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How Serious is Africa's Food Crisis? 

At least 150 million Africans are threatened with 
famine in 1984, according to the UN Food and 
Agriculture Organization. Less than a decade after the 
international community mobilized in response to the 
devastating effects of the drought in the Sahel, an 
even greater expanse of Africa is now confronted by a 
similar catastrophe. 

Dimensions of the Crisis 
According to the FAO and the US Agency for Inter
national Development, at least 24 African countries 
(Angola, Benin, Botswana, Cape Verde, Central 
African Republic, Chad, Ethiopia, The Gambia, 
Ghana, Guinea, Guinea-Bissau, Lesotho, Mali, 
Mauritania, Mozambique, Sao Tome and Principe, 
Senegal, Somalia, Swaziland, Tanzania, Togo, Upper 
Volta, Zambia; Zimbabwe) now have emergency food 
shortages. Their immediate needs (over the next three 
to four months) are about 700,000 tons, and con
servative preliminary estimates for 1984 as a whole 
indicate a total deficit of 5 million tons. Eventual 
emergency shortfalls will depend on the capacity of 
these countries to import commercially. At best, one 
might expect these countries' 1.8 million ton import 
figure for 1982-83 to remain constant in the coming 
year. This left a cereal requirement of 2.6 million tons 
in 1982-83 of which only 1.5 million tons was ever 
received-leaving a 1.1 million ton deficit. The 1984 
food aid needed by the 24 countries cited above is 
currently estimated at 3.2 million tons. 

The worst-hit countries, it is generally agreed, are 
Mauritania, Ghana, Chad, Sao Tome and Principe, 
Ethiopia, Mozambique, Upper Volta, and Guinea
Bissau. It is impossible to establish how many people 
are actually dying, but even those least prone to exag
geration now speak of thousands of deaths a week. 

by Alex Rondos 

Beyond the deaths, malnutrition threatens to 
debilitate a generation of African youngsters. Ken 
Hackett, the senior director of Catholic Relief Services 
operations in sub-Saharan Africa, presented a grim 
scene from Ghana in November 1983 testimony before 
the Africa subcommittee of the House of Represen
tatives Foreign Affairs Committee: 

In the United States ... approximately 3 percent 
of children between ages 1-5 are undernourished. 
In Ghana, where CRS accumulates nutrition 
figures on roughly 250,000 children every month, 
we are finding that 50-58 percent of the children 
are undernourished. Further, 10-15 percent of 
those children are in a nutritional state of 
marasmis [a severe caloric deficiency] ... From 
our observation, a sizeable proportion of that 
marasmic population will die. In any one month 
this could mean upward of 2,500 children. They 
are the children of families that make it to our 
program, which is the largest feeding program in 
a country of 12 million people. 
Food shortages are provoking substantial migration 

from hard-hit rural areas to urban centers, adding 
new dimensions to the problems facing governments. 
For example, Nouakchott, the capital of Mauritania, 
was a city designed when it was built in the 1960s to 
accommodate a population of 30,000. A decade ago, 
the Sahel drought raised the actual number of in
habitants to 150,000, and by 1984 the figure had 
risen to 400,000. Tens of thousands are on the move in 
the northern provinces of Ethiopia, where the total 
number affected by food shortages is between 3 and 4 
million. Throughout the continent, livestock herds are 
being decimated by lack of adequate grazing and the 
spread of animal diseases. Many animals have died 
and many others are too weak to pull a plough. 
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Successive years of drought have lowered water 
levels in rivers; this has resulted in reduced irrigation 
capacity and has imposed constraints on the genera
tion of hydroelectric power for industry and urban 
centers. In Ivory Coast, where hydroelectricity is the 
source of over 90 percent of the country's power, 
Abidjan and most regional centers have suffered pro
tracted cuts. lvorian industrial production has been 
reduced by a reported 35 percent. 

In terms of the future, a special concern is the 
absence of seed reserves. Drought and uncertain or 
belated rainfall have necessitated multiple replantings, 
which have depleted all seed stocks. Southern Africa, 
much of which has had at least two years of drought, 
has been hardest hit in this regard. Seed reserves will 
also be a problem for the Sahel, where the food 
security systems designed in the wake of the last great 
drought in the 1970s have never been fully im
plemented. Fertilizer credits will be required in a 
number of economies. 

The complexity of the crisis is illustrated by the 
special character of some of the problems en
countered in the various regions of the continent: 

Southern Africa. In this highly interdependent 
region, the entire food supply system has been 
seriously affected by the effect of the drought on 
South Africa's ability to export to its neighbors. Zim
babwe, traditionally another of Africa's few food
exporting countries, had to use all of its production in 
the last season to meet domestic needs. The FAO has 
described Zimbabwe's situation in the following terms: 

In 1983, the worst drought on record has 
seriously affected food and cash crop output. 
This is the second consecutive year of drought. 
Maize production is estimated at only about 1 
million tons, less than half that of a normal 
year. Wheat production has been affected by a 
shortage of irrigation water in dams and output 
is expected to fall by 50 percent ... The drought 
was even more severe in low rainfall areas com
prising most of the south and westerly country. 
Following the 1982 drought very little grazing re
mained over most of the areas. One hundred 
thousand cattle have already perished in spite of 
extensive rescue operations and this figure is ex
pected to rise ... The government has estimated 
that 2 million people require food and other 
assistance until the next harvest in mid-1984 .... 
Despite the fact that Zimbabwe is relatively bet
ter off than many other developing countries, it 
still has a substantial balance of payments short
fall with the present deficit [October 1983] of 
around $600 million, representing 50 percent of 
annual exports. The drought relief effort is ex
pected to cost $118 million. 
It has been estimated that Zimbabwe could lose half 

a million of its 3 million African-owned cattle, and 
neighboring Botswana's livestock herds have also 
been severely reduced. In Mozambique and southern 
Angola, the effects of the breakdown in transport in
frastructure resulting from the disruptive activities of 
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insurgent movements (see "The MNR" by Colin 
Legum, in CSIS Africa Notes No. 16, July 15, 1983, 
and ''The Politics of Survival: UNIT A in Angola" by 
John Marcum, in CSIS Africa Notes No. 8, February 
18, 1983) are difficult to assess with any specificity. 

The Horn. Many relief agencies are becoming con
vinced that a cessation of hostilities is a prerequisite 
for relieving the suffering of some 3 million persons in 
Ethiopia's provinces of Wollo, Gondar, Eritrea, and 
Tigre. The armed conflict that has gone on in these 
areas for many years, along with the drought, have 
dramatically cut agricultural output and the security 
problems also hamper any effective relief. Of the 3 
million in need only about a third are now being 
reached. Allegations persist that the Mengistu govern
ment has diverted food assistance from these trouble
some areas. Many recent visitors to the country main
tain that transport facilities, and especially the roads, 
are among the worst they have ever experienced in 
Africa. Meanwhile, the combined effects of war and 
famine are adding steadily to the Horn's refugee 
population- already the largest concentration of 
refugees in the world. 

West Africa. In contrast to the selective Sahelian 
drought of the early 1970s, this time few parts of 
West Africa have been unaffected. A prolonged har
mattan (seasonal desert wind) in early 1983 spread 
bush fires into large productive tracts in Ghana and 
Ivory Coast. Niger's drought-related problems have 
been disguised by an influx of food and livestock made 
available by northern Nigerian traders who prefer to 
sell in a country where they can obtain hard currency 
CF A francs at a time when the fortunes of the Nige
rian naira are uncertain. Northern Nigeria, mean
while, has also suffered bitterly from the drought. 

The energy uncertainty resulting from low water 
levels in Ivory Coast has already been mentioned. But 
the problem is not confined to one country. Three of 
West Africa's major rivers-the Gambia, the Senegal, 
and the Niger-originate in the Fouta Djallon plateau 
region of Guinea, and all three rivers support major 
dam, hydroelectric, and irrigation projects predicated 
on the existence of a certain minimum level of water 
supply now threatened at the source. Poor agricultural 
practices have combined with the drought to disrupt 
the ecological cycle and lower the water table. 

Ghana, however, must rank as the worst-hit of 
West Africa's victims. A drought in the north has ex
acerbated all of the deficiencies of an economy· that 
has had very little management over the past decade. 
Ghana does not have the foreign exchange to pay for 
tires, spare parts, and fuel for trucks to carry 
emergency relief to stricken areas. The return of a 
million Ghanaian workers expelled by Nigeria in early 
1983 has added further burdens. The government is 
encouraging new cocoa plantings to resurrect the 
country's major crop of earlier years, but farmers 
prefer to grow food crops which currently obtain bet
ter prices on the local markets. 



The Three Interacting Causes 
There are at least three sets of causes which have in
teracted to cause such an acute shortage of food sup
plies in this decade: the extent of the drought, the 
state of the international economy, and persistent 
weaknesses in the structure of African economies. 

Warnings of a new African food crisis began to 
emerge in 1982. By the end of that year several 
Sahelian countries had registered sharply diminished 
harvests, the northern Ethiopian crop had failed, and 
southern Africa had experienced what the F AO rated 
as the worst drought in a century. By 1983, any 
stocks that had been accumulated in the countries 
under pressure had been exhausted. Poor and erratic 
rainfall in the Sahel in 1983 signalled that the worst 
might be yet to come. 

The international economic situation added another 
dimension to the crisis. World cereals output fell by 6 
percent in 1983, a decline largely attributable to an 
estimated fall of 48 percent in U.S. corn production in 
1983 as a result of drought and reduced plantings. 
The F AO maintains that, by the end of the 1983-84 
season, world cereal stocks are likely to be below the 
minimum level established for world food security. Of 
particular concern for the stricken low-income African 
nations is the significant drop in world corn and 
sorghum stocks, the major dietary staples in these 
countries . . As a result of the shortfall, world market 
prices for food grains have risen sharply. By 
September 1983, corn was selling at about $148 per 
ton as against $96 per ton a year earlier and sorghum 
prices rose in the same 12-month period from $96 to 
$138 per ton. In addition to the almost 50 percent rise 
in the price of these two commodities, importing 
countries are confronted with higher freight charges 
and diminished purchasing power resulting from the 
strength of the dollar against most other currencies. 

There is not a sub-Saharan African country other 
than South Africa that does not suffer from adverse 
terms of trade. The FAO concludes that the export 
earnings of the 24 worst-hit African countries have not 
risen in the past decade when inflation is taken into 
account. Import costs have continued to rise, how
ever, leaving these countries with an overall trade 
deficit of $4 billion in 1982. The prices of coffee, 
cocoa, and tea show little sign of rising in the near 
term; groundnut and palm oil prices may well fall; 
copper and iron prices may rise, but they will remain 
well below those of the mid-1970s. The result is a 
growing gap between food import requirements and 
actual commercial purchases, compounding Africa's 
dependence on food aid. 

Turning to the structural problems that have con
tributed to the crisis, one finds that per capita food 
production in Africa has been on the decline for at 
least two decades . With rare exceptions, urban 
markets have been subsidized at the expense of rural 
food producers, largely for political reasons. Depen
dence on agricultural export crops and such other 
foreign currency earners as minerals or oil has, as in 
the case of Nigeria, shifted attention away from the 
importance of food production. Changing patterns of 

cereal consumption in urban centers have resulted in 
increased imports of wheat and rice. Research that 
would lead to intensified yields of African staple crops 
has been spotty at best. 

The Developed World's Response 
As of mid-January 1984, indications from FAO head
quarters in Rome are that about half of the 3.2 
million tons of food aid needed to meet best-case 
African deficits in 1984 has been pledged. This is an 
encouraging sign given the FAO's late October 1983 
announcement that only 19 percent of the African re
quirement had been covered by pledges. But this still 
leaves a sizeable aid gap. 

The FAO has provided the following observations 
on delivery priorities: 

In addition to the substantial increase in food aid 
allocations required to meet the food needs of 
these 22 countries, it is essential that their 
deliveries be scheduled to fit in with the seasonal 
requirements of individual countries. First priority 
should be given to southern Africa, where the 
stocks carried forward from the poor harvest in 
early 1983 will soon be exhausted. Assuming 
that the planned commercial imports and the 
food aid required which has been pledged reach 
these southern African countries as scheduled, 
there will still remain a deficit of 1 million tons 
of cereals which must be imported to meet 
essential food needs until the next crops are 
harvested in mid-1984. It will not be possible to 
cover this gap by commercial imports alone ... 
In the Sahel, the timing of food aid shipments is 
crucial, particularly for the remote areas of 
landlocked countries. For these countries food 
aid shipments should be scheduled to arrive 
before the 1984 rainy season which starts in 
May I June ... A number of these countries will 
also require earlier shipments to meet immediate 
food deficits ... In the absence of urgent and con
certed action by the international community, 
many of the 22 countries ... face the prospect of 
starvation and widespread human suffering. 
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The tendency of donors to overlook critical corollary 
non-food requirements is a complicating factor in cur
rent relief efforts. In Ghana and Ethiopia, among 
others, transport difficulties are the major obstacle to 
the delivery of the emergency relief needed. The pro
vision of vaccines and the establishment of quarantine 
centers are essential if rinderpest outbreaks are to be 
contained in many parts of the continent. In Mozam
bique, for example, 15,000 head of cattle are dying 
every month. The FAO has called for $13 million in 
aid to meet the "exceptional" needs of the livestock 
sector in the affected countries. The establishment of 
seed banks in at least 15 countries is also high on the 
FAO list of priorities . 

One of the most frustrating aspects of the crisis is 
the absence of any effective centralized body of data 
on current priority needs, pledges, shipments, and 
deliveries. It had been envisaged that the UN's World 
Food Program would assume the role of collating and 
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disseminating this information, but the gap remains 
unfilled. As pressure mounts for deliveries to reach 
Africa by mid-year, there is growing concern that the 
continent will be peppered by unexpected food 
deliveries for which no advance arrangements for 
handling have been made. This is not only a problem 
for landlocked states, since reports from Ghana sug
gest that the main ports of Tema and Takoradi will 
not be able to handle the 400,000 or more tons of 
food urgently needed. 

The Role of the United States 
By mid-January 1984, the United States had pledged 
187,000 tons of food aid to Africa valued at $73 
million (inclusive of freight charges). This amount in
cludes commitments through multilateral organiza
tions such as UNICEF and the World Food Program 
as well as bilateral assistance. The major recipients 
are Angola (6,117 tons through UNICEF), Chad 
(13,500 tons), Ethiopia (11,125 tons), Ghana (33,638 
tons), Lesotho (6,985 tons), Mauritania (15,000 tons), 
Mozambique (37 ,860 tons), Senegal (25,000 tons), 
Somalia (25,000 tons) , and Zambia (10,000 tons). 

The United States has traditionally provided up to 
50 percent of emergency aid in crises of this order. 
The currently pledged contribution is less than 30 per
cent, even with respect to the FAO's "immediate 
need" figure of 700,000 tons. Since there is usually a 
lapse of three to six months between the pledging and 
delivery of food aid and the F AO takes the position 
that a large part of Africa's assistance must reach its 
destination by mid-1984 to avert further tragedy, the 
United States will have to move quickly if its aid is to 
be of maximum effectiveness. 

There are a number of possibilities. Some $80 
million is still unallocated in the Title II emergency 
reserve. A number of private voluntary organizations 
are pressing the Administration to use up this reserve, 
and an AID request for a $90 million supplemental 

appropriation for food was turned down by the Office 
of Management and Budget on the grounds that the 
remaining Title II funds were adequate. But AID, 
which has been at the forefront in pressing the case 
for greater attention to the African drought, is re
luctant to exhaust the Title II reserve so early in the 
fiscal year, especially when there is no guarantee of a 
supplemental appropriation and requests against this 
reserve are expected for Pakistan ($40 million), Peru 
($28 million), and Bolivia ($13 million). 

The suggestion has been made that the Administra
tion handle the Pakistani, Peruvian, and Bolivian 
cases by drawing on the $40 million made available 
as a result of termination of aid to Syria. This is being 
contested in several quarters and any decision is 
bound to be delayed. Consideration has also been 
given to using the emergency grain reserve, but this 
option is legally permissible only when all other 
resources are deemed to have been exhausted. Since 
this is not now the case, the debate continues over 
who uses what for whom. 

Given the bipartisan concern that has been ex
pressed in Congress with regard to the African 
drought, a supplemental appropriation should not be 
ruled out. 

Alex Rondos is director of the Commission on 
United States-African Relations, Washington, D.C. 
He was formerly the West Africa analyst for the 
Washington-based IRIS Systems Development Cor· 
poration. Educated at Oxford University, he served 
on the staff of West Africa (London) from 1977 to 
1982, writing chiefly on developments in French· 
speaking Africa. See also his contribut ions on 
"France and Africa, 1982" in CSJS Africa Notes, 
No. 6, December 20, 1982, and on "Why Chad?" in 
CSIS Africa Notes, No. 18, August 31, 1983. 
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