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Aer 3 years of connuous 
degradaon, the Sahel and West 
Africa1 are facing the worst food 
and nutrion crisis in a decade. 
The Food Security and Nutrion 
Regional Working Group 
(FSNWG) calls for concrete and 
immediaimmediate commitments to 
meet the most acute needs and 
respond during a lean season 
that is projected to be extremely 
challenging for the populaons 
of the Sahel and West Africa.
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Early 2021, the FSNWG published a posion paper qualifying 
the Food and Nutrion Security situaon as alarming and calling 
on decision-makers to put the civilian populaons back at the 
heart of the short, medium and long-term response by focusing 
on social protecon, supporng familial agriculture, food and 
nutrion security and livelihoods. A year later, even if the volume 
of humanitarian support has increased it does not allow to cover 
all the needs and the situall the needs and the situaon is worsening fast.

Despite declaring a paradigm shi in responding to food and 
nutrion insecurity, there is no significant change so far: 

i)   Free and direct access to humanitarian assistance for the 
populaons is sll not guaranteed naonal response plans 
sll require mechanisms which include civil society 
representaves and enable their acve parcipaon; the 
extension of exisng social safety net programs for food 
security and nutrion remains pending. 
ii)ii) Humanitarian donors concentrate their means and 
resources to save lives and protect the populaon, focusing 
the response on the most acute needs in the absence of 
resources to respond to the growing number of people in 
need of humanitarian assistance. That means that a large 
part of the populaon does not receive the adequate 
support and are unable to reverse current trends. 
iii)iii) Efforts to support familial agriculture producon 
systems, idenfied as the backbone of the region’s 
economic development, through proacve policies aiming 
at ensuring food and nutrion sovereignty in the region 
remains weak. Funds available are sll oen directed 
towards large scale agro-business in hopes of reversing 
current trends via an improvement of food stuff availability. 
TheseThese policies have proved to have very lile impact on 
food security at a regional level. 

1 Cameroon, Nigeria, Benin, Sierra Leone, Guinea Bissau, Guinea, Togo, Ghana, Cape Verde, Ivory Coast, Gambia, Chad, 
Niger, Burkina Faso, Mali, Senegal and Mauritania.
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TThe nutrion situaon also remains worrying. A total 
of 12,16 million cases of global acute malnutrion 
(GAM) are projected among children under 5 years old, 
of which about 3,06 million are cases of severe acute 
malnutrion (SAM). The Sahel countries (Burkina Faso, 
Mali, Niger, Mauritania, Senegal and Chad) are the 
most affected, where 6.3 million GAM cases are 
expecexpected, of which 1.4 million are severe acute 
malnutrion cases (SAM), showing an increase of 27% 
as compared to 2021 esmates and a 62% increase as 
compared to 2018, reaching for the fih year in a row 
a record high level. In food crises, women and children 
are most vulnerable to malnutrion and hunger and 
associated rights violaons. Last year, UN agencies 
rreported that the prevalence of food insecurity 
(moderate to severe) was 10% higher among women 
than men, a gap that connues to widen.

The results of the latest analyses of the Cadre Harmonisé 
(February – March 2022) have shown that over 30 million 
people are currently in acute food and nutrion insecurity 
(CH | IPC Ph3-5) and that, if effecve intervenons are 
not undertaken quickly, the figure will increase to nearly 
41 million during the next lean season 2022 (June-August). 
This includes over 1.5 million people classified in 
EmeEmergency (CH | IPC Ph4) in the current period and nearly 
2.9 million in the projected period.

This situaon is unprecedented in terms of the scale of 
the increase it represents. For the current period 
(March-May 2022), the latest CH esmates represent a 
154% increase compared to the five-year average 
(2017-2021), and a 33% increase compared to 2021. For 
the projected period (June-August 2022), an increase of 
nearly 140% compared to the 5-year average, and of 42% 
compacompared to 2021, is recorded.

THESE FIGURES REFLECT EXTREME HUMAN SUFFERING 
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Over the past four years insecurity has become the main driver of food insecurity. 
While this remains a key issue, in 2022 the region is confronted with the 
consequences of poor 2021 producon (for both crops and pasture), skyrockeng 
market prices and the aermath of the COVID-19 pandemic. 
INSECURITY AND POLITICAL INSTABILITY 
GGrowing insecurity, parcularly in the Central Sahel, Lake Chad Basin and Northwest Nigeria, further aggravates an 
already fragile and precarious situaon. Over the past 3 years, the sharp increase2 in armed aacks on communies, 
schools, health centers and other public instuons and infrastructure has disrupted livelihoods and access to social 
services including educaon and health care. Insecurity is compounding chronic vulnerabilies including high levels of 
malnutrion, childhood illnesses, and poor access to clean water and sanitaon as well as health facilies. Protecon 
issuesissues are central and both food crises and protecon crises tend to fuel each other. Growing insecurity triggers 
massive populaon displacement (more than 5,5 million people internally displaced in the region in January 2022) with 
associated protecon risks, pressures on livelihoods and resort to emergency coping strategies. According to Project 
21 data for the year 2021, 45.19% of households surveyed feel that they cannot move freely within and outside their 
community. Over me, insecurity (real or perceived) leads to a shi in access to land, land use and households’ 
strategies: remote monitoring systems illustrate the decrease of cropping areas; surveillance mechanisms demonstrate 
ththat animal and herders’ movements are now primarily determined by the security situaon, prior to resources 
availability.

Polical instability in the Central Sahel and in Guinea has further deteriorated the situaon. Although key funconing 
of logiscal chains has been maintained, the level of uncertainty on the markets, the changes of rules and regulaons 
on individual movements have had impacts in terms of access of populaon to basic services and to humanitarian aid.

 2 According to data collected by ACLED, nearly 30,000 people lost their lives in over 5,700 violent events in 2021 in West and Central Africa. This represents a nearly 20% increase compared to 2020, and an over 60%
 increase compared to 2018, highlighng the rapidly deteriorang security situaon in the region.

The key drivers
of an historical 
increase in acute 
food and nutrion 
insecurity

©GonzaloHöhr

4



FOOD PRICES 
TThe region is facing a food price crisis, with abnormally high prices of local and imported food items. Pandemic-related 
supply chain disrupons had already inflated prices for basic staples. Throughout most of the region, cereal prices are more 
than 50% above the 5-year average, with Mauritania, Mali, Burkina Faso, Niger, Chad, Nigeria, Benin, Togo, Ghana, Sierra 
Leone and Liberia being the most affected. The high food prices are linked to low domesc producon, fluctuaon of local 
currencies against the USD in some countries, as well as price increases on internaonal markets. These are likely to rise 
furthefurther in the context of the conflict in Ukraine, given the importance of Russia and Ukraine in the global supply of 
agricultural commodies. The destrucon of essenal road and sea freight infrastructure in Ukraine, the insecurity of 
freight in the Black Sea, a disrupted 2022 agricultural season in Ukraine, as well as the potenal impact of economic 
sancons against Russia will undoubtedly impact cereal availability with a parcularly high level of risks in terms of social 
disturbances in urban areas. Following the outbreak of hoslies between the two countries, the price of wheat reached 
504504 USD per ton (March 2022) against 379 USD in mid-February 2022 and 278 USD in mid-March 2021. The crisis in 
Ukraine is also likely to affect the ability of humanitarian organisaons to respond to needs in West and Central Africa, with 
a significant increase in operaonal costs, and supply chain disrupons. For the record, Ukraine is WFP's largest partner, 
with sales accounng for 14% of WFP's total purchases. Russia is WFP's fourth largest partner, with sales accounng for 
5% of WFP's purchases.

Many countries in the region are already facing constrained fiscal space and a debt crisis and do not have sufficient 
financial resources to absorb the shock. The cost of managing rising prices is already high for most of the countries in our 
region. For example, Senegal has granted €76 million in subsidies to curb the effects of rising prices. In addion, oil, 
especially sunflower oil, is heavily consumed in the region. And as Ukraine and Russia account for nearly 80% of the world's 
supply of sunflower oil, some experts predict that there will likely be a global shortage of sunflower oil leading to rising 
prices.

IIn 2008, price increases of main food commodies led to hunger riots in several countries of the region, including Senegal, 
Burkina, Mali, Cameroon, Nigeria, etc. Current food prices on the internaonal market rose by 3.1 percentage points above 
the highest level recorded in 2011. The risk of social unrest and demonstraon is hence extremely high.

CLIMATIC SHOCKS AND CLIMATE EXTREMES 
AAlthough climac variability is a characterisc of Sahelian arid agroecological areas, 2021’s rainy season has been 
parcularly errac, with long dry-spells at crical periods of the cropping cycle. This has negavely impacted crop and 
pasture producon, leading to significant producon losses in some countries (up to -40% compared to the 5-year average 
in Niger, for instance). The poor biomass availability has hastened the lean season for pastoral communies and led to early 
and abnormal transhumance especially from Mauritania towards southern neighboring countries of Senegal and Mali. The 
biomassbiomass vulnerability index3 (map below) illustrates the impact of consecuve biomass deficits. The western part of the 
region (Mali and Mauritania parcularly) and the north of the Sahelian countries have been hit by repeated biomass 
negave anomalies (except for 2020). The areas with excess of biomass are situated in the regions of the Sahel (Burkina 
Faso) or Menaka (Mali) which are hard to reach for herders and their animals due to rampant insecurity.

 3 A recursive indicator, which means that anomalies from previous years are taken into account in the index in a weighted way, giving greater importance to the most recent years.

The key drivers 
of an historical 
increase in acute 
food and nutrion 
insecurity
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COVID19 AFTERMATH
FFinally, the region is sll recovering from the socio-economic impact of the Covid-19 pandemic. While the immediate 
health impacts have been relavely limited, the region has suffered economically, with an economic contracon and a rise 
in extreme poverty. Moreover, the movement of goods and people in the region remains affected by border closures which 
have been in place for more than 2 years including between ECOWAS countries. A recent WFP/ECOWAS study pointed 
out that 62% of households of the region are reporng a decrease in revenue following the pandemic. The same study 
highlighighlights that the proporon of households that received remiances decreased between 2020 (72%) and 2021 (54%) 
and that the amount of cash received decreased overall.

The key drivers
of an historical 
increase in acute 
food and nutrion 
insecurity
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Although most aenon is placed on conflict areas, 2022 is characterized by a deterioraon over the enre region. Focus and 
aenon oen go to countries with ongoing conflicts but countries such as Mauritania and Chad must remain priories as 
percentages of food insecure populaons are comparable to those in neighboring countries (Mali, Burkina Faso and Niger).

AA recent FSN priorizaon exercise (Integrated food security and nutrion hotspot analysis5) conducted by WFP and UNICEF 
using the November 2021 CH results and the latest nutrion data concluded that both the number of high-priority intervenon 
areas and the number of people in urgent need of assistance have increased drascally compared to previous years. The spots have 
become stains (cf. map below) and the enre Sahel region - as well as other areas in West and Central Africa - can now be 
considered a high priority for life-saving intervenons. A tool that was inially designed for operaonal purposes to beer allocate 
limilimited resources and was effecve would need addional criteria or a revision of inially defined thresholds.

The above map highlights the ongoing crisis in the region and, in the absence of sufficient resources to address needs, will 
force all humanitarian stakeholders to make difficult choices - such as reducing caseloads or cu ng raons - in an aempt to 
further priorize areas that are already in need of immediate emergency support. It also highlights the need for a significant 
longer-term investment in strengthening local food systems, including localized food crops and animal producon systems.

As stated in the introducon the current situaon is 
unprecedented in terms of its scale, and the 
severity of the deterioraon compared to previous 
years. The graphic below illustrates this rapid 
deterioraon in the 6 Sahelian countries4, the BAY 
(Borno, Adamawa and Yobe) states of Nigeria and 
the region of Extreme North in Cameroon.Crical acute food 

and nutrion 
insecurity in the 
region
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  5 hps://fscluster.org/sites/default/files/documents/food_security_highlights_issue_3_january_2022.pdf



West and Central Africa is facing an unprecedented food and 
nutrion crisis, driven by a combinaon of factors including the 
poor performance of the 2021 rainy season, a deteriorang 
security context, rising food prices, economic factors and 
underlying structural vulnerabilies. 2022 is reminiscent, 
although the causes are not the same, of the situaon 
observed in 2020 and 2021, when the figures for acute food 
andand nutrional insecurity had risen sharply and suddenly. The 
alarming situaon projected for 2022 calls for heightened and 
sustained aenon and immediate acon to meet emergency 
needs and protect household livelihoods. As already stated in 
previous posioning papers, while security has become a 
priority with the worsening and spread of conflicts, reduced 
investment in social/basic services has a direct impact on 
aaccess to educaon, health, nutrion and water and sanitaon.

This situaon is anterior to the war in Ukraine. However, the 
conflict in Europe is already showing consequences on the 
supply chain of food and nutrional products for aid delivery. 
The consequences of the war in Ukraine include supply 
disrupons, addional delays, product substuons, a drop in 
quality, which could make it difficult for humanitarian field 
teams, parcularly in relaon to communies. Rising fuel and 
foodfood prices will significantly increase both operang costs and 
the cost of services provided to communies and parcipants 
in our programs. It is therefore important that donors provide 
addional flexibility in budget management and review. There 
is a need to ancipate possible difficules, which could force 
stakeholders to modify their programming. 

There is a lack of close monitoring of the evoluon of proximity 
stocks, hence visibility, regarding the cereal stocks at state level 
in the region for 2022. The capacity of states to migate the 
immediate effects of the current market tensions remain 
largely undocumented.  

CONCLUSION AND RECOMMENDATIONS
The dominant hypothesis is that supplies for 2022 are already 
under high pressure and that the ones for 2023 season could be 
very much at risk given the current and project price hikes. In 
addion, the coming winterage will be crical for food availability 
in the region and the first forecasts for 2022 rainy season are 
ancipang “below average” to “average” rainfall.

IIn many aspects the current conversaon brings back the 
discussions held in 2020 when the COVID-19 pandemic 
consequences hit the region. At the me the Food Crises 
Prevenon Network (RPCA) had stressed the potenal dramac 
consequences for a region highly depending on food imports. 2 
years later, the very same dependency brings back the same 
conversaon to the table. There is a direct need for states to 
engaengage in reducing their dependence more proacvely on 
imports of basic foodstuffs, through support for localized, 
diversified and food-producing farming systems. This must be 
done with a high-level investment towards familial farming, local 
animal breads, cereals and pulses leaving aside false representaon 
on the potenal of large-scale agribusinesses. This also implies a 
negoaon on trade agreement and condionalies imposed with 
budbudgetary support. Agricultural commodies are not economic 
goods like any other, and must be protected against non-food uses 
(e.g. agro-fuels), and speculave movements. 

Finally, the failure of development responses to address food 
insecurity situaons has reinforced and connues to fuel feelings 
of discontent, inequality, and exclusion among certain secons of 
the populaon in the Sahel. With over 42% of the populaon 
under 14 years of age and 61% under 18 years of age, young 
people are parcularly affected by the shortages and frustraons. 
These discontents have fueled and will most likely connue to fuel 
prprotest movements: food riots, revoluons/coups, independence 
movements, religious and conservave movements. There are 
fears that the rise in internaonal food and oil prices will 
exacerbate the social and polical tensions.

©A.Parsons
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FOR AN EMERGENCY RESPONSE, TO DONORS AND GOVERNMENTS : 
 
1. Increase their financial support for the response while requiring that risks migaon be integrated into all 
programs, including development programs.

2. Guarantee free and direct access to humanitarian assistance for the populaon. 

3.3. Sustain and support monitoring of food and nutrion security and support data collecon systems adapted to 
conflict areas where state systems are no longer funconal. The monitoring systems shall allow early warning / early 
acon response based on vulnerabilies beyond populaon displacements. 

4.4. Protect children and women from any forms of malnutrion and prevent associated mortality, there is a need for 
urgent scale up of an integrated package for prevenon & treatment in priorized hotspot areas. This includes 
ensuring access to a nutrious and affordable diet and to adequate services for pregnant and breaseeding women, 
infants, and young children, and scaling up the early detecon and treatment of acute malnutrion at community level 
especially in areas with limited access to basic social services.

5.5.  Strengthen the extension of exisng social safety net programs for food security and nutrion sensive livelihoods 
for households (including IDPs) in crical areas. Assistance and responses to forced displacement are not sufficient. 
The displaced are mainly found in urban/peri-urban centers which are increasingly isolated, with significant 
limitaons of movement (e.g. Djibo in Burkina Faso or Bankass in Mali) a reducon in culvable land and pressure on 
accessible resources. 

6.6.  Strengthen inter-sectoral synergies and “integrated assistance packages” for more effecve emergency responses. 
Food and nutrion assistance alone will not solve the crisis, that if it is indispensable, it must be combined with 
responses aimed at migang situaons of violaon of rights (social cohesion, case management, mental health) and 
changing the root causes of these cycles, by adapng to the current situaon, including urbanizaon. 

FOR A RESPONSE TO STRUCTURAL NEEDS : 
 
7.7. Improve and sustain monitoring of proximity, naonal and regional stocks to beer idenfy potenal tension and 
gaps in capacies to cover the needs

8. Develop and maintain strong, flexible and mulyear investments which contribute to strengthening social cohesion 
and contain the deterioraon of the security context. Chronic vulnerability must remain a major concern and focus 
for development actors allowing humanitarian actors to respond rapidly to the most acute needs when naonal 
capacies are overwhelmed. 

9.9. Develop social protecon systems in line with the engagement of governments in the region with the signature of 
ILO 202 on social protecon floors. Development donors must support the development of such systems to cover 
structural needs during the lean season while supporng transformaon of producon and food systems.

The increase of acute needs and the push for priorizaon could led thousand on the side further deteriorang the 
situaon and fueling cycles of poverty and violence.

©SammuelHauenstein

Conclusion and 
Recommendaons
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THE REGIONAL FOOD SECURITY 
AND NUTRITION WORKING 
GROUP FSNWG  WEST AFRICA

ACTION AGAINST HUNGER ACF
Cédric Bernard : cbernard@wa.acfspain.org

WORLD FOOD PROGRAMME PAM  
Research, Assessment and Monitoring (RAM) Unit
Ollo Sib : ollo.sib@wfp.org
Federico Doehnert : federico.doehnert@wfp.org

FFOOD AND AGRICULTURE ORGANIZATION FAO
Marn Naindouba : Marn.Naindouba@fao.org

Special thanks to Save The Children Internaonal, Danish Refugee 
Council, Première Urgence Internaonale, PROACT, Global 
Protecon Cluster, OXFAM, UNICEF, Internaonal Rescue 
Commiee, Internaonal Federaon of the Red Cross, Norwegian 
Refugee Council and OCHA for their precious contribuons.

hps://www.humanitarianresponse.info/en/operaons/west
-and-central-africa/food-security-and-nutrion
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