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THE EUROPEAN COMMISSION AND THE SAHEL – A LONG-TERM RELATIONSHIP         
                                            
The European Commission is committed to helping 
prevent hunger crises in the Sahel which is hit by 
increasingly frequent droughts. As well as providing €318 
million specifically to address humanitarian needs 
caused by the 2012 food crisis, since 2007 the 
Commission has also allocated over €250 million to fight 
malnutrition in the Sahel from its humanitarian aid 
budget. In addition to this, over the long-term the 
Commission is financing on-going food security 
programmes with €208 million from its development 
cooperation budget.  
 
In 2011, 320,000 children were treated across the Sahel, 
approximately half of whom as a result of the 
Commission's humanitarian funding. In 2012 the 
Commission's humanitarian aid will reach between 6 and 
7 million people. 
 
However the Commission's aid alone is not enough, 
especially not in the context of this year's food crisis, 
which has been unfolding since late 2011. We call on 
other donors to contribute generously to this cause 
before it is too late. Acting early means we can help 
more people. It also brings more value for our taxpayers’ 
money, as it costs less to prevent hunger than to cure its 
effects. For example, it costs approximately €100 to treat 
a child who has become severely malnourished, but just 
€20 to prevent that child becoming malnourished in the 
first place. Acting early not only prevents suffering, it also 
means our limited funds can reach more people and 
save more lives.  

 
Building resilience in the Sahel 
 
The challenges in the Sahel region are structural and cut 
across several sectors: people have inadequate access 
to food and health care; diagnosis and treatment for 
malnutrition are insufficient; social safety nets need to be 
scaled up. Underlying causes for the chronic threat of 
crises include climate change and the degradation of 
ecosystems, resulting in erratic weather patterns. 
Furthermore economic disparities, market distortions and 
the weakness of public institutions add to the 
fundamental problem of low resilience to chronic crisis 
and shocks. The Commission is bringing together all the 
relevant actors to develop proposals from the region so 
that in the future we can prevent crises rather than react 
to them.  
 
Linking Relief, Rehabilitation and Development  
(LRRD) for better food security in the Sahel  
 
It is recognised that the international community could 
better help the Sahel recover and avoid future hunger 
crises if stronger links are built between humanitarian 
assistance and long-term development support, 
organised around national policies. The Commission will 
work towards sustainable food security by supporting 
both short-term and long-term needs. This means 
focussing on the root causes of vulnerability beyond the 
immediate emergency.  
The Commission is committed to tackling the underlying 
causes of food insecurity, to help alleviate the Sahel’s 

Facts and Figures 
 An estimated 18 million people are at 

risk of hunger throughout the Sahel 
region of West Africa, of whom nearly 8 
million are now in need of emergency 
assistance. 

 4.1 million children in the region are 
now exposed to malnutrition; 1.1 million 
to severe malnutrition; 3 million to 
moderate to acute malnutrition. 

 Political crisis in Mali has pushed 
200,000 people to seek asylum in 
neighbouring countries while another, 
200,000 (approx.) are displaced inside 
Mali.  
 

Key priorities 
• Getting access and aid to the most 

vulnerable people across the Sahel. 
• Responding to the needs of those 

affected by the food crisis. 
• Strengthening  the resilience of people 

before the next drought. Women in a 'cash for work' project receive money for building embankments around fields to 
better irrigate crops during future dry seasons. Raphael de Bengy ©  
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chronic vulnerabilities and to ensure that hundreds of 
thousands of vulnerable households are better equipped 
to cope in the long term. We do this by strengthening 
local, national and regional capacities and investing in 

disaster risk reduction measures, drought resilience and 
crisis preparedness.  
There is an increasing need for development assistance 
to strengthen the capacity of regional institutions and 
help them ensure food security for all.  

THE 2012 FOOD CRISIS AND BEYOND: THE EUROPEAN UNION'S  RESPONSE

Since late 2011, the Commission has been sounding the 
alarm about this crisis in efforts to mobilise the 
international community towards taking 'early action'.  
Commissioner Piebalgs, after visiting the Sahel in 
November 2011, decided that all possible means should 
be mobilised immediately by the European Commission to 
tackle the looming crisis. 
In January 2012, Commissioner Georgieva visited Chad 
and Niger, two of the worst affected countries. In February, 
the European Commission called an extraordinary high-
level meeting of all EU member states and major and 
emerging humanitarian donor countries. Further efforts are 
on-going, including the development of approaches for 
cooperation with national governments to ensure that 
humanitarian and development assistance are well-linked 
from the beginning. This helps save lives in the emergency 
phase and strengthens the resilience of the affected 
populations over the long-term against future shocks. 
As well as rallying the humanitarian community, the 
Commission has put its money where its mouth is; €318 
million (€153.5 million from the humanitarian aid budget, 
and €164.5 million from the development cooperation 
budget) will go towards alleviating the suffering in the 
short-term and building resilience to droughts in the long-
term so that we are not saving people today only for them 
to face the same catastrophic humanitarian challenges 
again next year.  
 
What's being done to contain this food crisis? 
Based on the continuous monitoring of people's needs 
through its five humanitarian offices in the region, the 
European Commission has adopted a three-phased 
response approach. The main phases are crisis mitigation 
and preparedness (Nov '11 – Feb '12), emergency 
response (March – Sept '12) and recovery/resilience 
building (Sept '12 onwards). 
By now, the lean season has already begun, in some 
places three months earlier than usual, and the emergency 
response is underway. Recent prevention and mitigation 
measures include: 

 Cash & voucher transfers to 475,000 people, where 
vulnerable populations have been given money or 
vouchers with which they can purchase food for 
themselves and in doing so boost local economies.  

 Prepositioning of food and nutrition products; UNICEF 
and the World Food Programme (WFP) are shipping 
therapeutic food products to be ready when 
malnutrition rates peak in different areas in the near 
future. 

 Committing to a closer coordination between 
humanitarian and development agencies, and where 
necessary, national governments. 
During the Emergency response phase, the specific 
nutritional needs of children and pregnant and nursing   
women are being addressed through: 

 Reinforcing existing nutrition operations. In April a €30 
million, Commission-funded, and WFP-implemented, 
blanket feeding operation began for one million infants 
under two years of age and 500,000 pregnant and 
breast-feeding mothers. 

 Providing general food distributions at household level 
to the most vulnerable populations when and where 
food is not available in markets. 
 
The long-term EU response 
The EU is committed to helping the people of the Sahel 
not only go through the current crisis, but also avoid 
similar emergencies in the future and break the cycle of 
chronic food shortages. For this to happen, there is a 
need to find the synergies between humanitarian, crisis 
response efforts and development aid.  

To stimulate development and build resilience, the EU 
is operating development programmes, funded through 
the EU budget and the European Development Fund. 
Projects for over €200 million are currently on-going or 
planned in Burkina Faso, Mali, Niger, Mauritania and 
Chad. 
For example, EU aid in Burkina Faso helps farmers 
increase their production capacity by giving them 
training and harvesting machines, and building storage 
facilities. In one project, this led to an increase of 
produced seeds from 27 tons to 347 tons. In Mali, a 
programme helped local communities with early 
detection of malnutrition in almost 20,000 children and 
with their treatment. The same project fought erosion 
on 8,600 hectares of land. The EU also supports 
governments in the Sahel, setting up national systems 
of food security and storage. 
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A long-term package of measures in the Sahel will 
tackle, among other things: 
• drought mitigation and the sustainable management 

and restoration of fragile ecosystems; 
• expansion of social safety net systems, using cash 

transfers to the poorest and most vulnerable; 
• better regulation of trade and market mechanisms to 

improve market access for producers in both 
farming and herding; 

• improved national and regional capacities to assess 
food security and respond to crises; 

• setting up a regional food reserve tailored to 
country's needs, that strengthens regional 
institutions, and involving the relevant stakeholders 
in the long term.  

Sustainable agriculture and its impact on food security 
is also at the top of the EU development agenda for the 
future. Since building resilience is, first and foremost, a 
country-driven approach, the EU will jointly programme 
future measures in this area together with countries in 
the region. Programming will focus on key sectors such 
as sustainable agriculture and food security, where the 
EU can have a real impact. 
 
 
 
 
 

EXAMPLES OF EU PROJECTS ON FOOD SECURITY 

Humanitarian Project 
 
Across the Sahel, with €30 million of European Commission funding, the 
World Food Programme (WFP) is implementing a blanket feeding 
operation that will reach, between April and September 2012, 1,000,000 
children and 500,000 pregnant and breast-feeding women.  
 Niger © WFP/Anne Poulsen 

 
 
 
 
 
In Mali, as in many other countries of the Sahel, the European 
Commission is funding an unconditional cash transfer programme in 
the town of Madina Sacko in the region of Koulikoro. This pilot 
programme will reach close to 45,000 people affected by the drought 
in the regions of Kayes and Koulikoro. The cash will be provided to 
households identifies as very poor to enable them to buy their own 
food on the local markets.    Sahel 2011 © EU = credit: EC/ECHO/ Saïd Mbombo Penda  

 
In Chad, the European Commission supports an innovative 
partnership between the international NGOs ACTED, Alima 
and the Chadian local NGO Alerte Santé, this project is 
reaching 56,000 people, including a several thousand 
children under 5 suffering from acute malnutrition. This 
comprehensive project's main objective is to fight and 
manage severe acute malnutrition, and to show how it could 
be potentially scaled-up and implemented throughout Chad. 
  © ACTED 
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In Burkina Faso, in a village called Palboa 300 kilometres away from Ouagadougou, the European 
Commission is supporting a "cash for work" program implemented by Action Contre la Faim. In exchange for 
cash, about 1,200 villagers are building embankments around what will become rice fields. The intention is 
that rainwater will be retained for the next crop. In total, each worker will receive €90 over 2 months, the 
equivalent of about three 100kg bags of sorghum. This project will benefit 7,000 people in Palboa.  
© EU = credit: EC/ECHO 
 

 

Development Projects 
In Niger, the "ASAPI" food security programme was active in 56 
different communities until 2009. Some of its results: 273 km of 
rural roads were constructed or rehabilitated to link farming areas 
with their markets. 473 hectares of land received improved 
irrigation. More than 15,000 hectares, in 116 locations, have been 
protected against erosion. More than 600 land-related conflicts 
were resolved. Through a network of 165 cereal banks of more 
than 100 tons of initial stock, 50,000 people are benefiting from 
local grain supply. 563 producer organisations have been 
established, trained, equipped and financially supported for 
carrying out local development work.  

 

 

 

 

In Burkina Faso, 18,557 tons of improved seeds were produced by farmers 
that received support from an EU programme. The programme also equipped 
13 communities with additional harvesting machinery. Seven storage 
facilities and seven drying fields were constructed. This was complemented 
by the training of almost 200 people in areas such as production, harvesting 
and treatment techniques. Finally, four decentralised laboratories were 
established to support the analysis of seeds and their certification.  
 

 
 
 
 
 
 

In Senegal, 1,640 metric tons of cereals will be distributed to 
58,000 people in 2012-2013. This will help the most vulnerable 
communities to access basic food items. In addition, cash and 
vouchers will be distributed to 70,000 people over the course 
of 4 months in areas where there is a risk of hunger. In a shift 
towards longer-term resilience building, food assistance in 
some vulnerable communities in lowland areas of Senegal will 
be complemented by other forms of support: the construction 
of grain storage facilities and the development of community 
capacity for land improvement and rice cultivation.  
 
 
 


