents 73% of the 			
population of the CILSS area and ensures 87% 			
of cereal production of the sub-region.	

(ii)	A second group of countries (Cape Verde, The 			
Gambia, Guinea-Bissau, Mauritania, Senegal) 			
represent 27% of the population and account for 		
73% of total imports. These countries depend 			
structurally on the world market for cereal supply.

Unfortunately this supply of food products depends 
essentially on rain fed agriculture, and is therefore very 
vulnerable to climate conditions. Irrigated lands 
represent on average 13% of exploitable land areas.
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However, there is much variation among the countries: 
4 – 5% in Burkina Faso and in Niger, 7 – 10% in Chad 
and in Cape  Verde, 20% in Senegal, 27% in The Gambia, 
30% in Mali and 33% in Mauritania. The hydro-
agricultural developments with total or partial water 
control represent only 20% of irrigated lands, which is 
about 480,000 ha (CILSS, 2000).

Context
Food crises in the Sahel have become a recurring 
phenomenon since the severe droughts that occurred 
in the region from 1969 to 1972. The creation of CILSS 
in 1973 was one of the strongest commitments of Sahel 
countries to addressing the issue. This awareness of 
Sahel countries was translated in the development of 
food security projects and programmes comprising 
early warning mechanisms on food security, 
mobilisation of food aid for countries, and strategies 
aimed at better securing agricultural production in the 
sub-region. All these efforts by the Sahel countries also 
benefited from the support of the Club du Sahel. The 
common action of Club du Sahel, aid agencies and the 
Sahel countries was aimed at enabling the Sahel to 
better prepare to face future droughts and eradicate 
food insecurity within the sub-region in the long run 
(SAH/CILSS, 19855).

However, more than 30 years later, it must be 
acknowledged that food crises still persist and the 
recent 2005 crisis reveals that the Sahel continues to be 
very vulnerable despite all the efforts. What happened? 
Is this continuing problem due to insufficient investment 
or to a weakness of developed policies? 

All of these questions seem to put into doubt long years 
of commitment by Sahel countries and the international 
community on the issue.

Many reasons have been put forth as justification for 
such a paradoxical situation.  Some of these are the 
persistence of droughts and the fact that Sahel 
agriculture still remains vulnerable to climate factors; 
the deterioration of natural resources; and the worsening 
of poverty, especially in rural areas, etc.  An analysis 
of the environment in the Sahel shows that agriculture 
is essentially rain fed, with poor levels of exploitation 
of water resources for agricultural production (CILSS, 
 20006).

However, natural causes alone cannot explain recurring 
food crises in the sub-region and this leads many, 
especially those in civil society to question the role of 
sub-regional and regional policies in the Sahel food 
crises.  This study, initiated by ActionAid International, 
aimed at analysing the role played by such policies: 
especially by analysing the existence and relevance of 
policies and mechanisms that have been implemented 
and making recommendations based on present and 
future food crises.  The root causes of persistent food 
insecurity must be found in order for sustainable 
responses addressing the recurring crisis to be 
developed. 

Findings: The reality of the problem at the 
regional level:

For the Sahel region, estimations made in June 2005 
(GRET, 20057) show that 9,366,804 people or the 
equivalent of 1,461,632 households were affected by 
the combined effect of drought and desert locusts in 
2004.  For example, in Niger, as a result of the 2004/2005 
crisis, about 2.5 – 3 million of the country’s 12 million 
people live on one meal per day and many are obliged 
to consume bush leaves and roots to survive, according 
to the United Nations (UN) (IRIN, 20058).

Reasons Problem Persists
These findings show that food insecurity is well known: 
everybody is aware of the problem but the major 
observation is that food insecurity persists. The question 
then becomes: What are the deep causes of the problem?



At the regional level, all actors agree that policy 
documents exist to address food insecurity.  However, 
the reason that the problem persists can be found at 
two levels:

(i) Some commercial or trade policies 
developed by RICO and at the international 
level limit progress.  This is especially true for 
the ECOWAS common external tariff (CET) 
which with its poor levels of customs protection 
(0, 5, 10 and 20%), facilitates more imports of 
foreign food products which are generally 
subsidised. This results in a situation of unfair 
competition which is a major constraint to the 
development of local food sectors and 
contradicts the goal of agricultural policies 
(CSSA, PAU, and ECOWAP) which is to 
promote local food production and reduce 
dependency on imported products – A food 
sovereignty issue.

In addition, economic partnership agreements 
(EPA) which envision the total opening up of 
the West African market present dangers for 
local agricultural sectors. Studies show that 
such agreements could result in a 10% increase 
in European food product exports from 2000 
to 2017.

(ii) The absence of functional mechanisms for 
monitoring the application of certain regional 
measures or rules, results in national political 
contingencies dominating and undermining 
the free circulation of food products in the 
region.  This is despite the fact that most policies 
have been developed according to a vision of 
regional integration and cooperation.

At the national level, the translation of food security 
policies into concrete investments is in collision with 
a multitude of factors, including the following:

(i) National political contingencies which lead 
to strategies oriented towards sporadic food 
crisis management, instead of sustainable 
actions based on more sovereign management 
of food insecurity. This situation is worsened 
by the instability of public administrations 
which evolve with political changes.

(ii) The implementation of structural 
adjustment policies (SAP) and liberalism in 
the affected countries does not leave room for 
the definition of specific policies aimed at the 
most vulnerable population, especially with 
respect to access to agricultural services: advice, 
credit, market facilities, etc. 

(iii) Downstream and upstream investment by 
countries in support of agricultural food sectors 
is still poor in terms of providing access to 
credit to finance production, processing and 
commercialisation, local food valuation 
strategies, etc.

(iv) Poor communities most affected by crises 
are “voiceless” and the deficiency in basic social 
services such as education and literacy greatly 
limits the participation of these groups in the 
formulation of policies and food security 
programmes, as well as their ability to defend 
their rights.

(v) Insufficiency at the level of food aid 
management policies, especially with regard 
to the effective use of this tool to finance 
development of local food networks (“filieres”). 

At the international level, it is necessary to note the 
existence of the following environment and practices 
which hinder efforts developed at a regional and 
national level with respect to food security: 

(i) The global environment marked by the 
imposition of SAP and economic liberalism, 
tremendously undermined states’ efforts to 
address food insecurity. SAP and economic 
liberalism reduced the impact of food security 
programmes and projects resulting in some of 
the following consequences directly felt by 
local communities: (a) decrease in production 
capacities due to difficulties accessing 
production factors and market problems; (b) 
difficulties of affected communities in accessing 
food resources (markets and security stocks) 
and dealing with the abolition of cereal offices. 

(ii) The response of the international 
community (donors) to food security has most 
often been oriented towards the management 
of sporadic food crises. This does not enable 
the strengthening of internal capacities to 
mobilise resources for a sustainable and more 
sovereign management of food insecurity.



CSSA	 Cadre Stratégique de Sécurité 			
Alimentaire durable dans une 			
perspective de lutte contre la pauvreté 	
(Strategic Framework on Sustainable 	
Food Security Within the Context of 	
a Fight Against Poverty in the Sahel)

ECOWAP	 Economic Community of West 			
Africa Agricultural Policy

GRET	 Groupe de Recherche et d’Echanges 	
Technologique (Research and 			
Exchange of Technology Group)

PAU	 Politique Agricole Commune de 			
l’Union (Common Agricultural Policy)

RICO	 Regional Integration and Cooperation 	
Organisation
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Recommendation

These profound reasons for the persistence of food 
insecurity lead us to suggest a certain number of 
recommendations, which include the following: 

At the regional level

(i) A review should be made of the system of 
protecting agricultural products considered to 
be strategic for food security in the region. This 
should be done through specific customs 
taxation measures at a higher level than those 
under CET and accompanied by: (a) the setting 
up of a system of deduction of customs taxes 
for the development of protected food-
producing networks; and (b) RICO setting 
adequate regional trade policies in keeping 
with the vision of ECOWAP. 

(ii) Monitoring and evaluation mechanisms 
should be implemented for the application of 
regional measures and rules concerning food 
security, including an accountability system 
for a better appreciation of the impact of food 
security policies at the regional level.

(iii) Mechanisms for a stronger commitment 
of civil society organisations, through 
appropriate dialogue frameworks and 
mechanisms at the regional level and within 
RICO should be implemented.

At the country level

(iv) A long term food policy vision aimed at 
sustainable food security which is protected 
against political and institutional instabilities 
in the countries should be developed.

(v) State policy-makers should be challenged 
to go beyond political rhetoric by setting up 
mechanisms: (a) that cause decision makers to 
be more accountable to communities for results; 
 and (b) inform communities and civil society 
organisations about agricultural policies and 
strengthening their capacities for a better 
monitoring of the accountability of results.
(vi) Increased investments should be made in 
giving a stronger “voice” to vulnerable 
communities most affected by food crises 
through: (a) more support for investments in 
education, literacy, organisation’; and (b) the 
formulation and implementation of specific 
policies directed towards the access of 
vulnerable groups to agricultural advice, 
production factors, credits, etc. 

At the level of the international community (donors)

(vii) Reversing the international community’s 
current trend and bringing them to a better 
orientation of aid directed at investment in 
food crisis prevention.

At the level of civil society actors

(viii) A coalition of civil society actors for change 
should be developed through investments in: 

(a) the organisation and structuring of civil 
society actors into networks at the national and 
regional level; 

(b) capacity building and promotion of a real 
regional and international coalition for lobbying 
and advocacy related to food security.
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ActionAid International
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