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The legiঞmate focus on 
the health crisis defuses 
a�enঞon away from a 
well-known and alarming 
fact : the marked 
deterioraঞon of food and 
nutriঞon security in West 
and and Central Africa  
despite generally 
saঞsfactory levels of 
agricultural producঞon.
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INTRODUCTION AND OBJECTIVES

AAll the countries of West Africa and the Sahel have currently 
reported cases of COVID-19 and most Governments have  taken  
specific measures to prevent it from spreading and limit the harm 
this 5th pandemic is liable to do in the region. However, these 
measures, which are necessary to slow down the spread of the 
pandemic, have an adverse effect on many economic sectors, 
including humanitarian operaঞons, and could have a short-term 
andand middle-term impact on nutriঞon systems, with significant 
socio-economic consequences in the region should these 
measures be maintained or intensified.

This note, dra[ed by the regional FSNWG1 aims to highlight the 
immediate impact of the  COVID-19 pandemic on the livelihoods 
and  the food and nutriঞon security of the region’s populaঞons 
and to call upon  all stakeholders to take immediate and 
concerted  acঞon. To fulfil that aim, the note presents urgent 
recommendaঞons liable to help to ward off and lessen the 
indirect  impact of  the  COVID-19 crisis, on a  region which is 
chacharacterized by an excepঞonally high level of nutriঞon 
insecurity with a projecঞon of nearly 19 million2 people affected 
by a food crisis between June and August 2020 and more than 
7.4 million3 less than 5-year-old children at risk of acute 
malnutriঞon before the arrival of the  pandemic.

A second note analysing the impact of the crisis on food and 
nutriঞon security in the mid-term and long term will be dra[ed in 
a second stage.

1 The FSNWG is the regional food and nutriঞon security working group which gathers several humanitarian actors 
involved in West and Central Africa so as to devise sectorial analyses, improve coordinaঞon and technical approaches in 
the field of food and nutriঞon.
2 Countries in the West African region, harmonized framework, projected figures for the June-August 2020 hunger gap

3 Benin, Burkina Faso, Cameroon, Ivory Coast, Gambia, Guinea, Guinea Bissau, Mali, Mauritania, Niger, Nigeria, Sierra 
Leone, Togo, Chad, Senegal
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AN ALARMING AND UNDERFUNDED 
FOOD AND NUTRITION  SITUATION

TThe results of the analysis of the March 2020 Harmonised 
framework show that, unless a proper response is organised 
for the June to August 2020 period, 19 million people in the  
CILSS-CEDEAO space and Cameroon will suffer from severe 
food insecurity. The needs are 80% higher than in 2019 
whereas funding only cover 50% of the needs on average.

BBurkina Faso, Niger, Nigeria, Sierra Leone, Mali, Chad and 
Cameroon are by far the worst hit countries. This 
deterioraঞon of food security results from several factors  
among which recurring droughts in West Africa’s Sahel, 
economic uncertainty in Sierra Leone but above all insecurity 
in the Central Sahel and the Lake Chad basin region along 
with the crisis in Cameroon which both lead to huge numbers 
ofof people being displaced.

The deterioraঞon of food security must be viewed as part of 
an already challenging environment with mulঞple 
weaknesses such as a high incidence of childhood diseases, 
very weak health systems and high levels of acute 
malnutriঞon with nearly 3 million4 less than 5-year-old 
children who will suffer from its most severe form in 2020. 
The situaঞon is parঞcularly alarming in the Lake Chad basin 
regionregion as well as in the countries of the Central Sahel 
(Burkina Faso, Mali et Niger) which are faced with a rise in 
civil insecurity threatening access to basic social services.

4 Benin, Burkina Faso, Cameroon, Ivory Coast, Gambia, Guinea, Guinea Bissau, Mali, Mauritania, Niger, Nigeria, Sierra Leone, Togo, Chad, Senegal
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At this stage, developing precise scenarios about the middle and long-term evoluঞon of the pandemic and its impact on food security 
and livelihoods is a complex exercise. There are many differences at the local, naঞonal, regional, and global levels that must be taken 
into account. Besides, the measures introduced by governments to contain the pandemic in several of the region’s countries are liable 
to become tougher and are difficult to anঞcipate. However, considering the evoluঞon of the pandemic in the first countries to be 
affected as well as its current spread in West Africa and the Sahel, the  pandemic is expected to spread quickly in the three months to 
come.come. In these condiঞons, some  internaঞonal and naঞonal measures could stay in place and even become tougher in the face of this 
scourge. Which might  be much more disrupঞve for some  sectors of acঞvity and among them humanitarian aid, socio-economic 
acঞviঞes, and basic social services in the region.

The next three months (April-May-June) correspond to a key period for the preparaঞon of the farmland and  the pastoral 
transhumance that rural households greatly depend on. The measures put in place already have a very restricঞve impact on seasonal 
migraঞons (from ciঞes to the countryside), pastoral transhumance and access to pastures and water in the dry season.

In West Africa and the Sahel, the COVID-19 pandemic risks having a serious humanitarian impact for a populaঞon which is already  
affected by a mulঞ-faceted crisis.  The immediate potenঞal impacts in the three months to come might be :

Severe  constraints and restricঞons regarding food  aid and humanitarian operaঞons. 
PPreparing operaঞons to provide food aid for the millions of people suffering from acute food insecurity during the hunger gap 
will be done in the next three months. There is inadequate funding to address the 2020 food crisis, even without COVID 19. 
Response plans, when there is any, are by and large underfunded. Governments’ measures restrict or slow down the movement 
of people and goods at the local and regional levels and represent operaঞonal and programming challenges for humanitarian 
actors. Even if most organisaঞons are reviewing procedures and methodological approaches to ensure an adequate response 
whilewhile taking COVID 19 into account and contribuঞng to prevenঞng it, the impact of the measures will likely delay logisঞcs 
operaঞons and the necessary targeঞng to provide food aid to the 19 million people5 suffering from food insecurity (Phases 3-5 
of the cadre Harmonisé analyses) during the hunger gap. Moreover, the COVID-19 crisis may urge governments and donors to 
focus on the health response and thus considerably reduce the funds available to respond to the food and nutriঞon crisis. The 
situaঞon is parঞcularly alarming for displaced people, refugees,  marginalized  groups, and the  populaঞons living in conflict 
zones;

 5 Those figures include Cameroon.

Potenঞal impacts 
and immediate 
consequences of the  
COVID-19 crisis on 
food and nutriঞon 
security as well as 
on livelihoods.
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Reduced access to markets, seeds, tools, and inputs for millions farmers who will have to prepare their fields before the arrival 
of the rainy season, as well as obstacles to the mobility of seasonal workers and stock breeders and their access to pastures and 
water for ca�le. It could be difficult for households to ensure the agricultural season starts normally while governmental and 
non-governmental actors could have difficulty ensuring the support usually provided for agro-pastoralists at the beginning of the 
agricultural season, by bringing input, training and ঞmely technical support at their disposal. This could therefore have a direct 
and middle-and middle-term adverse impact on households’ livelihoods beyond the coming hunger gap;

An adverse impact on the way food systems work : farm exports,  imports and  food  value  chains (access to inputs, producঞon, 
transformaঞon, storage, transport and distribuঞon) could be hit hard if appropriate measures are not taken. The closure of 
markets, shops and firms could result in higher internaঞonal and sub-regional price volaঞlity affecঞng: consumers’ purchasing 
power, the terms of trade for some producers and pastoralists, and resulঞng in rising losses and producঞon waste, and a loss of 
revenues for stakeholders in supply chains. Before the  COVID-19 pandemic, the analyses (like ‘Fill the Nutriment Gap’) 
conducconducted by 4 countries in the region (Burkina Faso, Mali, Mauritania and Niger) had shown that 2/3 of households could not 
afford nutriঞous food, which contributed to unhealthy food pracঞces, and malnutriঞon. Price hikes for staple foods risk making 
this  situaঞon worse. The slowdown of  imports of basic commodiঞes, linked to an overall slowdown of the global economy is 
highly likely. indeed, the  region greatly depends on  imports, in parঞcular for some basic staples like the rice which mostly comes 
from Asia but also oil.  The slowdown of internaঞonal mariঞme transport already results in a container crisis and there are already 
longlong delays in the supply of goods that usually arrive at Lomé, Abidjan, Dakar, and Cotonou harbours which may entail addiঞonal  
costs;

Deterioraঞon of  the  supply  of  prevenঞve  and  curaঞve  services  against  malnutriঞon : the already weak capaciঞes of the 
health systems in the region could be further limited by the increasing demand for care within the health faciliঞes and the 
increasing risks of infecঞon for health workers that could result from the pandemic. Health systems therefore risk no longer being 
in a posiঞon to cope with the growing demand and to provide basic health and nutriঞon services to prevent and treat acute 
malnutriঞon.

Disrupঞon to the supply chain : disconঞnuing  the  manufacturing  of  vital  nutriঞonal  products  (ready-made therapeuঞc 
products) as well as their transport to health faciliঞes because of the limits to movement imposed by Governments represents a 
major threat to the conঞnuity of services to treat mothers’ and children’s acute malnutriঞon.

DDecrease in / lost of employment opportuniঞes in the  formal and informal economies : a fall in revenues and a deterioraঞon 
of livelihoods for millions of people in urban centres and in the countryside are to be expected, following the prolongaঞon of 
restricঞons to the movement of people and goods. Lockdown measures could make the economic impact on households all the 
worse in an exponenঞal way. This would cause a sharp deterioraঞon in economic condiঞons and adopঞon of negaঞve coping 
strategies for more vulnerable households. The added impact of the consequences of COVID-19 could worsen the living 
condiঞonscondiঞons of 57 million people expected in Phase 2 between June and August 2020 and cause the most vulnerable to switch to 
Phase 3 to 5. This shi[ would negaঞvely impact the already fragile nutriঞonal status of women and children: the number of cases 
of malnutriঞon could soar dramaঞcally by the end of the year if no adequate acঞon is taken.

Potenঞal impacts 
and immediate 
consequences of the 
COVID-19 crisis on 
food and nutriঞon 
security as well as 
on livelihoods.
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3.  Ensuring through specific measures populaঞons’ 
access to humanitarian services; (Humanitarian Actors 
and Governments).

4.4.   Adapঞng emergency nutriঞon aid to COVID-19 crisis 
and anঞcipaঞng the pre-posiঞoning of nutriঞonal inputs 
at all the levels of the health pyramid and supporঞng 
naঞonal health systems to ensure the conঞnuity of 
intervenঞons to prevent and treat mothers’ and under 
5-year-old children’s acute malnutriঞon (State, 
Humanitarian Actors).

5.5.  Immediately releasing the funds necessary to the 
implementaঞon of what is already programmed and 
allowing for greater flexibility in the use of funds as well 
as  making procedures easier (State, Donors).

6.   Rapidly raising significant addiঞonal emergency and 
post-emergency SAN funds at the naঞonal and 
internaঞonal levels. 

7.7.   Take appropriate measures to trade and transport of 
food, inputs, and basic staples so as to safeguard and 
bolster food markets and naঞonal and sub-regional 
agro-pastoral producঞons to reduce the need for 
emergency food aid by taking effecঞve support 
measures for the most vulnerable agro-pastoralists and 
limit speculaঞon through a close follow-up of prices and 
trtransparent communicaঞon  (States, regional 
Insঞtuঞons, Technical and Financial Partners). Parঞcular 
a�enঞon should also be paid to the producঞon, 
transformaঞon, transport and commercialisaঞon of 
nutriঞous foods. 

8.  Maintaining the operaঞonal capaciঞes of 
humanitarian actors by acceleraঞng the operaঞonal 
preparaঞon of the change in aid methods (cash, 
coupons, aid in kind) and in  distribuঞon mechanisms to 
keep up with the rapid evoluঞon of COVID measures 
and market condiঞons. Privileging electronic payment 
as far as possible to limit the risks of infecঞon 
(H(Humanitarian Actors and Governments)

9.  Based on rigorous market analysis and a close 
follow-up of the prices of the main food staples, 
including nutriঞous foods, privileging intervenঞons 
based on the market to support the local economy. 
Monitoring prices in rural  areas can be updated  by 
mobilising the network of organisaঞons of cereal 
producers in the countries of the  Sahel. (State , Donors).

10.10. Pursuing the effort of (verঞcal and horizontal) 
expansion of social networks to cushion the  
socio-economic impact of COVID-19. To provide 
immediate economic support for the most vulnerable 
households directly affected by the crisis especially in 
urban areas (households living on a day to day basis in 
the informal economy) by valuing humanitarian 
«kn«know-how» in targeঞng trems.

11. Strengthening close  cooperaঞon and operaঞonal 
coordinaঞon with the authoriঞes for mulঞsectoral 
responses that are efficient because of be�er 
coordinaঞon between the different humanitarian,  
development and state actors.

The impact of the current crisis is already being felt in many 
countries of the region and risks geমng worse in the weeks 
to come. The significant decrease in Diaspora remi�ances, 
which, for some countries, account for up to 10% of  GDP 
and  are one of the main sources of income of the most 
vulnerable households, risks making the economic 
situaঞon of the poorest households even worse. It is 
nenecessary to take urgent steps so that those immediate 
impacts may be anঞcipated, minimized and dealt with in 
order to limit the negaঞve  consequences on the  
livelihoods and the food and nutriঞon security of the 
populaঞons of the region in the next few weeks but also in 
the next few months and years : the impact of the 
pandemic in the longer term will depend on these urgent 
ssteps too. 

MAIN RECOMMENDATIONS FOR THE  
IMMEDIATE RESPONSE AND THE 
PREPARATION OF ACTORS.

1.   Strengthening the follow-up and the harmonised and 
concerted analysis of the impact of the COVID-19 crisis on 
food security and nutriঞon with a view to a rapid update of 
programmes and plans for a food and nutriঞon response 
taking into account the short and middle-term needs 
resulঞng from the impact of COVID-19 (States & 
Humanitarian Actors);

2.2.    Acceleraঞng the implementaঞon of emergency food aid 
programmes targeঞng those who are already idenঞfied as 
vulnerable  before the COVID-19 crisis, while enforcing 
procedures to reduce the risks of transmission. (Governments 
/ Donors / Humanitarian Actors) ;
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THE REGIONAL FOOD SECURITY 
AND NUTRITION WORKING 
GROUP ҐWEST AFRICAґ

Acঞon Against Hunger (ACF)
Cédric Bernard : cbernard@wa.acfspain.org

World Food Programme (WFP) 
Vulnerability Analysis and Mapping Unit 
Eric Branckaert : rbd.vam@wfp.org

United Naঞons Internaঞonal Children’s 
EEmergency Fund (UNICEF)
Dolores Rio : drio@unicef.org
Anne Céline Delinger : adelinger@unicef.org

Food and Agriculture Organizaঞon (FAO)
Marঞn Naindouba : Marঞn.Naindouba@fao.org
Luca Parodi : Luca.Parodi@fao.org

Special thanks to the Internaঞonal Federaঞon of the Red Cross (IFRC), to 
Cash Learning Partnership (CALP), to OXFAM and the Danish Refugee 
Council (DRC) for their precious contribuঞon.

CO L҃EAD AND PRESS CONTACTS

h�ps://www.humanitarianresponse.info/fr/operaঞons/west-and-central-africa
/food-security-and-nutriঞon
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