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East Africa
In Ethiopia, Kenya and Somalia, severe and prolonged dry weather  

conditions raise food security concerns 

Overview 
Two consecutive poor rainy seasons since October 2020, 
which resulted in reduced harvests and deteriorated 
rangeland conditions, have been followed by severe 
dryness at the start of the 2021 October–December 
season in southeastern Ethiopia, eastern Kenya and 
Somalia. Lack of precipitation in October (Figure 1) and 
in the first half of November delayed planting operations 
and had a severe negative impact on crop germination. 
In pastoral areas, rangeland conditions have significantly 
deteriorated, with widespread pasture and water 
shortages resulting in a deterioration of animal body 
conditions to poor levels, livestock deaths  and a sharp 
decline in milk production. According to weather forecasts, 
the remainder of the current rainy season is likely to be 
characterized by below‑average precipitation amounts. 
If seasonal rains would be poor as forecasted, substantial 
yield reductions and crop losses could be expected in 
cropping areas, while in pastoral areas the anticipated 
poor rains would hinder improvements of rangeland and 
animal body conditions.

 Highlights
 ¾ Severe dryness in October and in the first half of November 2021 in several areas of Ethiopia, Kenya and 

Somalia had a negative impact on crop planting and germination.

 ¾ According to weather forecasts, the remainder of the October–December rainy season is likely to 
be characterized by below‑average rainfall amounts, as a result cereal production is expected at 
below‑average levels.

 ¾ Significant rainfall deficits since early October 2020 have severely affected pastoral areas and drought is 
causing widespread shortages of water and pasture with an increase in animal emaciation and deaths.

 ¾ The food insecurity situation is expected to deteriorate in the coming months, with the number of severely 
food insecure people estimated at 2.4 million in Kenya and 3.5 million in Somalia in late 2021. Further 
increases are likely in early 2022. 

 ¾ It is urgently needed to scale up livelihood support and food assistance interventions as recurrent climatic 
shocks have largely undermined household resilience. 
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Source: FAO/GIEWS Earth Observation, 2021. Map modified to comply with the 
United Nations map No. 4045 Rev. 8.1, 2018.

Disclaimer: The boundaries and names shown and the designations used on this map do 
not imply the expression of any opinion whatsoever on the part of FAO concerning the 
legal status of any country, territory, city or area or of its authorities, or concerning the 
delimitation of its frontiers and boundaries. Dashed lines on maps represent approximate 
border lines for which there may not yet be full agreement.

 Figure 1: Ethiopia, Kenya, Somalia - Precipitation 
anomaly (relative difference to long-term average , October 2021)
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Crop production
In southern key cropping areas of Somalia, “Deyr”  
(October–December) season crops, expected to be 
harvested in January 2022 and typically accounting for 
about 40  percent of the total annual cereal output, have 
been affected by severe early season dryness, which delayed 
planting and resulted in widespread germination failures. In 
the main maize‑producing areas, October and the first half 
of November were almost completely dry in Lower Shabelle 
Region. In the “sorghum belt” of Bay Region, the main 
sorghum producing area, some scattered, below‑average 
showers were received only in late October and early 
November, and the cumulative precipitation between 
1 October and 10 November was 85 percent below average. 
Overall, October rainfall is crucial to achieve a favourable 
“Deyr” output as it represents about half of the cumulative 
seasonal rains and precipitation normally subside by early 
December. With dry conditions persisting in the first dekad of 
November, a significant recovery of 2021 “Deyr” crops is very 
unlikely and, according to the Food Security and Nutrition 
Analysis Unit  (FSNAU) and the Famine Early Warning 
Systems Network (FEWS NET), the 2021 “Deyr” cereal output 
is forecast to be 40 to 60 percent below the average of the 
previous five years.1 This would lead to a fourth consecutive 
season with a reduced cereal production, with the outputs 
of the previous three harvests estimated between 15 and 
40 percent below the five‑year average. In southeastern 
and coastal Kenya, “short‑rains” crops, accounting for about 
20  percent of the annual cereal production and grown in 
bimodal rainfall cropping areas, have also been affected by 
early season dryness, with the period between 1 October and 
10 November assessed as the driest on record since 1981 in 
several areas. If seasonal rains during the coming weeks are 
below average as forecasted, substantial crop losses will be 
expected. This would lead to a third consecutive season with 
below‑average cereal production in some areas as it follows 
the poor harvests gathered during the 2021 “long‑rains” and 
the 2020 “short‑rains” seasons. 

Livestock production
In pastoral and agropastoral areas of southeastern Ethiopia, 
southern, central and northeastern Somalia and northern 
and eastern Kenya, rangeland resources have been severely 
affected by two consecutive poor rainy seasons since 
October 2020 and by severe dryness in October and in the 
first half of November 2021. Current vegetation conditions 
are very poor, resulting in severe pasture shortages. In 
Kenya, according to the Government’s National Drought 
Management Authority, as of September, almost all counties 
located in the arid and semiarid lands, covering about 

80 percent of the country, were affected by severe dry weather 
conditions, with particular concern for Turkana and Marsabit 
counties in the northwest, Garissa, Isiolo, Mandera, Tana River 
and Wajir in the northeast and Lamu county on the coast, 
where poor precipitation amounts severely affected pastoral 
livelihoods. Overall, in about 75 percent of these counties, 
conditions were assessed to be deteriorating in September 
compared to the previous month. The lack of precipitation 
hindered the recharge of water sources and, according 
to the FEWS NET/United States Geological Survey  (USGS) 
water point monitoring system (Figure 2), the status of most 
livestock watering points in Ethiopia, Kenya and Somalia 
are in “alert” or “near‑dry” situation. The widespread and 
severe pasture and water shortages are resulting in the 
deterioration of livestock body conditions to very poor levels, 
in livestock deaths due to starvation and in drought‑induced 
diseases. The dismal animal conditions are also resulting in 
abortions and very low birth rates. Herders are often unable 
to provide adequate feed and water to their animals and are 
forced to cull offspring to save milk‑producing females. These 
losses are of particular concern as herd sizes are still below 
average, not having fully recovered from the large‑scale 
deaths that occurred during the severe 2016/17 drought, 

Source: FEWS NET/USGS, November 2021.

Disclaimer: The boundaries and names shown and the designations used on this 
map do not imply the expression of any opinion whatsoever on the part of FAO 
concerning the legal status of any country, territory, city or area or of its authorities, 
or concerning the delimitation of its frontiers and boundaries. Dashed lines on maps 
represent approximate border lines for which there may not yet be full agreement.

 Figure 2: Ethiopia, Kenya, Somalia - Status of water 
points (November 2021)

1 Corresponding to 50−70 percent below the post-conflict 1995–2020 average.
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the worst in recent years. Poor livestock health conditions 
and the loss of animals have caused a reduction in milk 
production and pastoral incomes. For example, in northern 
and northeastern pastoral areas of Kenya, milk production 
in September was estimated to be up to 55 percent below 
the average. According to the preliminary findings of a recent 
FAO assessment, the prolonged dry weather conditions and 
the poor start of the “Deyr/Hageya” rainy season severely 
affected pastoral livelihoods in southeastern pastoral areas 
of Ethiopia, including South Omo and Bale zones in SNNPR 
Region, Borena Zone of Oromia Region and southern Somali 
Region. Widespread shortages of water and pasture have 
caused atypical livestock migration, with reported herd 
movements of more than 200 to 300 km northwards in 
search of pasture and widespread abortions. According to 
the FAO assessment, about 60 000 animals have died due to 
starvation and milk production declined to about 80 percent 
below average levels.

Markets and trade   
In Somalia, three consecutive below‑average harvests have 
resulted in very high cereal prices, constraining food access for 
large segments of the population. In September 2021, prices 
of sorghum in Dinsoor, located in Bay Region, and prices of 
maize in Qorioley, located in Lower Shabelle Region, were 
about 70 percent higher than the already elevated values of a 
year earlier and close to the levels reached during the 2016/17 
drought. Despite the worsening animal body conditions, 
prices of livestock have increased in recent months due to 
low supply and high export demand. However, the increase 
in cereal prices outpaced that of livestock prices, and terms 
of trade for pastoralists deteriorated over the last 12 months. 
In Galkayo, one of the main livestock markets in the Horn of 
Africa, the equivalent in sorghum of a goat in September 2021 
was 25 percent lower than one year earlier. In Kenya, prices 
of maize remained mostly stable in western key producing 
areas and in the capital, Nairobi, and in September they were 
at the same levels of one year earlier. Prices stayed stable as 
a result of adequate domestic availabilities, mainly due to 
large carryover stocks from the above‑average 2020 cereal 
production and sustained imports from Uganda and the 
United Republic of Tanzania. In northern and northeastern 
pastoral areas, prices of livestock in September were 10 to 
30 percent lower than a year earlier, due to worsening animal 
body conditions and increased market supply as several 
herders decided to sell their animals because they could not 
afford to buy adequate quantities of feed and water. In these 
areas, maize prices in September were 10 to 25 percent above 
their year‑earlier levels, mainly due to consecutive poor local 
harvests, coupled with sustained demand for animal feed 
due to pasture shortages. As a result, the terms of trade for 

pastoralists deteriorated over the last 12 months and, in 
September, they were between 10 and 35  percent lower 
than one year earlier. Similarly, in southeastern Ethiopia, 
according to a recent FAO assessment, prices of goats in 
October were about 35 percent lower than 12 months earlier, 
due to poor animal body conditions. By contrast, prices 
of cereals were at high levels, with those of maize, teff and 
rice in October reported to be 60 to 70 percent higher than 
their year‑earlier values, mainly as a result of increasing costs 
of imports from Kenya due to the continuous devaluation 
of the Ethiopian birr against the Kenya shilling. As a result, 
the terms of trade of pastoralists deteriorated over the last 
12 months and, in October 2021, the goat‑to‑cereals (maize, 
teff and rice) terms of trade were 60 to 70 percent lower on 
a yearly basis. 

Food security situation 
Food availability and access have been severely constrained 
in 2021 as prevailing dry weather conditions since late 2020 
had a negative impact on crop and livestock production. In 
Kenya, the people estimated to be severely food insecure 
increased from 1.4 million in early 2021 to 2.1 million in 
the July to October 2021 period. Under the assumption 
of below‑average October–December “short‑rains”, the 
number of food insecure people is expected to further 
increase to 2.4 million between November 2021 and January 
2022. Similarly, in Somalia, the number of people estimated 
to be severely food insecure increased from 1.6  million in 
early 2021 to 2.2 million in the June to July period. In the 
absence of humanitarian assistance, about 3.5 million 
people are expected to face severe food insecurity between 
October and December 2021 if the performance of the 
October–December rains remains poor. It is worth noting 
that the total number of food insecure people in Kenya 
and Somalia at the end of 2021, estimated at 5.9 million, is 
slightly higher than the corresponding figure in mid‑2017, at 
the height of the impact of the 2016/17 drought. Although 
no recent food security estimates are available for Ethiopia, 
the number of people facing severe food insecurity in the 
southeastern Somali Region increased from 1.26 million 
in the October to December 2020 period to 1.98 million 
between January and June 2021. Due to the cumulative 
negative impact on livelihoods of a harsh dry season, after 
the poor 2021 March–May “Gu/Genna” rainy season and of 
current dry conditions, the food security situation has likely 
deteriorated since the latest analysis.

A close monitoring of weather and market conditions in 
the areas affected by poor precipitations is warranted and 
a timely and effective provision of livelihood support and 
food assistance is urgently required.



This Special Alert has been prepared under the responsibility of FAO’s Global Information and Early 
Warning System on Food and Agriculture, with information from official and unofficial sources. None of 
the information in this Alert should be regarded as statements of governmental views. These Alerts are short 
reports which describe an alarming food security situation that is developing in countries or subregions. 
They also alert the international community on measures to be taken. The alerts are available in English, 
French or Spanish depending on the country/region. Since conditions may change rapidly, please contact 
the undersigned for further information if required.

For more information visit the GIEWS Website at: www.fao.org/giews

Enquiries may be directed to:
Global Information and Early Warning System on Food and Agriculture (GIEWS)
Markets and Trade ‑ Economic and Social Development 
GIEWS1@fao.org

Food and Agriculture Organization of the United Nations (FAO)
Rome, Italy

The Global Information and Early Warning System on Food and Agriculture (GIEWS) has set up a 
mailing list to disseminate its reports. To subscribe, submit the Registration Form on the following link: 
http://newsletters.fao.org/k/Fao/markets_and_trade_english_giews_world.

The designations employed and the presentation of material in this information product do not imply the expression of any 
opinion whatsoever on the part of the Food and Agriculture Organization of the United Nations (FAO) concerning the legal 
or development status of any country, territory, city or area or of its authorities, or concerning the delimitation of its frontiers 
or boundaries. Dashed lines on maps represent approximate border lines for which there may not yet be full agreement. The 
mention of specific companies or products of manufacturers, whether or not these have been patented, does not imply that 
these have been endorsed or recommended by FAO in preference to others of a similar nature that are not mentioned.

The views expressed in this information product are those of the author(s) and do not necessarily reflect the views or policies 
of FAO. 

ISSN 2707-1766 [Print] 
ISSN 2707-1774 [Online] 

© FAO, 2021

Some rights reserved. This work is made available under the Creative Commons Attribution-NonCommercial-ShareAlike 
3.0 IGO licence (CC BY-NC-SA 3.0 IGO; https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-sa/3.0/igo/legalcode). 

Under the terms of this licence, this work may be copied, redistributed and adapted for non-commercial purposes, provided 
that the work is appropriately cited. In any use of this work, there should be no suggestion that FAO endorses any specific 
organization, products or services. The use of the FAO logo is not permitted. If the work is adapted, then it must be licensed 
under the same or equivalent Creative Commons license. If a translation of this work is created, it must include the following 
disclaimer along with the required citation: “This translation was not created by the Food and Agriculture Organization of the 
United Nations (FAO). FAO is not responsible for the content or accuracy of this translation. The original [Language] edition 
shall be the authoritative edition.

Disputes arising under the licence that cannot be settled amicably will be resolved by mediation and arbitration as described in 
Article 8 of the licence except as otherwise provided herein. The applicable mediation rules will be the mediation rules of the 
World Intellectual Property Organization http://www.wipo.int/amc/en/mediation/rules and any arbitration will be in accordance 
with the Arbitration Rules of the United Nations Commission on International Trade Law (UNCITRAL).

Third-party materials. Users wishing to reuse material from this work that is attributed to a third party, such as tables, figures or 
images, are responsible for determining whether permission is needed for that reuse and for obtaining permission from the copyright 
holder. The risk of claims resulting from infringement of any third-party-owned component in the work rests solely with the user.

Sales, rights and licensing. FAO information products are available on the FAO website (www.fao.org/publications) and 
can be purchased through publications-sales@fao.org. Requests for commercial use should be submitted via: www.fao.org/
contact-us/licence-request. Queries regarding rights and licensing should be submitted to: copyright@fao.org.

CB7721EN/1/11.2021

http://copyright@fao.org
mailto:GIEWS1@fao.org
http://newsletters.fao.org/k/Fao/markets_and_trade_english_giews_world
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-sa/3.0/igo/legalcode
http://www.wipo.int/amc/en/mediation/rules
www.fao.org/publications
mailto:publications-sales@fao.org
www.fao.org/contact-us/licence‑request
www.fao.org/contact-us/licence‑request
mailto:copyright@fao.org

