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to implement. This serves to deter private traders from moving grains to areas with deficits and 
may contribute to shortages and price rises.  

The bottom line from the preceding analysis is that what was (and is) being witnessed is a 
livelihoods crisis rather than a traditional food security crisis. This interpretation of the problem has been 
widely accepted within senior UN, donor and NGO circles. The “Triple Threat” of food 
insecurity, HIV/AIDS and weakened capacity for governance (UN, 2003) provided an important 
statement of the complexity of the causes of the crisis, and highlights how these negative trends 
are mutually reinforcing.  

This analysis underscores the complexity of the problems underlying food insecurity. By 
implication a diversity of solutions are needed. There is an evident tendency to look for an 
innovative “answer” to the problem of food security. In practice there is no simple fix to these 
layered concerns. The challenge is to deliver a balanced response using a number of different 
instruments, within the constraints of the available resources and capacities.  

2.2 Beyond the triple threat 
In the light of subsequent regional and global analytical developments it is useful to critically 
examine the adequacy of the explanation offered. Firstly, as more sophisticated analyses have 
been developed over time it has become clear that this schema offers an over simplified 
explanation of the crisis. While there are undoubtedly important common regional features to the 
crisis, equally there are significant nationally specific components. Given the distinct national 
environments and histories it is hard to generalize between Malawi (with poverty and price issues 
to the fore), Zimbabwe (where policy choices on fast track land reform and slum clearance have 
been highly significant), Lesotho (where unsustainable land use practices have resulted in a 
dramatic loss of arable land) and Mozambique (only just recovering from civil war and highly 
exposed to natural disasters of drought, flood and cyclone). The strong regional leadership 
provided by the UN at the outset of the crisis may have over emphasized the regional 
commonalities. Subsequently a more nuanced nationally based analysis is emerging, with the 
corollary that the appreciation that solutions should be adapted to the specific national context.  

Secondly, despite the acknowledgement of the chronic dimension to the problem it is not always 
clear that the implications of this have been fully appreciated. The regional literature focuses on 
increasing chronic vulnerability. The implication is that the structural factors (such as poverty, 
HIV/AIDS and poor governance) are understood to increase the household susceptibility to 
transient shocks such as negative climatic events. Consequently the analytical focus remains on 
quantifying needs during episodes of acute food insecurity triggered by drought or floods. 
However, this underplays the significance of chronic food insecurity, where food intake and health 
status are compromised even in the absence of a transient shock. Consequently a large number of 
people have chronic needs that can be anticipated on a regular basis.  

This is illustrated by the finding that regions with the highest chronic malnutrition (as estimated 
by stunting rates) occur in northern Mozambique, northern Zambia and central Malawi – 
whereas drought risk and variability in crop production are highest in the south. Global estimates 
suggest that chronic hunger attributable to structural causes explains 90% of worldwide hunger 
(FAO, 2005). Furthermore, there is evidence that chronic hunger leads directly to a major, yet 
little remarked crisis of child morbidity, mortality and malnutrition. It is estimated that this results 
in 150,000 excess deaths annually in the six EMOP countries (Wiggins, 2005). In comparison the 
only significant regional reports of drought related mortality come from Malawi where the 
maximum estimate was of 45,000 mortalities8 resulting from the 2001-03 crisis. However, the 
urgent need to respond to this long-term chronic crisis is relatively rarely remarked on. 

                                                      
8 See Stephen Deveraux, “The New Famines: Why Famines Persist in an Era of Globalization” 
(Routledge (2007). 
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� Affordability A key issue for national decision makers is the budgetary implications. 
These systems have been clearly presented as a long term ‘social contract’ which would 
bring expenditures ‘on-budget’. There is a persistent tension at the policy level between 
welfare and growth objectives. Implementing such schemes competes for scarce funds 
and long term donor commitments of budgetary support are not yet forthcoming. 

� Links to economic growth The question for decision makers is the best allocation of 
scarce resources – how much to invest in smoothing consumption compared to 
investing in economic growth? In this context the design and objectives of social 
protection are critical. The tools to help decision makers resolve these questions remain 
rudimentary and evidence on social assistance impacts is poorly developed. 

� Dependency Some governments exhibit a preference to strengthen community based 
coping mechanisms over public systems of support. This is rooted in significant 
concerns of creating dependency.  

National opinion on social protection remains somewhat divided. For some Countries (notably 
Mozambique) there is a policy decision to focus expenditure on growth and a reluctance to 
increase expenditure on social transfers. However, even the Mozambique position appears to be 
shifting. There does appear to be an increasing regional appetite for social protection as 
evidenced by the Livingstone declaration (DFID Zambia, 2006). 

Social protection is also far from a panacea. The central argument for a more efficient method of 
meeting the predictable needs of the chronically hungry is persuasive. Establishing a national 
system, at scale, to deliver even on part of this would be an important step forward. However, 
while there may be important synergies with development, the primary objective remains meeting 
immediate consumption needs rather than addressing the underlying causes.  

3.2.3 Disaster risk reduction 

A third major strand evident in policy development concerns the formulation or refinement of 
disaster risk reduction policies. In 2004, the African Union (AU) and the New Partnership for 
Africa’s Development (NEPAD) developed the Africa Regional Strategy for Disaster Risk 
Reduction and an programme of action for its implementation for 2005-2010. In January 2005, 
under the leadership of the UN, a global framework for Disaster Risk Reduction (DRR) has been 
formulated as the Hyogo Framework of Action (ISDR, 2005). The interpretation and adaptation 
of these policy guidelines is now occurring at the national level. DRR is a broad discussion that 
includes both measures to improve the management of disasters, through better preparedness 
and response, and measures to reduce the probability that disasters will occur, through risk 
reduction and mitigation.  

Disaster management 

Disaster management is uniformly reflected as a component of national food security policies. 
This includes provision for early warning systems and disaster management authorities. Stand 
alone disaster management policies have been recently updated in Mozambique, Lesotho and 
Zambia to strengthen the coordination capacity of government, although financing the disaster 
response itself still remains largely off-budget. Well established policy and programmatic 
elements of the response to disasters include the operation of early warning systems which 
continued to function relatively effectively since the 2001-03 crisis.  

At a regional level there has been an active debate on the management of food stocks through 
the operation of strategic grain reserves (SGRs). SGRs serve two major functions – to provide 
buffer stocks for a quick response to an emergency and to control the food price spikes 
associated with harvest failures. As international food aid typically takes 5 months to arrive in-
country the maintenance of a relatively small stock for this purpose is often justifiable. However, 
some countries with good private storage facilities and/or good infrastructure to connect to 
international markets do not feel it necessary to keep even this reserve – South Africa being an 
example.  
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Dealing with the consequences of harvest failure 

Given the long standing recognition of the ramifications of crop production fluctuations on food 
security, conjoined with the considerable technical and human resources devoted to addressing 
this problem, the lack of progress in this field is disappointing. The current situation shows 
remarkable and depressing continuity: every time harvests fail, in 2001, 2002 and 2005, the 
response is pretty much ad hoc. Confronted with the imperative for quick action, the template 
commonly used is what was done last time ⎯ which may or may not be appropriate. NGOs and 
the donors scramble to mobilise emergency aid packages with food aid as the major component. 
Governments try to import additional food supplies; private enterprise may try and import more, 
although often these intents are cautious since quite what government and donors may do is 
unclear. 
 
It is surprising, given the certainty that there will be harvest failures in the future, that countries in 
the region do not have strategies in place that broadly define the objectives of response, the likely 
measures to achieve such objectives, the role of the various stakeholders, and the resources that 
will be necessary. There should be road map for each country: a broad outline of what may 
happen, and the probable response to contingencies, agreed consensually with all the main 
stakeholders.  
 
A critical element of such a road map concerns how to ensure that there are supplies of food on 
the market, widely available, and at a price that is relatively stable and affordable. While food aid 
is used to protect access, this often arrives too late to remove the price spike after the failed 
harvest. The need for some public intervention to ensure that food prices do not double or more 
in years of harvest failure is rarely grasped in debates on responses to food crises.  

 
Unfortunately there is no consensus on how to prevent price spikes.  Preferred responses broadly 
divide into two camps. One favours government intervention in food markets; the other believes 
that allowing private enterprise scope to operate in free markets will do much to solve the 
problem, with minimal and strategic public interventions only when and where strictly needed. 
More clarity needs to be brought to debates about markets. Free markets in food may work well, 
but there would still be a public role to correct for undesirable outcomes. That does not mean 
repressing or replacing markets, but it does mean being clear about the limits of free markets. An 
alignment behind a consensus position would facilitate effective action. 
 

People queuing and then purchasing food at
an Admarc depot in Malawi, 2005 
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Risk reduction and mitigation 

The role of disasters (natural, technological and economic) in driving food insecurity (both 
transitory and chronic) is well established. In the southern Africa region droughts, floods and to a 
lesser extent cyclones are significant food security influences. The food security implications of 
climate change are a particular concern. Consequently there is a well developed global argument 
for focussing on reducing human vulnerability. This will reduce the probability that a shock such 
as a drought, will necessarily translate into a disaster.  

Vulnerability reduction requires more than just emergency preparedness and response. In 
situations characterised by exposure to shocks, the goal is to move households from increasing 
vulnerability (i.e. declining ability to manage risk) to increasing resilience (i.e. an enhanced ability 
to manage risk) over time. This is primarily a developmental activity. This debate has been driven 
by the conceptual advances amongst the disaster reduction community. Recent global agreements 
(specifically the Hyogo framework) have emphasized the interactions of disasters with human 
development. Just as disasters can interrupt development, poorly planed development is 
understood to increase the risk of ‘disasters’. This may occur at the micro-level (such building a 
house in a flood plain) or at the macro-level (such as macro-economic development accelerating 
climate change). 

At the continental level, disaster risk reduction is a high policy priority. Disaster related losses are 
increasing and disaster impacts have become an impediment to sustainable development. The 
African Union (AU) and its New Partnership for Africa’s Development (NEPAD) developed an 
African regional strategy for disaster risk reduction (AU/NEPAD, 2004). In this document the 
problem of disasters is increasingly viewed as a development challenge. Consequently the primary 
aim of the strategy is phrased around contributing to the attainment of sustainable development 
and poverty eradication by mainstreaming disaster risk reduction into development, which 
parallels the HIV/AIDS mainstreaming process. The objective is to ensure that all programmes 
consider how their activities impact on risk – rather than seeing this as a separate sector. While 
the need to mainstream disaster risk management is repeatedly referenced, the observed actions 
still fall some way short of a comprehensive package necessary to achieve this. 

In practice there are numerous challenges to realizing the African strategy. Key sectoral policies, 
such as on food and agriculture, rural and urban development and enterprise development, do 
not sufficiently consider how they impact people’s vulnerability to hazards. Few countries have 
explicitly included disaster reduction as specific thematic focus areas in their Poverty Reduction 
Strategy Papers (PRSPs). Even where the policy, legal and programme guidelines are established 
implementation is too often constrained by inadequate competencies and resources.  

4 Programmatic response 
The preceding chapter illustrates the wide recognition of an urgent need for change in the policy 
sphere.  While there are a number of critical areas where a policy consensus is still lacking, in 
substantive areas the policy environment does appear to accommodate a more appropriate 
response to the complex regional crisis. This chapter examines subsequent changes in programme 
implementation that have occurred – in particular major changes since the 2001-03 crisis.  

Changes in programme content are examined in response to both transient and chronic food 
insecurity. Firstly, the changes in response to the transient crises such as drought, and the 
accompanying surges in staple food prices, are examined. Secondly, it examines how the response 
to the underlying and longer-term livelihoods crisis is evolving, with a particular focus on the role 
of the humanitarian sector.  

4.1 Responding to transitory food insecurity 
Perhaps the most striking observation on the format of the emergency response is the apparent 
lack of change at the aggregate level. There is remarkably little difference between the content of 
the emergency appeals for the 2001/03 and 2005/06 crises. The 2005/06 Malawi Flash appeal 
remained heavily weighted towards ensuring access to food and continued to recommend the 
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large scale use of emergency food aid. For Malawi in 2005/06 two thirds of the total response 
was in the form of food aid (Table 5), compared to 80% in the 2002-03 and 2003-04 consolidated 
appeals. 

Table 5:  Flash Appeal Malawi 2005 

Sector Requirements Funded % of total
Agriculture 8,971,878               7,514,458               13%
Education 500,000                  558,730                  1%
Food 48,955,869             37,348,634             65%
Health 13,400,000             9,881,713               17%
Human rights 300,000                  400,000                  1%
Not specified -                          367,238                  1%
Water and sanitation 1,700,000               1,659,341               3%
Grand Total 73,827,747             57,730,114             78%  

Source: Relief Web15 

This continuing predominance of food aid is being widely questioned on two major fronts. 
Firstly, it is clear that food insecure households have a wide basket of needs and ensuring food 
availability and access is only a partial solution. This strand needs to be balanced by increased 
agricultural, health and water interventions. Secondly, food aid is not necessarily the most 
appropriate and efficient way of transferring resources to food insecure households16, nor the 
best mechanism for ensuring food availability and access. 

 
Table 6:  DFID Zambia Humanitarian Allocations, 2005-06 

Implementor Amount Sector 
Oxfam £1,000,000 Relief cash transfers 
WFP £460,000 Food aid 
Programme Against Malnutrition £520,714 Agricultural Input distribution 
WFP (PRRO 10310) £2,000,000  Food Aid 
WFP (PRRO 10310) £1,033,000 Food aid 
UNICEF £416,000 Emergency Health and Nutrition 
Nutrition Advisor support £30,000 Emergency Health and Nutrition 
Real-time evaluation £1,320 Food and cash relief 
GRAND TOTAL £5,451,034  

 

The continuing emphasis on food aid can be partly explained as the resources of key donors 
(principally the US government) remain heavily tied 
to this commodity. However, this is not an adequate 
explanation. For example the resources from the 
British government are officially untied, yet they 
have continued to invest the majority of their 
humanitarian response funds into food aid transfers 
in the region. For example in Zambia in 2005-06 
two thirds of the total assistance went to food aid. 
The common explanation offered is that food aid 
programmes are often the only viable option for 
donors to disburse large amounts of assistance in a 
timely manner. While other instruments may be 
technically feasible, the institutional backbone to use 
them at scale is lacking. In particular proposals from 
the non-food sectors are perceived to lack credibility 
and the capacity for implementation.   
                                                      
15 Requirements, Commitments/Contributions and Pledges per Sector as of 28-August-2006 as reported 
on http://www.reliefweb.int/fts  
16 Barrett and Maxwell (2005) provide evidence on the poor efficiency of food aid as a resource 
transfer and show that a high proportion of the value is lost.   

Food Aid distribution, Malawi, 2005 
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4.1.1 Cash and markets 

However, against the backdrop of limited change at the macro level there has been a flurry of 
innovation at the local and pilot level. Concerns over the market, production and political 

disincentives of food aid have led to 
active experimentation with alternative 
transfer instruments. There are numerous 
examples of NGO led cash transfer pilot 
programmes to meet short term 
emergency needs. For example in Malawi 
during 2005-06 cash transfer schemes 
were operated in pilot districts by 
OXFAM, CONCERN Worldwide, World 
Vision and GOAL. WFP funded the 
latter two pilots and are piloting cash 
transfers on a regional basis in the current 
season. 

These pilots have been extremely valuable 
in exploring the public acceptability, 
affordability, the necessary preconditions, 
targeting modalities and impacts of using 
cash transfers in emergencies. The 
experience has been largely positive. 
Monitoring shows that the majority of the 

cash is used to meet immediate food needs, but also allows other basic needs to be addressed, for 
example paying for transport to collect ARVs. Cash has not generally inflated the cost of staple 
food stuffs and is more cost effective than imported food aid. 

However, such pilots have dispelled the hypothesis that cash is uniformly preferable to food aid. 
In times of staple price inflation or where food availability is constrained it remains preferable to 
make transfers in kind – for example during the emergency in parts of Malawi. It is 
acknowledged that well targeted food aid, provided in emergency situations where food is 
unavailable or expensive, continues to be an important emergency response tool. 

There have also been innovative attempts to utilize synergies with local markets to improve food 
access. For example in Zimbabwe, established market channels were used to target the urban 
food insecure to good effect (see box on the MAP programme).  

 

Market Assistance Program (MAP) C-SAFE Consortium Zimbabwe 

The MAP program recognizes that markets are the major source of food to most households, especially within urban settings. 
However, access to the official Grain Marketing Board (GMB) grain has declined steeply over the last few years. While 88% of 
households reporting buying GMB maize in 2002, this had fallen to 41% by 2005. MAP (operated by the USAID funded C-
SAFE consortium in Zimbabwe) is providing subsidized sorghum for sale through established retailers as an innovative 
response to urban food insecurity in Zimbabwe.  

MAP appears to be a notable success on several scores. It has received wide recognition and usage – while sorghum is not a 
traditional staple over 80% of the population in targeted suburbs of Bulawayo had tried the MAP product. As a less preferred 
staple the product is self targeting benefits are skewed to poorer households. 

The program avoids the constraints of attempting ‘traditional’ community based food security interventions in an urban setting.  
The need to work through communities is by-passed by using the market directly. Additionally the initiative has proved less 
politically sensitive than direct food distribution; this is attributed to the low visibility of the NGO and donor in the process. At 
this stage an assessment of the cost effectiveness of the approach and determining the replicability beyond the specific 
context of Zimbabwe is needed. 

 

Cash distribution, Zambia, 2006 
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4.1.2 Institutional arrangements 

Networking and coordination 

One of the most clearly learnt lessons has been around the value of improved coordination in the 
delivery of the emergency response. There are numerous examples throughout the region where 
new institutional relationships have been forged. Networks vary in the inclusivity of their 
membership (whether membership is open or closed), the mandate (information sharing, 
harmonization, coordination or collaboration in implementation) and the formality of the 
structure (whether they are informal, have an established secretariat and the role of government).  
Examples include: 

9 The establishment of the Regional Inter-Agency Coordination Support Office (RIACSO), 
which provided a forum between key UN agencies and NGOs, and donor missions at 
regional level. 

9 Networking homogenous groups of stakeholders. For example, within the UN system (the 
establishment of the Regional Directors Team has been significant in building a multi-sectoral 
and coordinated food security response within the UN), between NGOs (with joint 
implementation of the C-SAFE programme17) or harmonizing donor policies (donor 
coordination around budget support themes in Mozambique). 

9 Information sharing between different humanitarian stakeholders; for example the role of the 
UN Resident Coordinators’ Offices supported by OCHA at country level and SAHIMS at the 
regional level. Such networks have mitigated the loss of knowledge inherent in a rapid 
turnover of humanitarian staff.  

9 Coordination structures chaired by national government; such as SETSAN in Mozambique 
and the Joint Food Security Task Force in Malawi. 

While the efficiency of specific networks varies, the overall benefits of the approach are 
unambiguous. This lesson appears to have been well learnt. Like all good ideas, models of 
improved networking and coordination have spread rapidly and are increasingly institutionalized.  

Integrated programming 

Major changes in the organization of the NGOs to respond to emergencies are evident. Prior to 
2001-03 most NGO programmes in southern Africa were primarily developmental. Only in 
Mozambique, which is exposed to regular cyclones and other extreme weather events, was there a 
well established disaster management capability. Consequently the 2001-03 response was typically 
provided through independent humanitarian programmes. Not only did these take time to 
establish, but they suffered from a limited interaction with on-going development programmes. 
Opportunities for synergy were poorly exploited and development gains were even undermined.  

While these challenges have been far from resolved, several agencies (including WVI, Oxfam and 
CARE) placed far greater emphasis on responding to the 2005-06 crisis through using the 
structures and staff of on-going development. This resulted in much less disruption to the 
agency’s regular programming and provided for a more streamlined and seamless scale-up.  

The design of the new generation of ‘development relief’ programmes implemented through 
USAID funded NGOs integrate the flexibility to scale up the response in the event of an 
emergency occurring during the duration of the development program.  Potentially this increases 
the ability to implement a rapid response, as well improving the impact by drawing on an intimate 
understanding of local livelihoods to design ‘emergency’ interventions. However, their flexibility 
has not yet been widely tested.  

                                                      
17 C-SAFE is a four year developmental relief program, involving implementation through a 
consortium of international NGOs in four countries (Lesotho, Zambia, Zimbabwe, and Malawi). The 
three main initiators of this program were World Vision, CARE, and Catholic Relief Services. C-SAFE 
was mainly supported by USAID FFP with additional funding from OFDA, DFID and WFP. 
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Strengthening national delivery capacity 

During the 2005 / 06 crisis there was a greater effort by the international humanitarian 
community to tailor interventions to country-specific needs. For instance in Mozambique the UN 
country Team is implementing an inter-agency plan to complement the government’s 
interventions to mitigate food insecurity. The strategy, which draws from the annual Inter-
Agency Emergency Preparedness and Response Plan, is multi-sectoral and includes activities, 
which are rolled into and consistent with the Poverty Reduction Strategy Paper and National 
Development Plan. 

There is somewhat limited evidence of efforts to build national capacity to deliver emergency 
assistance. The main example of a systematic attempt to build capacity was observed in Malawi, 
where the government took greater direct responsibility for food aid distributions in 2005/06. 
Rather then funding WFP, DFID opted to fund the GoM handle distributions in the northern 
and central areas of the country. The argument was twofold; firstly, using the GoM channels was 
argued for on cost efficiency grounds, and secondly to build government responsibility and 
accountability. While the implementation was judged to be reasonably successful, the GoM 
appears to have a limited interest in institutionalizing systems for food aid delivery.    

4.1.3 Risk reduction 

The consequences of failing to reduce exposure to risk are evident in the rising vulnerability and 
the increasing cost of humanitarian response. CARE (2006) have estimated that given current 
trends the total expenditure on humanitarian response in sub Saharan Africa between 2000 and 
2010 will total $300 billion. This is a stark reminder of the costs of failing to deal with the root 
causes of disasters.  

There have been a number of attempts to pilot measures to reduce risk and vulnerability – and so 
ultimately reduce the need for publicly funded emergency response. In particular the World Bank 
is taking a lead in piloting the use of a range of market based instruments to manage weather 
related risks (World Bank, 2005). In Malawi the World Bank is piloting the weather based 
insurance products.  

At the micro- or farm-level, weather-based index insurance provides more stable income streams 
that protect peoples’ livelihoods and improve their access to finance. A weather insurance 
product has been piloted to secure credit for groundnut farmers in the last season in Malawi. 
Nearly 1000 policies were sold in October 2005 for the 2005/2006 season. The insurance payout 
is based on rainfall recorded at the airport weather station in Lilongwe. A commercial loan is 
packaged with weather insurance into a single product. Farmers pay a higher rate of interest, but 
in case of a severe drought, the borrower repays only a fraction of the usual loan due. At this 
level the innovation is probably most relevant to emergent commercial farmers, rather than small 
scale food insecure producers. 

However, the proposal is to use the same principle to establish a macro level scheme to provide 
the GoM with an index-based insurance policy. Specified rainfall levels would trigger a contingent 
credit line for the government. It has been estimated that an annual premium of $7 million would 
be required to provide cover of $70 million for large scale drought events. This cash would 
finance the governmental response to drought. The advantage to governments (and potentially 
donors) is that lumpy, unpredictable response costs can be converted to predictable insurance 
premiums.  

A second major pilot tested the use of an options contract based on the South Africa Futures 
Exchange (SAFEX) in Malawi during 2005-06. Final food estimates indicated that Malawi would 
face a food gap of around 400,000 tonnes. In response, the government (with donor support) 
secured additional supplies of maize at a capped price from South Africa via a SAFEX white 
maize contract. The GoM took an option on the delivery of 100,000MT of maize at the end of 
the year - during the anticipated peak hunger months. While not committing the government to 
import or pay for the maize, a relatively small premium locks in the maximum maize price early 
in the season. Using this option the government was effectively insulated from subsequent maize 
price increases, on at least a part of their import requirement. Such a scheme has the additional 
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benefit that government policy intentions are transparent to traders who can then import 
commercially with more confidence. 

Malawi’s experience with options contracts was positive. The maize option was used to meet 
humanitarian needs – rather than the original intention to release it for commercial resale. The 
maize bought under the contract had the best delivery performance of all the maize imported 
into Malawi, and helped to avoid severe shortfalls in the humanitarian pipeline. By the time of 
delivery in December/January, prices had risen by between $50 and $90 a tonne above the ceiling 
price of the contract. Without the options contract, Malawi would have paid significantly more to 
secure South African maize in late 2005. Interest in replicating this pilot in future years is unclear. 

There have been attempts to integrate disaster risk reduction into mainstream development 
programming. This goes beyond the generic strategy of increasing and protecting household 
assets as a primary coping mechanism. A number of pilots have looked at how risks of natural 
disasters can be reduced, for example the WV implemented LISTEN programme in 
Mozambique. This systematically assesses the hazards experienced at the community level and   
builds resilience through early warning, mitigation and contingency planning. However, these 
pilots have not been taken up to scale.  

Overall there appears to have been relatively little success in translating the DRR policy agenda 
into tangible measures to reduce risk and vulnerability. The policy measures are establishing a set 
of enabling conditions through increasing political commitment, improving methodologies and 
knowledge management for disaster risk reduction, and improved governance of disaster risk 
reduction institutions. However the practical mechanisms to drive this forward are still lacking. 

4.2 Responding to chronic food insecurity 
The chronic dimension to the regional crisis – with its roots in poverty, HIV/AIDS and 
governance failures – has prompted a reconsideration of the (humanitarian) response in two 
regards. Firstly, as the needs themselves are chronic rather than transient, the duration of 
assistance, delivery mechanisms and ‘exit strategies’ have been reconsidered. Secondly, it has 
emphasized the imperative of addressing the underlying developmental failures even within an 
emergency context. In practical terms the key trends have been in the use of social protection 
measures to deliver longer-term assistance, and livelihoods programmes to address the structural 
underpinnings of long term food insecurity. 

4.2.1 Social protection 

There has been a flurry of social protection scheme pilots in the region by NGOs. In many 
instances the pilot projects have been used to influence policy development, rather than vice 
versa. As noted earlier (section 3.2.2) there are a wide number of potential objectives and 
instruments for social protection. However, regional pilots have focused on developing social 
assistance instruments, specifically long term assistance to the food insecure and destitute.  

Social assistance 

An influential model, particularly for shaping donor thinking on delivering social assistance, is the 
Kalomo project in Zambia, supported by GTZ (see box). The essential features of this scheme 
are being replicated in the region; by CARE in other districts of Zambia and UNICEF in Mchinji 
district, Malawi. Essentially these schemes target the poorest 10% of the community with a small 
transfer primarily aimed at partially meeting immediate consumption needs. The objective is to 
provide predictable, public support to the chronically poor and malnourished, where informal 
protection mechanisms have been overwhelmed.  
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Kalomo Social Protection Programme: GTZ and government of Zambia 

The Kalomo pilot social cash transfer scheme is financed by GTZ and implemented by the Public Welfare Assistance Scheme 
(PWAS). The goals are to: 

9 Reduce extreme poverty, hunger and starvation in the 10% most destitute and incapacitated (non-viable) households in 
the pilot region (approximately 1,000 households)  

9 Focus mainly – but not exclusively - on households that are headed by the elderly and are caring for OVC because the 
breadwinners are chronically sick or have died due to HIV/AIDS or due to other reasons  

9 Generate information on the feasibility, costs and benefits and all positive and negative impacts of a Social Cash Transfer 
Scheme as a component of a Social Protection Strategy for Zambia.  

The scheme was rolled out in 2004 and within a year was paying monthly cash transfers to 1,027 households with a population 
of 3,856 persons. The target group is not individuals but households, which are either critically poor (suffering from chronic 
hunger and in danger of starvation) or incapacitated (with no labour assets).  

Each household approved by the Scheme receives monthly ZMK 30,000 (US$ 6) in cash. This is the equivalent of the average 
price of a 50kg bag of maize. If the beneficiary households spend the transfer on buying maize, this will permit them to increase 
food consumption form one to two meals a day. The transfer does not lift the beneficiary households out of poverty. It just lifts 
them from critical poverty, which is life threatening, to moderate poverty. 

DFID is considering supporting the scale-up of the pilot in Zambia to the national level on the basis of an evaluation of the pilots 
planned for 2008. 

See Schubert (2004) for a more detailed description   

 

So far regional social protection schemes have mainly piloted unconditional transfers. The 
potential of making transfers contingent on human development – for example through 
attendance at schools or health facilities – has been attracting considerable attention in Latin 
America. However, it has not yet been substantively tested in this region, although this is mooted 
for Zambia. 

To an extent the discussion of social protection has been erroneously confounded with the 
specific issue of the use of cash transfers. However, the primary question is one of policy – the 
desirability of instituting a national, publicly funded, long-term social protection programme. The 
choice of instruments is secondary to this and should be driven by the objectives of the program. 

The lessons that have been learnt around the long-term use of cash transfers appear to be 
essentially similar to lessons learnt from the use of cash for short term relief (see section 4.1.1). 
There has been less experience and analysis of the comparative benefits of other forms of 
transfers, such as subsidies or fee waivers. Such conditional transfers have been enthusiastically 
promoted in other regions – particularly South America – by the World Bank.  

The Kalomo pilot has raised a number of challenging issues. Targeting methods and choices 
remain a thorny issue. This partly replicates the same targeting dilemmas long seen in 
humanitarian programmes18, and is overlaid by the need for a system that is commensurate with 
the capacities of a national system to operate. Furthermore the long term nature of social 
protection increases the sensitivity of beneficiary selection and ramifications at the community 
level.  

Many countries in the region have a long and well established history of social assistance 
programmes and some level of attendant policy commitments. Perhaps somewhat ironically, 
given the current renewed donor interest, relatively extensive social protection schemes have 
been only relatively recently scaled back under structural adjustment programmes. This includes 

                                                      
18 Administrative and indicator-based targeting require an enormous investment of staff time and 
money. Self-targeting sometimes works—particularly with food for work—but often excludes the most 
vulnerable who have no surplus labor. Community based targeting risks real differences in the criteria 
of the distributing agency and the recipient community. In short there are no universal 
recommendations with regard to targeting and the choice is context specific (Barrett and Maxwell, 
2005). 
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prior experience with the use of cash transfers, for example Mozambique’s Food Subsidy 
Programme (GAPVU), an urban-based cash transfer programme for the destitute, Zambia’s 
Public Welfare Assistance Scheme is a social safety net initiative that has existed for over fifty 
years and cash transfers for the destitute in Zimbabwe. National programmes still exist but are 
generally under capacitated and under funded. Consequently they are generally considered 
ineffective at the national level. The possibility of revitalizing these national schemes is being 
actively investigated by donors, for example GAPVU in Mozambique. 

The main substantive recent development of a national cash based scheme is the introduction of 
a modest oldest age pension in Lesotho19. This provides 70,000 households with M15020 per 
month. This is entirely financed from the domestic budget. Given the challenges of targeting a 
non contributory old age pensions is an attractive alternative as the targeting criteria are simple 
and transparent. This is a critical consideration given the constrained capacity of government 
agencies. Furthermore, it is far more politically acceptable to provide support to this category of 
‘deserving poor’ as opposed to households with available labour – ‘the undeserving poor’.  The 
first evaluation of the impacts of this scheme is expected later this year, but early indications 
suggest a positive correlation between the grants and child nutrition.  

Productive safety nets 

A key aspect of the social protection debate rests in the assertion that social protection is not just 
consumption smoothing but also a productive investment. This is a particularly compelling 
argument for national governments who are tasked with the allocation of scarce resources. 
governments are demonstrably keener on supporting schemes that integrate a pathway or 
participants to ‘graduate’ from long term public support.  

So far there has been relatively little consideration of how to link regular social assistance 
transfers to a process of development – so that hunger may not be just alleviated, but eventually 
reduced. An illustration of the possibilities comes from CRIMP project in Malawi (see box).  

 

It is notable that under the rubric of social protection transfers, governments have proved far 
more committed to financing ‘productive’ transfers. By far the largest example in financial terms 
is the fertilizer subsidy programmes of the Malawian and Zambian governments. During the 
2005/06 season 147,000MT of subsidized fertilizer was provided in Malawi alone, equivalent to 
75% of the national fertilizer market. This was financed entirely out of the domestic budget and 
without donor support. There have been mixed assessments of the success of this program; to 
the government the 2006 bumper harvest validated the decision. To other commentators the 

                                                      
19 Swaziland is also expanding grants to the elderly.  
20 Equivalent to approximately $20 per month at current exchange rates. 

Central Region Infrastructure Maintenance Programme (CRIMP) CARE Malawi 

Although a discontinued pilot, the CARE model of the Central Region Infrastructure Maintenance Programme (CRIMP) is still 
highly informative. This project operated between December 1999 and January 2002.  

Most Public Works Programmes (PWP), including the Malawian government public works program, work through two channels 
to reduce poverty: short-run income boosts through receipt of wages, and longer-run potential income boosts to the entire 
community from the improved infrastructure services.  In addition to these standard objectives CRIMP trained participants to 
save, identify potential economic activities, invest and work in a group. A portion of their wage went into compulsory savings in 
order to emphasize the lessons learned in the training and form a habit of saving.  CRIMP did not simply aim to alleviate 
poverty by short-term transfers. Rather, CRIMP enhanced poor women's productive capacity to lift themselves and their 
families out of long-term poverty; it is therefore a poverty reduction scheme rather than a poverty alleviation programme.  

An ex-post evaluation was carried out three years after the end of the program (Scharff, 2005). This identified sustainable 
economic benefits amongst the original beneficiaries, who had higher and more diversified income sources than comparable 
control groups. Furthermore, in the intervening period beneficiaries have experienced two major shocks; the droughts of 2001-
03 and 2005. They were better able to withstand these shocks and recover in the aftermath – indicating that the activity had a 
demonstrable impact on increasing the resilience of some of the poorest members of society. Additionally there is evidence 
that CRIMP has had a socially transformative impact, changing the social status and networks of the previously marginalized 
beneficiaries. This pilot has important lessons which resonate in the search for effective models of ‘productive safety nets’.  
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failure to work in synergy with commercial suppliers (a lesson learnt from previous donor funded 
programmes) was a major short coming of this programme21 as the effect is to undermine 
markets. It was also largely untargeted. However, given the political attractiveness of such 
schemes a policy decision has been taken by the GoM to continue to support targeted fertilizer 
subsidies in the coming year. 

Bringing social protection to scale 

While considerable experience has been gained in piloting of social protection approaches it is 
not always clear if and how these experiences will be incorporated into national schemes. Pilot 
designs usually include feedback links between the programme and policy development. 
Implementing NGOs are becoming more creative in purposively making these linkages. For 
example in Zambia the CARE social protection team is working directly with the government in 
developing the chapter in the new National Development Plan on social protection. A multi-
stakeholder regional Partners’ Alliance for protection of OVCs , is working to understand the 
pre-conditions for successful scaling up of boutique type social protection pilots.  

However, very practical obstacles are commonly expressed, not least the fiscal constraints. 
Governments are particularly wary of increasing social expenditure, even where the additional 
expenditure may be relatively modest. From the NGO perspective it has proved relatively easy to 
access funds to operate pilot schemes. However, reliable funding (from donors or governments) 
to scale these pilots up into national programmes is proving far more problematic. In the absence 
of long term commitments from donors, progress in establishing national social protection 
schemes remains limited. 

4.2.2 Livelihoods development 

The realization that southern Africa is confronting a broad livelihoods crisis, rather than a food 
crisis, has reinvigorated the efforts to protect and promote livelihoods. As donors have sought to 
increase the livelihoods impact of humanitarian expenditures ‘emergency’ resources are being 
increasingly utilized towards the protection and building of assets. Large programmatic examples 
of this include; the USAID funded regional C-SAFE program, the DFID funded Protracted 
Relief Programme in Zimbabwe (see box) and the work of the FAO emergency unit. All of these 
share a common goal of working to improve long term livelihoods in an emergency context. 
Similarly agencies with a strong traditional focus on strictly humanitarian interventions have 
acknowledged the necessity of maintaining a longer-term developmental presence22.  

 

Department for International Development (DFID) The Protracted Relief Programme (PRP)  

DFID has provided over US$100 million of humanitarian assistance to Zimbabwe since 2001; mainly food aid. The PRP 
recognizes that continuing hunger and vulnerability is not just caused by unreliable rains, but also by the HIV/AIDS epidemic, 
the deteriorating macro-economic environment and the declining productivity in the agricultural sector. Consequently whilst 
acute malnutrition has been in decline chronic malnutrition appears to be worsening. 

In 2003/4, 80% of DFID’s humanitarian funding was in the form of food aid.  The balance has now shifted and resources are 
more focused on improving production and an increased emphasis on other types of resource transfers and safety nets that 
promote self-reliance. 

The Protracted Relief Programme (PRP) is providing ₤18 million (US$32 million) over an initial two-year phase with the 
objective of improving food security in the poorest households.  The programme’s purpose is to improve food security and the 
livelihoods of some 1.5 million people in Zimbabwe particularly households affected by AIDS. 

The programme is being implemented through the Non-governmental organisations (NGOs) working in collaboration with local 
institutions who are targeting some of the poorest communities in Zimbabwe.  These include households affected by HIV/AIDS, 
those affected by erratic rainfall, and the elderly and orphan-headed households.  Longer-term programming will enable more 
                                                      
21 An EU funded evaluation argued that, while targeted fertilizer distributions have a positive impact on 
food security, the 2005/06 transfer modality failed to learn from previous programmes and 
consequently crowded out commercial imports and did not increase net use (Spooner, 2006). The 
bumper harvest could be interpreted as a result of good weather.  
22 For example the IFRC have established long term livelihoods programmes in several southern 
African states to build on what were initially humanitarian interventions.  
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capacity building for NGOs and community based organisations (CBOs) and promote closer linkages with government service 
providers at all levels.   

The PRP approach will support community-based safety-nets that promote production as well as support basic consumption 
needs.  This will include a range of interventions including agricultural inputs, promotion of low input technologies (such as 
conservation farming, micro irrigation and rehabilitation of water holes).  Limited targeted food assistance will be provided, with 
particular emphasis on AIDS-affected households. In the drier zones, food security will be promoted through better livestock 
interventions and the utilisation of natural resources e.g. the harvesting and marketing of wild produce such as baobab fruit, 
marula fruit and mopane worms.  Micro livestock such as chickens will also be promoted for the poorest groups. 

 

A focus on agricultural livelihoods 

A relatively common set of intervention options characterize the livelihood programmes of 
NGOs, UN agencies and government. These revolve around enhancing agricultural productivity 
through techniques including improved technology use, water management, access to credit and 
markets. Conservation farming, key-hole gardens and micro irrigation schemes are consistently 
cited as being extremely important.  

However, the content of these livelihood programmes has been critiqued on several counts. For 
on-going interventions there is a lack of rigorous evidence of the impact, especially the longer 
term impacts. The preconditions for success are not always clear and the extent to which the 
benefits have been able to percolate down to poorer strata of society is questionable. Maybe 
partly as a consequence there is limited success in scaling-up (though government) effective pilots 
to reach a large proportion of the overall population23.  

Furthermore there is an apparent emphasis on supporting agricultural livelihoods – in particular 
crop based interventions. The significance of livestock is generally underplayed24. Often the 
emphasis remains on increasing production with limited parallel effort to develop markets for any 
surplus production. Most of all there are few effective interventions, beyond savings and loans, to 
support diversified livelihoods of urban populations or those not directly involved in primary 
agriculture in rural areas.   

Finally, the analytical questions on the effectiveness of increased agricultural production, or even 
falling income poverty, in reducing food in security (see section 2.2) are not widely reflected in 
the programme response. There is relatively little evidence of increased investment in education 
and health systems – in particular with a focus on empowering women – as a food security 
strategy25. 

HIV/AIDS and livelihoods 

The major donor funding trend has been an increase in funding by multiple donors for 
HIV/AIDS related activities. While the majority of these funds have been allocated to treatment 
and prevention campaigns, there has also been a considerable increase in funding for food 
security related interventions. HIV/AIDS related food security interventions include; ARV 
compliance, home based care, feeding orphans and junior life skills training. At a regional level 
there has been a massive expansion of experimentation in how and what to target to PLWHA to 
build food security and on incorporating HIV awareness into intervention modalities. There is 
                                                      
23 However, there are increasingly serious attempts to work towards this goal. For example the work of 
C-SAFE in Lesotho has resulted in nutrition gardens being formally adopted into the policy and 
practice in the Ministry of Agriculture. 
24 Livestock accounts for 20–40 percent of the agricultural gross domestic product (GDP) in the region 
and it is estimated that 60 percent of the SADC population depends on livestock – yet is relatively 
neglected. One of the reasons why households in areas such as Southern Province Zambia, were less 
resilient to the ‘mild’ shock of the 2001/2 drought was that livestock diseases had taken hold in the late 
1990s, wiping out their buffer/assets. SADC now has a 15 year SADC animal disease programme with 
both “emergency” and long term perspectives (ref. personal communication Margaret McEwan, FAO 
Regional Emergency Coordinator). 
25 An exception to this generalization is that several of the USAID funded and NGO implemented 
Development Assistance Programmes (DAPs) integrate both agricultural and health components under 
a food security objective. Education is not well represented as a food security intervention. 
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now a wealth of practical knowledge on mainstreaming HIV/AIDS into emergency and 
development settings. However, there is remarkably little evidence on the added impact of 
mainstreaming on either HIV prevention, AIDS mitigation or HIV/AIDS on reducing overall 
food insecurity.  

Overall trends and impacts 

There is an apparent agreement that successful livelihood interventions have the potential to 
benefit poor households at the margins. Blurring the distinction between relief and development 
can potentially improve the long term impact of humanitarian investments. As such they deserve 
support and where possible to be scaled up. But equally these technologies are unlikely to be 
sufficient to kick-start the economic transformation of the rural hinterland of southern Africa. 
The improved design of humanitarian response should not be mistaken as a substitute for long 
term development. This dilemma was recognized by RIACSO in packaging the appeal to the 
2005-06 crisis (see box).  

 

At the macro-level there is little evidence 
that development budgets to respond to the 
chronic and structural aspects of regional 
food insecurity have increased over the last 
few years. A paucity of data makes it 
particularly hard to gauge the trends in 
government expenditure.  Overall ODA 
flows show a mixed trend in development 
financing. The trend has been for increases 
in development aid flows to Zambia and 
Mozambique, whilst elsewhere flows have 
been more stable or even declined. Lack of 
recent data makes it hard to judge 
conclusively if recent political commitments 
from developed countries to scale-up aid 
have yet been transformed into increased 
flows of ODA.  

 

 

 

Emergency appeal or development interventions? 

The 2005 strategic framework identified the goal of “immediate action to address longer-term needs”. Responding through an 
emergency appeal was perceived to undermine the development of coordinated, nationally led, long-term development actions. 
At a regional level a decision was taken not to utilize the Consolidated Appeal Process in response to the 2005-06 crisis, but to 
work within an expansion of the protracted relief response. 

Conversely, an emergency appeal format is often a necessary pragmatic choice to encourage donors to release resources to 
meet urgent needs. A choice was made to issue a flash appeal for Malawi in 2005. The challenge is ensuring that the longer-
term objectives are not sidelined in the implementation of an emergency programme. 

Blurring the line between relief and development
– goat distribution in Malawi, 2006 
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Table 7:  Total Official Development Assistance (ODA) in Southern Africa 

(All donors: 1996 – 2004) 
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At the national level, despite the strong political support to promoting agricultural development 
at the national level, this has rarely been reflected in budget prioritization. In the SADC region 
only Malawi has exceeded the 10% target. This is attributed to its large commitment to 
agricultural input subsidies. 

Donor money has not been forthcoming to support agricultural (or livelihood) development and 
the long term trend shows a sharp decline in funding. Many of the key donors appear to be 
disillusioned by the poor returns to previous investments in this sector. USAID is one of the few 
major donors whose policy argues positively for agricultural development as a means to reduce 
food insecurity in sub Saharan Africa. However, high profile measures such as the Presidential 
Initiative to End Hunger in Africa (IEHA) do not necessarily bring in new money. In real terms 
overall USAID support for African agriculture declined between 2000 and 2004 (Taylor and 
Howard, 2005). 

Table 8:  Budget share of agriculture in southern Africa26 

Country Target % of total 
budget 

2003/04 
(%) 

2004/05 
(%) 

2005/06 
(%)* 

2006/07 
(%) 

Lesotho 10 Na 5 4  

Malawi 10 6.6 12.7 11 Not yet 
Approved 

Mozambique 10 6.2 4.4 3.4 3.9 

Swaziland 10 Na 6 4.7 3.7 

Zambia 10 7 4 5  

Zimbabwe 10 11.9 Na Na  

Source: SADC (2006) 

                                                      
26 Includes overall budgets for crops, livestock, fisheries, forestry, irrigation, agricultural research and 
development, agricultural extension and wildlife.    
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5 Food security information systems 
A specific question for this review was to assess the role of information systems in influencing 
policy and programming choices – and the trends in the development of information systems.  

5.1 Vulnerability assessment committees 
Information is used at various stages of policy and programme cycles; to identify the problems 
that need to be addressed, to guide the design of interventions or strategies and to assess the 
impact of the course of action which was followed. Consequently food security information is 
provided a myriad of systems operated by governments, donors, multi-laterals and NGOs. From 
this the national and regional Vulnerability Assessment Committees (VACs) have been selected 
for detailed consideration in this chapter27, given the central role that they have played in 
influencing food security policy and programmes.  

At the outset of the 2001-03 crisis it quickly became apparent that the established information 
systems were not well adapted to providing recommendations on the response to the acute crisis. 
Previous investments in information, through SADC, focussed on the establishment National 
Early Warning Unit (NEWUs) in Ministries of Agriculture. The NEWUs main task is to develop 
and update national food balance sheets. While an important part of the total information needs, 
this clearly falls short of a comprehensive information system.  While early warning capacities 
were relatively well developed, both in the NEWU and allied systems such as the USAID funded 
FEWS NET program, these systems did not have a primary mandate for needs assessment nor 
does it help to understanding food insecurity at the household level.  

In the wake of the 2001-03 crisis the need for better information became urgent and the VACs 
provided the vehicle for this analysis28. The VACs provide a platform to bring together existing 
capacities at the regional and national levels, with donor support to facilitate data collection and 
analysis. Various government departments, UN agencies (including WFP, FAO, UNICEF), 
donors (FEWS NET, DFID) and NGOs (notably Save the Children UK) have been important 
supporters.  

There is considerable consensus over the added value of the VAC system, although the 
performance has varied considerably between countries. Indeed, the improvements in the 
information quality are cited as one of the most positive aspects in the handling of the southern 
Africa crisis. The major elements of this have been: 

• Establishing a capacity to conduct emergency needs assessments to follow-up on early warning 
signals. 

• Providing timely and credible figures of the population in need of immediate assistance on an 
annual basis and building consensus around these estimates to improve confidence and so the 
speed of decision taking.  

• Introducing methodological improvements to incorporate a rigorous understanding of a 
households’ ability to access food, which adds to understandings of food availability. 

• Networking together capacities from a number of sources (Government, UN, NGO and 
donor) as an innovative solution to the capacity constraints within the government system. 

• Reinforcing the role of national governments in coordination - where government 
representatives chair the VACs and SADC chairs the Regional Vulnerability Assessment 
Committee (RVAC). 

                                                      
27 There have been numerous specific reviews of the VAC system and there is a continual process of 
reflection and self critique led by the Regional VAC (RVAC). This includes the ‘Three Step Process’ 
(national, regional and internal consultations) of 2004 and the methodological review of 2005. These 
conclusions were incorporated into the new 5 year SADC RVAC programme mooted in 2006. Readers 
interested in more detail on the VAC process may wish to consult the associated reports. 
28 The VACs had been operational for some time (since 1993 in Zambia) but rose to prominence during 
the 2001-03 crisis.  
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Needs assessment information is clearly a vital component of an efficient emergency response 
capacity. In the hazard prone and highly vulnerable context of southern Africa it has been a 
valuable innovation to establish this capacity at the regional and national levels. Technically the 
analysis, especially on the scale of the needs – are generally considered as credible. This analysis is 
widely appreciated as it provides a good overview of the distribution and intensity of the current 
problem. 

However, in the context of the evolving understanding of a chronic livelihoods crisis, the broader 
question is how adequate is the VAC system in servicing the decision makers emerging 
information needs? Is the system successfully evolving to analyze and provide recommendations 
on responding to both the transitory and chronic dimensions of the crisis?  

The VACs are undoubtedly cognizant of their dual responsibility for informing both relief and 
developmental actions and there has been a major effort to adapt both the analysis and 
recommendations. For example the current reports from Mozambique and Zambia provide a 
large number of suggested short- and long-term interventions. In Lesotho the VAC data was 
integral to developing the new national food security policy. However, the headline 
recommendations in relation to immediate needs remain couched in terms of the number of 
beneficiaries and immediate food response needs. This is principally based on an analysis of the 
impact of the transient problems – what has happened to agricultural production and prices.  

The main criticism of the analysis of needs is the continued primacy of food response needs – in 
particular food aid numbers. One positively received development has been the co-presentation 
of food and cash alternatives29. While supporting the use of a novel instrument, this still suggests 
a symptomatic response to the problem of harvest failure. Such recommendations may reinforce 
the continued use of established response interventions – irrespective of their effectiveness. 
There is very little expertise in analyzing and quantifying health and nutrition based responses. 

The analysis and recommendations of responses to the chronic dimensions of the food security 
problem is far less well developed.  When VACs have attempted to advocate for livelihood 
interventions to address underlying causes these are generally perceived to be too generalized to 
be of practical use for policy makers or programmers, and lack a rigorous analytical base. Users 
consulted were unanimous in requesting the VACs to offer diversified response 
recommendations30. However, it is not clear that the VACs have a comparative advantage, 
compared to community level assessments, for identifying livelihood interventions to reduce 
food insecurity. 

The reasons for the relative (or apparent) lack of progress in moving away from 
recommendations around food responses / food aid are complex. This was attributed to a 
number of factors:   

9 There is a widely held perception that the membership of the VAC serves to reinforce an 
emergency, food aid bias in the recommendations. There is a concern that the key analytical 
skills are provided by agencies whose core business is the delivery of food aid. However, as 
the VAC membership includes a wide range of organizations and objectives, suggesting a 
more complex explanation. 

9 There are undoubtably large methodological challenges. Transforming the VAC information 
into diversified and feasible recommendations on longer-term responses is a global challenge. 
Southern Africa is in many ways at the forefront of technical advances.   

9 The VACs are not yet institutionalized. Consequently resources are constrained and VACs 
have few staff. Furthermore, VACs may lack the necessary platform within government to 
advocate, especially for cross sectoral interventions (see box).   

 
                                                      
29 In Malawi since 2004; Lesotho and Swaziland since 2006.  
30 VAC members articulated the opinion that the failure has been of decision makers to heed their 
advice. This suggests that at a minimum there is a need for the VACs to adapt a better communication 
and advocacy strategy.   
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Institutionalization of the NVACs 

There has been a consistent push towards the institutionalization of the VACs within government. This is partly driven by the 
desire to provide a reliable source of long term funding. But there is also the underlying issue of ownership. The implicit 
assumption is that if governments have greater ownership of the analysis then they will also have greater responsibility for the 
response. However it can also be argued in reverse, that the primary issue is greater national accountability for food security 
and that this would necessarily create the willingness to institutionalize the VACs.  

While the need for institutionalization has been long recognized there has so far been little progress and no VAC yet receives 
operational resources through the national budget. However, there seems to have been little explicit consideration of the needs 
and capacities of governments – what products are appropriate to their needs and the level at which they would be able to 
sustain it. Without an innovative approach it seems hard to foresee a different future for the VACs than a multitude of other 
donor driven food security information systems that have been ‘institutionalized’ in the past, such as the Household Food 
Security and Nutrition Information Systems or Early Warning Systems.  

If governments are to pay for and sustain such systems then it would seem logical that such systems need to be reconfigured 
around government needs. They must also be necessarily modest to ensure affordability. It is not realistic to expect 
governments to pay for complex analyses to supply the needs of donors. Therefore an implicit tension between the goal of 
institutionalization and the pressure to deepen and broaden VAC analysis. One possible resolution is to institutionalize a 
‘minimum’ VAC configuration in government and use this as a platform for additional donor funded analyses. 

 

5.2 Emerging information needs 
A number of priorities for improved information emerged from surveying the users.  

Firstly, while the improvements in the quality of analysis are acknowledged there is considerable 
potential to improve further. The accuracy of the emergency needs assessments could be improved. 
For example, the major role of remittances is still to be factored into the analyses31. The scope of 
assessments is still limited. The VAC assessments only cover rural areas. While most of the food 
insecure may reside in rural areas it is estimated that 20% live in urban areas globally (Sanchez, et 
al, 2006).  

One of the most obvious demands and opportunities is a better disaggregation of those affected 
by transient and chronic hunger32. Currently both categories are aggregated into a single food 
insecure population. Separating and quantifying these target groups is an important step to 
designing more appropriate forms of predictable transfers to the chronically hungry. However, 
this issue touches on a fundamental tension in the VACs. Some argue that they should focus 
exclusively on the emergency response to transient needs, while others argue that the VACs 
should also contribute to the development of long term social protection programmes.   

Secondly, there is a demand for an improved analysis of the causes of chronic food insecurity. There has 
been some excellent analysis of causality, however this has generally occurred outside of the VAC 
structure. This existing knowledge base needs to be assimilated by the VACs who have an 
important role in disseminating this information and transforming it into policy and programme 
recommendations. But it is also clear that the understanding remains far from complete. There are 
important and largely unexplained patterns of chronic food insecurity (as measured by the 
incidence of stunting in Mozambique, Zambia and Zimbabwe). The incidence of stunting often 
cannot be well explained by drought, poverty or AIDS. This suggests that novel explanations are 
needed, and that these in turn may lead to novel recommendations.  

Thirdly and most importantly in the context of an emergency response users would like to see a 
diversified set, of tightly analysed, response recommendations. A good starting point would be a sound 
market analysis to underpin recommendations on the appropriate relative role of in-kind and cash 
responses and other ‘non-food’ responses that need to be considered. There is a particular desire 
to focus recommendations on addressing causes of vulnerability rather than the symptoms or 
                                                      
31 A recent survey estimated that remittances represent a major source of income for 50% of urban 
Zimbabwean households (Bracking and Sachikonye, 2006). However, this is not factored into the VAC 
analysis.  
32 Arguably a necessary preceding step is to agree a definition of the boundary between these target 
groups. Devereax (2006) argues that the distinction insecurity and so in reality there is a continuum 
between chronic and transitory rather than being distinct groups. 
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outcomes of vulnerability – such as hunger. However, it is recognized that such decisions rightly 
extend into the political realm and technical analysis may not be sufficient to formulate clear 
recommendations.  

Fourthly, there is the need for better measures of progress in combating transitory and chronic food 
insecurity. We lack the information to judge with any degree of confidence progress at the 
aggregate level. At the programme level evidence on impact is very thin making it hard to 
discriminate and advocate for the most effective interventions.  

These challenges are recognized and accepted by the VACs to a varying degree. However, it 
remains far easier to identify the challenges than identify and implement the solutions. Given the 
multiple information demands there is a need to reach consensus on immediate priorities for the 
VACs as not all of these issues can, or should, be addressed within the structure of these 
committees. Given the institutional division of responsibilities for emergency and long term food 
security within government, accepting a dual mandate will almost inevitably generate tensions for 
the VAC.  

Two pertinent considerations were pointed out. Firstly, given the intention to institutionalize the 
VACs it is appropriate to consider not just what is desirable – but what is commensurate with the 
capacity and resources of the government system. Secondly, it is important to acknowledge and 
support the mandates of existing information systems. Centralizing responsibilities within the 
VAC may be an attractive short term solution, to by-passing many of the institutional weaknesses 
elsewhere in national systems. However, it may do a disservice in diverting resources from 
established data collecting agencies and ultimately the institutional challenges of national systems 
need to be addressed and resolved.   

6 Lessons learnt 
The rich contextual analysis of the food crisis that has occurred since 2001-03 has challenged the 
humanitarian community to broaden its’ goal from addressing the acute emergency to 
incorporate a response to the entrenched chronic livelihood crisis. Clearly this is a mammoth 
task. The horrendous poverty rates of southern Africa alone provide a deeply unpromising 
context for working towards food security. Given this, the signs of positive progress that have 
occurred are all the more laudable.  

However, it is clear that substantive gains in long term food security remain elusive. Much 
remains to be urgently done to reverse the declining food security trend. The scale of the 
challenge cannot, and should not, be under estimated and there is no need for complacency. It is 
therefore imperative to draw out and capitalize on the key lessons from the experience of the 
recent past.  

The key lessons identified in this review are summarized below. Consideration of the implications 
of these lessons can assist individual food security stakeholders in formulating their future 
strategy in the southern Africa region.  

Analysis of the food security problem 

1. There is a widespread consensus on the existence of a complex livelihoods crisis; where 
increasing poverty, the HIV/AIDS nexus and poor governance provide a ripe context 
for an acute food security crisis to rapidly develop.  

2. While these are important common regional issues, the significance of a range of 
localized and diversified local factors in driving food insecurity at the national level is 
increasingly appreciated. This has implications for the response:  the original response 
was driven regionally, whereas the importance of developing more nuanced national 
programmes is understood. 

3. The significance of chronic needs, related to structural factors and occurring irrespective 
of a proximate trigger such a climatic shock, is increasingly appreciated. This insight 
suggests that responses need to change to a more ‘predictable’ delivery of assistance . 
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4. While income poverty is a key cause of food insecurity, it is apparent that a range of 
social and political factors are also important. Ensuring the delivery of basic services 
such as health, water and education is critical to food security. However, there is still 
limited evidence on the relative impact of these different investments to guide decision 
makers. 

The institutional and policy context  

5. There have been considerable advances in a number of key policies related to food 
security; in food security and nutrition, social protection and disaster risk reduction. 
Many of these innovations have been primarily driven by global processes but are highly 
relevant to improving the regional food security response.  

6. Policy developments broadly reflect the major issues underlying the regional food crisis, 
encompassing the management of harvest failures, poverty and the HIV/AIDS-food 
security nexus. However, addressing weaknesses in governance has proved particularly 
challenging.  

7. A cross cutting theme is the recognition that the artificial institutional barriers between 
relief and development need to be dismantled. This goal has been incorporated into 
policy development in several spheres, but requires further elaboration.  

8. Significant differences of opinion on key policies exist between national governments 
and their development partners. This includes the role of agricultural production and 
input supply, social protection and government interventions in food markets. The lack 
of consensus is hampering the development of coordinated national programmes and 
the release of resources for scaled-up implementation.  

9. In particular the need for some public intervention to ensure that food prices do not 
double or more in years of harvest failure is rarely grasped in debates on responses to 
food crises. Consensus on how to ensure the availability of food on the market at stable 
and affordable prices is often lacking. More clarity needs to be brought to debates about 
markets; free markets in food may work well, but there would still be a public role to 
correct for undesirable outcomes.  

10. Developing coherent and consensual policies is a complex process. In particular building 
a national consensus, rather than imposing a donor led solution, takes time and requires 
considerable consultation to fully appreciate the constraints that Governments operate 
within. Multi-agency forums to build policy consensus are often absent or poorly 
developed. Given the right discussion forums, the participation of a wider selection of 
stakeholders could strengthen the policy making process.  

11. Devising comprehensive action plans to tackle simultaneously all the problems of the 
food crisis is perhaps to expect too much of governments given their limited resources 
and political energy. They are arguably better off keeping a focus on key problems, 
where they can have an impact. 

The programme response 

12. There is an evident lack of change in the aggregate response to the emergencies of 
2001/03 and 2005/06. An appreciation of the limitations of food aid has proved hard to 
translate into a more diverse response at the macro-level – partly due to the lack of 
feasible alternatives for resource transfers in an emergency.  

13. There have been several pilots of using cash in emergencies which have illustrated the 
feasibility and limitations of cash distributions. It is now acknowledged that no single 
tool is universally applicable and a variety of instruments (cash, food and other options) 
need to be considered and selected according to the specific context. Despite this 
evidence, large scale emergency cash distribution schemes have not yet been 
implemented in the region. 
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14. An important lesson has been drawn on the value of improved networking and 
coordination in the delivery of the emergency response. Numerous networks have been 
established for a variety of purposes including information sharing, harmonization, 
coordination or collaboration in implementation.  

15. The experience of 2001-03 pointed to the limitations of independent emergency 
programmes and the need for greater integration of relief and development. The 
implications of this have been considered by donors and NGOs and consequently more 
of the response to the 2005-06 crisis was implemented using the structures of on-going 
development programmes. This resulted in much less disruption to the agency’s regular 
programming and provided for a more streamlined and seamless scale-up. 

16. The failure to reduce underlying risk and vulnerability are evident in the rising cost of 
humanitarian response. The use of insurance and the futures market to manage weather 
related risks has been piloted, but again these pilots have not been successfully scaled-up. 

17. The insight that food security needs are both chronic and transient has been translated 
into piloting social protection measures to deliver longer-term assistance. There has been 
a focus on exploring the use of cash transfers for social assistance. However, choice of 
instruments is secondary to the primary aim of instituting a national, publicly funded, 
long-term social protection programme, and must be driven by the objectives of the 
programme. 

18. There are clear differences in the design and content of donor funded and government 
funded social protection programmes.  The main differences include; the targeting 
criteria used and the duration of the assistance. There is the danger at present that there 
is too little dialogue amongst the various interested parties ⎯ government, NGOs, civil 
society, donors – and that donor preferences are foisted on to governments 
indiscriminately. However, there are strong reasons to encourage governments to look to 
provide some minimal and universal support to two groups: the old, and the very young 
to ensure that all get a decent start in life.  

19. The realization that southern Africa is confronting a broad livelihoods crisis, has resulted 
in positive efforts to address long term livelihoods in an emergency context. The scope 
of these interventions is limited as it focuses on agricultural livelihoods – in particular 
crop based interventions – livestock, markets and off farm livelihoods are often 
neglected. The lack of rigorous evidence on impact of these livelihood interventions, 
especially the longer term impacts, is a major gap.  

20. Change can occur relatively quickly where there is a policy consensus backed by donor 
resources. This is most evident in the progress seen in establishing programmes to 
address the HIV/AIDS food security nexus. While HIV/AIDS has been successfully 
mainstreamed into policy and programmes, there is little evidence on the impact that this 
has had on regional food security. 

21. Livelihood interventions implemented by humanitarian agencies may be effective in 
improving food security of vulnerable households. However, it cannot be expected to 
result in large-scale poverty reduction. In the absence of national economic growth 
chronic food insecurity is likely to remain an obdurate problem. 

22. It is important to acknowledge the importance of delivering basic social services. 
Adequate health, education and clean water supplies (with a focus on empowering 
women) can potentially make an enormous contribution to reducing food insecurity. The 
preference for finding innovative interventions, rather than grappling with the difficult 
institutional problems of building capacity for service provision, needs to be guarded 
against. 
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Food security information systems 

23. The 2001-03 crisis highlighted the need for improved needs assessment systems. A 
capacity to produce timely and credible estimates of the population in need of immediate 
assistance has been developed through the VAC system.  

24. The need for improved and additional information has been well articulated by different 
stakeholder groups and is acknowledged by the VACs. This includes; disaggregating the 
transient and chronically food insecure groups, improving the scope and accuracy of 
needs assessment, clearer recommendations on diverse responses to address needs and 
underlying causes, and assessment of the impact of past interventions.  

25. Progress on this agenda has been limited by the methodological and resource constraints 
of the VACs. However, the failure to provide a more diversified analysis may have 
helped to perpetuate a predominantly food based response. 

26. The criteria for clarifying the mandate of the VACs is best determined with reference to 
the needs and resources of government – as the intended primary client – rather than 
other users and technicians. These needs have to be assessed and articulated in on-going 
dialogue with the VAC and other relevant stakeholders.  While this dialogue will increase 
the probability that VACs may be institutionalized and sustained, ultimately the level of 
accountability amongst national governments for food security is a critical factor in 
building political commitment and ownership of the VAC system. 
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 Annex B Terms of Reference 
 

RIACSO / IASC Review and Lessons Learned on recent responses to acute and 
chronic vulnerability in Southern Africa 

Terms of Reference 
 
Background 
Southern Africa has experienced two major food crises during the last 5 years (in 2001/3 and 
2005/6).  Most assessments have understood these crises to result from an overall decline in 
livelihoods, rather than being simple food shocks.  The rising levels of vulnerability in the region 
mean that a period of erratic rainfall at critical times during the cropping season can trigger 
widespread hunger.   
 
Although the number of food insecure people rises dramatically during crises years, it is 
estimated that around 8 million people are chronically hungry at any time, especially during the 
lean season, in southern Africa.  Understanding of the nature of chronic vulnerability has 
significantly increased in recent years.  There is growing consensus among key stakeholders that 
we need a different kind of response, which provides a combination of mutually supporting 
interventions to address both chronic and short-term acute vulnerability.  Different responses are 
relevant for different people in the same community; a single household may need mechanisms 
that protect livelihoods and build resilience.  However this is raising immense challenges for 
institutions in the region.   
 
A group of RIACSO/IASC members want to carry out a review of lessons learned in the region, 
since 2001.  This review will analyse the evolving responses to vulnerability and make 
recommendations for progress in policy and practice in tackling this recurring problem. 
 
Objectives 
The overall objectives of the lessons learned initiative are: 
 

1. To determine the extent to which the tools and capacities used to respond to the food 
insecurity needs in the region have evolved since the first crisis took hold  

2. To understand how the programmatic response in food security has changed or 
developed since that time 

3. To determine what needs to be done to improve the effectiveness of appropriate 
responses to address acute and chronic vulnerability, in terms of food insecurity  

 
These objectives are based on the following assumptions held by RIACSO / IASC partners:  
 
a) we have made progress in developing a deeper and collective understanding of the causes of 
vulnerability in the region and the way these contribute to the chronic and acute manifestations 
on peoples lives and livelihoods 
 
b) we have tried to adjust our programming accordingly and have developed more sophisticated 
/ integrated approaches to addressing needs 
 
c) these activities are making a difference in addressing both acute and chronic vulnerability  
 
d) these activities need to be scaled up and integrated within  regular development programming 
modalities and in the context of the new aid environment 
 
e)  policies need to be reviewed and strengthened based on our improved understanding – this 
includes policies of national governments, donors and implementing agencies. 
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Tasks 
Prepare an overview of the current evidence base, key debates and trends in addressing food 
insecurity in Southern Africa, with respect to the following: 
  
9 information systems for collection and analysis 
9 actual programmatic responses on the ground  
9 the funding environment 
9 the role of governments in addressing vulnerability and building resilience in the region and 

support from the international community 
 
Present the findings of the work at a stakeholder meeting to be held in Johannesburg.   
 
Specific Tasks 
The review will address the following specific questions, through an overview of the current 
evidence base, key debates and trends: 
 
1. Information systems for collection and analysis 
How have the VACs evolved since the 2001/3 crises, in terms of (agreement on appropriate) 
methodologies, institutionalization (broadened financial support and government ownership), 
understanding and measuring chronic vulnerability, links to other data sets (e.g. markets and 
poverty data), and presenting clear information for decision-makers?   
 
What more needs to be done before the national VAC systems are able to provide information 
that can be replicated (both annually and between annual assessments) on a cost-effective basis?   
 
Although the VAC-led assessments have been central in providing information for planning and 
programming humanitarian interventions, some partners have relied on their own assessments of 
needs. What have been the main assessment initiatives developed by partners? To which extent 
were they articulated with or conducted to complement VAC-led assessments? To which extent 
did results from these assessments converge with or diverge from the VAC-led assessments? 
 
2. Actual programmatic responses on the ground  
How have responses to acute food insecurity changed since the 2001/3 crises?  What evidence is 
there of ‘appropriate responses’ to acute food insecurity, linked to vulnerability analysis, rather 
than resource-driven interventions?  What was the impact of these programmes during the 
2005/6 crises? 
 
What kinds of programmes have been put in place as a result of improved understanding of 
chronic vulnerability in the region?  What is the evidence of improved impact, compared to more 
traditional responses? 
 
What are the institutional challenges that agencies face in changing programmatic responses 
based on an increased understanding of vulnerability in the region?  What is the evidence to show 
that agencies are addressing these challenges effectively? 
 
3. The funding environment 
How is the donor environment changing in response to improved understanding of vulnerability 
in the region? To what extent do donors recognize a need for longer-term funding to support 
governments to become more accountable for addressing chronic hunger and vulnerability? 
 
What advocacy strategies have stakeholders developed in response to hunger and vulnerability to 
food insecurity in southern Africa? How effective have they been? 
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4. The role of governments in addressing vulnerability and building resilience in the region and 
support from the international community 
What evidence is there that improved information around vulnerability has translated into better 
government policies around addressing chronic and acute food insecurity at national level?  In 
which countries has progress been made?  How can we learn from countries which have already 
made progress in terms of policies to address chronic hunger e.g. Lesotho, Namibia, and South 
Africa?   
 
What role are national governments playing in debates around the need for better vulnerability 
assessment and analysis and appropriate responses to hunger?  What more should the 
international community do to support governments to be more accountable around these 
issues?  How has hunger been “mainstreamed” into wider poverty reduction strategies?  What 
evidence is there that hunger issues – the assessment systems (e.g. the VACs) and a broader 
understanding of the nature of hunger – are better linked to wider policy and resource allocations 
since the last food crisis?  E.g. to PRSP discussions and resource flows?   
 
The study should focus on the following six countries: Lesotho, Malawi, Mozambique, 
Swaziland, Zambia, Zimbabwe. 
 
Outputs 
A synthesis report, including a short (2-3 page) executive summary.  The target audience for this 
work is key stakeholders in the region (National governments, UN, donors, NGOs).   
 
Conduct of Work 
The lessons learned initiative will be completed using 25 days consultancy time, by 31 October 
2006. 
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Annex C Glossary of Disaster Risk Reduction Terms 
 
Capacity: A combination of all the strengths and resources available within a community, 
society or organization that can reduce the level of risk, or the effects of a disaster.  
 
Disaster: A serious disruption of the functioning of a community or a society causing 
widespread human, material, economic or environmental losses which exceed the ability 
of the affected community or society to cope using its own resources.  
 
Disaster risk management: The systematic process of using administrative decisions, 
organization, operational skills and capacities to implement policies, strategies and 
coping capacities of the society and communities to lessen the impacts of natural 
hazards and related environmental and technological disasters. This comprises all forms 
of activities, including structural and non-structural measures to avoid (prevention) or to 
limit (mitigation and preparedness) adverse effects of hazards. 
 
Disaster risk reduction (disaster reduction): The conceptual framework of elements 
considered with the possibilities to minimize vulnerabilities and disaster risks 
throughout a society, to avoid (prevention) or to limit (mitigation and preparedness) the 
adverse impacts of hazards, within the broad context of sustainable development. 

 
Hazard: A potentially damaging physical event, phenomenon or human activity that may 
cause the loss of life or injury, property damage, social and economic disruption or 
environmental degradation.  
 
Mitigation: Structural and non-structural measures undertaken to limit the adverse 
impact of natural hazards, environmental degradation and technological hazards.  
 
Natural hazards: Natural processes or phenomena occurring in the biosphere that may 
constitute a damaging event. Natural hazards can be classified by origin namely: 
geological, hydro-meteorological or biological. Hazardous events can vary in magnitude or 
intensity, frequency, duration, area of extent, speed of onset, spatial dispersion and 
temporal spacing. 
 
Preparedness: Activities and measures taken in advance to ensure effective response to 
the impact of hazards, including the issuance of timely and effective early warnings and 
the temporary evacuation of people and property from threatened locations. 
 
Prevention: Activities to provide outright avoidance of the adverse impact of hazards 
and means to minimize related environmental, technological and biological disasters.  
 
Recovery: Decisions and actions taken after a disaster with a view to restoring or 
improving the pre-disaster living conditions of the stricken community, while encouraging 
and facilitating necessary adjustments to reduce disaster risk.  
 
Resilience / resilient: The capacity of a system, community or society potentially 
exposed to hazards to adapt, by resisting or changing in order to reach and maintain an 
acceptable level of functioning and structure. This is determined by the degree to which 
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the social system is capable of organizing itself to increase its capacity for learning 
from past disasters for better future protection and to improve risk reduction 
measures. 
 
Risk: The probability of harmful consequences, or expected losses (deaths, injuries, 
property, livelihoods, economic activity disrupted or environment damaged) resulting 
from interactions between natural or human-induced hazards and vulnerable conditions. 
 
Risk assessment/analysis: A methodology to determine the nature and extent of risk 
by analysing potential hazards and evaluating existing conditions of vulnerability that 
could pose a potential threat or harm to people, property, livelihoods and the 
environment on which they depend. 
 
Sustainable development: Development that meets the needs of the present without 
compromising the ability of future generations to meet their own needs. It contains 
within it two key concepts: the concept of "needs", in particular the essential needs of 
the world's poor, to which overriding priority should be given; and the idea of limitations 
imposed by the state of technology and social organization on the environment's ability 
to meet present and the future needs. (Brundtland Commission, 1987). 
 
Technological hazards: Danger originating from technological or industrial accidents, 
dangerous procedures, infrastructure failures or certain human activities, which may 
cause the loss of life or injury, property damage, social and economic disruption or 
environmental degradation.  
 
Vulnerability: The conditions determined by physical, social, economic, and 
environmental factors or processes, which increase the susceptibility of a community to 
the impact of hazards. 
 

Drawn from ISDR "Living with Risk: A global review of disaster reduction initiatives" (2004) 
Annex 1: Terminology: Basic terms of disaster risk reduction 
 




