insecurity

he term "food security" has a different
T meaning according to where you are. In a

rich country it means concern about the
quality of the food on your plate. In a poor
country it means uncertainty about whether
there will be anything to eat at all.

“Selling grain at the weekly market. Mirria, Niger, 2000.”

Ayorou
®

Gabo@
illaberi

FiIingue®

©
Louga

Niger: hunger warning

In Niger, one of the world's poorest countries,

people are far more concerned about the avai-

lability of food than its quality. In some areas,

particularly in August and September when one

crop runs out and the next is not ready to

harvest, people eat very little - some days no-
thing at all. When they run out of proper
food, they eat roots. Every year many die
of hunger in Niger.

Yet income from the country's uranium
reserves had once made people hopeful of
economic and social development. But
landlocked Niger has been hit by an unpre-
cedented economic crisis that has ended
almost all uranium mining activities. And
it has suffered greatly from erratic climate
over the last 30 years, with severe droughts
in 1974, 1976 and 1983. There have been
numerous international initiatives to
prevent the population from being drawn
into a spiral of worsening poverty — but
it is African countries themselves that have
launched the most innovative initiatives
to fight starvation (with financial support
from rich countries).

The Agrhymet centre in Niamey - the
technical arm of the Permanent Interstates
Committee for Drought Control in the
Sahel (CILSS) - has developed a method
for detailed analysis of food and farming
risk prevention. It involves comparing data-
bases, land surveys, agro-climatic models
and satellite images. Most of Niger is desert
and only a thin strip in the south can be
farmed. Even here farming is difficult since
rainfall is irregular, spread over a rainy
season of two to four months, and overall
rainfall has substantially decreased over
the last 20 to 30 years.

For a short period every year there is a surge
of farming activity in Niger to reconstitute re-
serves of millet and sorghum. The rest of the
year is given over to raising stock and market
gardening. Particular attention is paid to
building up village reserves in order to survive
till the following crop. The most common
technique for getting the crop off to a good
start — despite light and localised initial rainfall
— is to sow the largest possible area as soon as
enough rain falls. If the first crop fails, farmers
start all over again. As sowing is done by hand,
it involves a great deal of work — often with
success. But bad years (when rainfall is low and
infrequent) are a serious threat to crops and
people’s survival. Farmers can still plant manioc,
but it is a poor consolation. Sometimes low
rainfall affects one area, yet nearby there is too
much rain, aggravating contrasts within an
administrative district.

In the worst cases (particularly when they recur),
some regions are forced into debt. The only
solution is to draw on reserves, and even to use
seed grain set aside for the following year. With
no other options, men leave for a year or two
to look for work on the coast or in less desolate
areas. The women, children and old people stay
behind in the villages, destitute. Sometimes
social and family structures break down
altogether. From Maradi to Zinder, as the
markets close in the evening, it is not unusual
to see crowds of women and children gathering
round traders as they pack up their goods,
waiting to pick up any grain that has fallen on
the ground.

To prevent recurrent disasters, the Agrhymet
centre has started issuing early warnings.
Drawing on the comparative data it collects,
the report gives the authorities immediate
warning of the situation in the fields. Agrhymet

BAD HARVESTS IN SOUTH NIGER

ENVIRONMENT AND POVERTY TIMES - 13

engineers can even identify areas at risk, deman-
ding outside assistance, several weeks before
the harvest. When this happens, local authorities
and international bodies can initiate emergency
measures in advance (release of national reser-
ves, purchase of grain or rice abroad or planting
of alternative crops).

Agrhymet engineers carry out field trips to check
information and validate models. They travel
slowly round the country, following prede-
termined transects. Using Global Positioning
Systems (GPS) they can locate crops and assess
their development. They transfer the data to a
map, which makes it easier to pinpoint areas
at risk. Although the method is fairly effective,
there are shortcomings. It is difficult for Agrhy-
met to obtain all the localised information it
requires, crucial to drawing up detailed maps.
Some local authorities exaggerate the gravity
of problems and submit misleading data during
surveys, in the hope of receiving aid. Rainfall,
too, is hard to evaluate. When it is light and
localised, it does not appear in the meteoro-
logical records. In contrast heavy rain can wash
away recently planted seeds.

For all these reasons it is hard to assess food
security in Niger. Although the problem is clearly
a national one, intervention is often local and
so affected by the balance of power at that level.
There are now tools for assessing the future
food supply. Although they are fairly accurate,
they need to be perfected. In a country where
people are used to coping with climatic disasters,
and fatalism is common, the best information
systems will never replace the determination
to act by local, national and international
authorities.

Yann Legros
Agrhymet, Niger
legros@altern.org

Resistant to disease

which now claims millions of deaths,
mostly in Africa.
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and the spread of disease. According
to the WRI and others, some 30 new
infectious diseases, such as Lyme
disease, Ebola and Lassa fever, have
emerged in the last two decades (1).
Moreover, previously controlled
diseases are returning in more viru-

Nigeria lent forms.
Modification of the environment has
. o 106 contributed to the increased spread

of disease. For instance, deforestation,

The poor are most affected by resis-
tant strains since they usually do not
have access to preventative measures
(potable water, vaccinations) and
cannot afford them. Many urban poor
live in crowded, polluted areas that
invite disease. Vigorous control
programmes and consistent, holistic
epi-demiological strategies are
needed to help curb this growth of
disease, especially among the poor.

An. Ba.and Ma. Sn.

Sources: Field Survey 2000, Agrhymet, Niamey, Niger.

Hurricane Mitch: not just a natural disaster

Mitch moved through Central America, dropping as

much as six feet of rain on some regions. Mitch was
felt most harshly in Honduras and Nicaragua, and to a
lesser extent on Guatemala, El Salvador, Belize, Costa Rica
and Chiapas (Mexico). More than 22,000 people were
killed or went missing and three million were made
homeless or otherwise affected.

I n late October and early November 1998, Hurricane

“Mathare in the wake of the torrential El Nifio rains (1997)”
Source: Shootback: Photos by Kids from the Nairobi Slums,
Booth-Clibborn Editions, London, 1999 (see page 3).

Most of Mitch’s victims lived in precarious conditions. Of
the homes destroyed in Tegucigalpa (Honduran capital),
"many were one-room hovels that blanketed the steep hills
surrounding the city, poor areas long since denuded of trees
by residents needing fire-wood. The soil had poor drainage
and the waters from Mitch's downpours had nowhere to go,
so thousands of homes were simply swept away in flash
floods and mud slides"(1).

While the rains were "natural", the death and destruction
from Hurricane Mitch cannot be blamed simply on a
"natural disaster". There are also economic and ecological
reasons. The Guardian reports that:"One of the reasons
that the flooding [in Nicaragua] was so bad was that much
of the land had been previously deforested, and the soils
therefore eroded due to bad land-management practices,
based on economic gain alone"(2). Clear-cutting logging,
hillside farms, and rampant housing development caused
further mudslides and floods. The damage was most
extreme in Honduras, where loggers and farmers annually
stripped away about 225,000 acres of forests (3).
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desalination of mangrove areas and,
some say, climate change have caused
much of the resurgence of malaria,

1. World Resources 1998-99; Environmental Change &
Human Health, WRI in collaboration with UNDP,
UNEP, World Bank, Washington DC, 1998.

Poor countries suffer greater losses from natural disasters.

In 1992, for example, a cyclone in Bangladesh caused 100,000

deaths, while a cyclone in the United States of similar intensity
- Hurricane Andrew - caused 32 deaths.

DANIEL KARIUKI - “Worries” (1988)



