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A POLICY AGENDA FOR FAMINE 
PREVENTION IN AFRICA by Joachim von Braun 

FAMINE IN AFRICA: 
A SPECIAL CASE? 
Famine-the human tragedy that was 
prevalent throughout the world earlier in 
this century-is nowadays confined to 
Africa. Countries in the rest of the world 
have found ways to deal with the prob
lem, but Africa has not. Is this a research 
issue? Can the lessons for proper policy 
action that were learned elsewhere be 
applied in Africa now? Research at IFPRI 
conducted during the past four years us
.ng household surveys in two of the most 
famine- prone countries of today-Sudan 
and Ethiopia-concludes that learning 
from famine prevention and mitigation ef
forts in Africa is at least as important as 
learning from outside experience. Sub
sistence-oriented agriculture (which is re
gressing rather than progressing), con
straints in transport infrastructure, poor 
economic policy, and weak popular par
ticipation in governance, especially at the 
local level-and not simply war and 
drought-are the main reasons for the 
special situation in Africa that makes fam
ine prevention a contin11ing challenge. 
These conclusions are summarized in a 
recent food policy report issued by IFPRI. 

DI~AENSIONS OF THE 
FAlV11NE PROBLEl\t1 
IN ETHIOPIA AND 
SUDAN 
The number of food-insecure people and 
the intensity of food insecurity have in
creased in many African regions during 
the 1 970s and 1 980s and under likely 
<>cenarios will continue to rise in the 

990s. During the last two decades, eco
nomic growth has been zero in Sudan 
and negative in Ethiopia. Food produc-

lion in Ethiopia and Sudan in the late 
1 980s remained below 1979-81 levels 
and this showed up in decrea::;ed food 
availability. Moreover, the intervals be
tween famine events have become too 
short to permit reconstruction of the rural 
economies. Most survivors have been 
left with fewer assets and with an increas
ingly risky agricultural-income base that 
offers little buffer against future crises. 

In Ethiopia, the worst of the famines 
have been concentrated in the structur
ally food-deficit regions of the north, east, 
and south. In these regions, net annual 
incomes are among the lowest in the 
world (less than US$1 00 per capita). An 
estimated half a million people died in 
these areas during the 1968-75 crisis, 
and another 1 million people died from 
1983 to 1986. In addition, at least 2 mil
lion people were officially classified as 
food insecure in each year during the 
1 980s, a figure that rose to more than 8 
million during peak famine years such as 
1985 and i 991. 

In Sudan more than half a million 
people are believed to have died from 
famine conditions between 1984 and 
i 990, particularly in the western, north
central, and southern regions. In the 
south, armed conflicts disrupted effective 
famine mitigation as they did in Ethiopia. 
The food situation has worsened again in 
1 991. Food-insecure people are now 
found not only in the famine-prone re
gions, but increasingly in the central and 
eastern regions as well, and most re
cently in major towns. 

CAUSES OF FAMINE 
The genesis of food crises in this region 
is a result of the interaction between en
vironmental and socioeconomic factors, 
in both the short and the long terms, and 
a failure of policy to deal with them. 
Those factors are described below. 

Drought is a primary agent :i 'amine 
in Africa today. The agricultural ::reduc
tion enviionment is under .. ~c .. ··eased 
stress from drought. 

In 1984 average rainfall in :::hiopia 
was 22 percent below the lonG--:erm na
tional average; in the worst-a~ected re
gions it was more than 50 percent below 
average. In Sudan, it was "!C'::' ·"'an 50 
percent below the long-term a·•ernge in 
most of the country. 

In both countries drought 's s:rongly 
associated with food-producticn :iecline. 
A 10 percent decline in rainfall !::etow the 
long-term average results in a .!.4 per
cent fall in national production .:1 :::hiopia 
and a 5 percent fall in Sudan. 

Production failures caused ':'!~rough!, 
even those lasting several years. do not 
translate into famine unless otna- socio
economic conditions are prevaient.. Such 
conditions are a result of defic·e,..-::ies in 
public policy, which impair the ;rowth of 
households out of poverty. Thess condi
tions include (1) lack of improved seeds, 
fertilizers, other inputs, and train1ng asso
ciated with improved agricultural technol
ogy; (2) extensive environmer,:ai degra
dation-partly because the ~cor lack 
alternative production techr::icgies
which limits the sustainability :Jf any 
gains in productivity that are adlieved; 
(3) lack of rural and urban nona;;ricultural 
employment opportunities, whci1 limits 
nonfarm incomes; (4) lack of :~cegrated 
markets due to poor rural infrasrructure, 
such as roads and transporta:;cn facili
ties, and state-controlled marketing poli
cies that impair incentives for farmers; (5) 
limited access to education, 'hnich con
tributes to a low labor produ~ivity and 
rising birth rates; (6) financia: tr.arkets 
that do not promote savings ard jo pre
vent borrowing in times of neec: (7) poor 
health and sanitation conditicrs due to 
lack of services and investmer:: n health 
infrastructure; and (8) inappropria!e macro
economic policies, including exc."lange-
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rate regulations and export taxes that his
torically have adversely affected the rural 
economy. 

In addition, long-term armed con
flicts in Sudan and Ethiopia and a lack of 
both transparent political decisionmaking 
processes at central and local govern
ment levels and an investigative free me
dia that could generate pressure for 
needed action against food insecurity are 
causes of food insecurity and famine. 

COPING WITH FAMINE 
Even in situations in which almost every
one is poor, the depth of poverty deter
mines the impact of famine. The effects 
of food shortages and the loss of pur
chasing power are felt least in house
holds with higher incomes and sound as
set bases. This finding underlines the 
importance of combating the root causes 
of poverty in any famine-prevention strat
egy and confirms the need for effective 
targeting of the absolute poor by relief 
interventions. The locations of the food
insecure, their resource endowments 
employment categories, and demograph~ 
ics are helpful criteria for vulnerability 
identification and mapping. 

The social and economic resources 
mobilized to offset the impact of produc
tion shortfalls and market uncertainties 
are many and varied; there is no univer
sal response. Further, although the de
tails of response strategies vary from one 
region to another, broad commonalities 
emerge in the type and sequence of re
sponses adopted across most localities. 

The pattern of household response 
generally involves a succession of 
stages along a continuum that runs from 
long-term risk management to crisis dam
age containment to the extreme instance 
of household collapse. Each response, at 
best, delays the onset of the next stage, 
unless conditions change or external 
help arrives. As households proceed 
along this path, it becomes increasingly 
difficult to differentiate between a "cop
i;,g!l response, vvhich implies a consclcus 
choice between alternatives, and a "suf
fering" response. 

POLICIES AND 
PROGRAI'v1S 
FOR REDUCING 
VULNERABILITY 

TO FAMINE 
Famines are entirely preventable through 
changes in policy. But current needs are 
so extreme that the food-security policies 
now in place will have to be totally re
designed in the context of comprehen
sive macroeconomic reform. In addition, 
famine-prone countries will need to build 
on their experiences with food-security 
projects and programs, including produc
tion-enhancement projects, income and 
employment projects, storage and distri
bution policies, early-warning systems, 
food aid, and health and sanitation pro
grams. 
• Technological innovations have to 

some extent been promoted in Ethiopia 
and Sudan. These innovations include 
advanced irrigation technology (Ethio
pia), genetically improved livestock 
(Ethiopia and Sudan), improved animal 
traction (Ethiopia), and greater use of 
chemical fertilizers and higher-yielding 
cultivars (Ethiopia and Sudan). Analy
ses have shown that households par
ticipating in projects with a technology 
promotion component had substantially 
higher agricultural yields than nonpar
ticipating households and got through 
the famine period with less stress. 

• Public works projects that provide em
ployment have played an important role 
in supporting the purchasing power of 
people who have become dependent 
on the labor market due to drought. 
Such projects, which involve the build
ing of infrastructure such as roads and 
bridges upon which further develop
ment depends, prevent migration to 
camps or cities. These projects have 
been used as a tool for food and income 
relief in both Ethiooia and Sudan. And 
when wage rates are set properly, they 
attract only the poor. 

• One of the immediate responses to the 
droughts of the late 1960s and early 
1970s was a move toward improving 
the domestic cereal stocks, both as a 
way to stabilize prices and to establisr -
security reserves for future productioL 
shortfalls. Results were mixed but there 
is little doubt that both Ethiopia and Su
dan would benefit from effectively man
aged grain reserves placed near high
risk areas under the control of local 
authorities. 

• A precondition for effective emergency 
relief is the operation of appropriate 
early-warning systems. Much effort has 
been put into the development and fine
tuning of information systems relevant 
to crisis prediction and prevention in the 
study countries. However, the lack of 
financial or administrative capacity for 
responding to warning signals reduces 
the relevance of these agencies. Nei
ther country systematically monitors 
nutrition indicators within these sys
tems. 

• Ethiopia and Sudan have become 
highly dependent on food aid during the 
past 1 0 years. Evidence suggests that 
though demand outstrips supply, food 
aid is effective when appropriately tar
geted. 

" Food emergencies in Ethiopia and Su-
dan have often been accompanied by 
health-service emergencies. Not only 
does reduced dietary intake lead to in7 -. 
creased health risks but, at the same 
time, health services and-in drought
prone areas-access to safe water are 
also reduced. 

The outcomes of many projects and 
programs aimed at strengthening house
hold and national capacity for preventing 
and mitigating famine have been posi
tive. There is, however, a deficiency in 
systematic assessment of experience 
that constrains learning and institutional 
strengthening. Although projects that fail 
often attract more attention than suc
cessful ones, valuable insights have 
been gained from recent operations, and 
these provide a foundation for improved 
operations in the future. 
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