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1 INTRODUCTION 

Since the beginning of the new millennium the Sahel and, more generally speaking, West 
Africa as a whole have been subjected to increasingly severe food and nutritional crises with 
much greater regularity. These crises combine both structural and cyclical factors, illustrating 
a dramatic deterioration in living conditions and demonstrating a severe impact on 
household livelihoods.  

As part of its remit to prevent and manage food crises, ECOWAP wishes to consolidate the 
security storage facilities in the different countries and to introduce a regional food reserve to 
complement national and local stocks. In doing so, it aligns itself with the initiatives of the 
G20 implemented in response to the global food crisis of 2008.  

ECOWAS has adopted a regional security storage strategy founded on three complementary 
lines of defence: (i) local stocks, generally implemented and managed by local organisations 
or decentralised authorities; (ii) national security stocks managed by the states or jointly 
managed by the state and its financial partners; and (iii) the implementation of a regional 
food security reserve (RFSR) complementing the first two lines of defence. 

A feasibility study has been conducted under the aegis of ECOWAS supported by a task 
force comprising WAEMU, CILSS and the main stakeholders. The operating principles of the 
RFSR have been adopted by the ECOWAS statutory bodies after extensive dialogue with the 
states, the socio-professional organisations, the NGOs and the technical and financial 
partners of ECOWAP. In particular, these principles include the terms and conditions 
relating to the composition, volume, supply, storage and mobilisation of the reserve. The 
bodies responsible for the governance of the RFSR have also been defined and adopted. The 
implementation of the security storage strategy and the technical administration of the 
Regional Reserve are entrusted to a technical unit which shall be incorporated into the 
Regional Agency for Agriculture and Food (RAAF).  

The ECOWAS Commission and several donors have programmed financial resources which 
would enable the physical, short-term implementation of the regional strategy and Regional 
Reserve to be envisaged as early as 2014. The effective establishment of the RAAF in Lomé 
also facilitates the introduction of the technical management mechanism adopted which is 
essential to the implementation of the RFSR and the channelling of technical and financial 
support. 

In light of the approach adopted founded on the principle of subsidiarity, the Regional 
Reserve will consist of a limited stock. It will only be called on as a third line of defence 
following the foreseeable depletion of local stocks and national security stocks. The criteria 
for activating the reserve are therefore crucial. ECOWAS and the stakeholders have adopted 
the principle of a reference to the Harmonised Vulnerability Analysis Framework (HF), the 
consensual information analysis framework implemented in the region to assess food and 
nutritional crises. Two problems nevertheless arise: (i) some countries have not yet 
introduced the harmonised framework or do not have access to information systems relating 
to food capacity capable of supplying the raft of indicators incorporated into the HC; and (ii) 
not all of the information necessary to trigger the reserve is channelled through the 
harmonised framework. This is the case of stock monitoring in the different countries, the 
analysis of national food and nutritional crisis response plans, monitoring of the 
interventions programmed by the stakeholders (international organisations, NGOs, etc.), the 
availability of food to be purchased by the institutions, etc. 

ECOWAS and the stakeholders have therefore decided to establish a decision-making 
support unit designed to provide the bodies responsible for governing the reserve, and in 
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particular the Management Committee, with independent information in order to optimise 
supplies and examine the Regional Reserve’s requests for support in the event of a crisis. 
This unit, referred to as the “Info Stocks Unit”, shall be positioned alongside the Regional 
Reserve Technical Management Unit (RTMU) within the RAAF (Regional Agency for 
Agriculture and Food).  

Based on the principles and orientations adopted by the ECOWAS Agriculture, Environment 
and Water Resources Ministerial Committee, the aim of the present study is to provide the 
RAAF with technical support with a view to implementing the Info Stocks Unit. 

The study aims to (i) specify the mission of the Info Stocks Unit and its role in the 
institutional mechanism; (ii) specify the reserve activation criteria and the indicators used to 
support the decision-making process; (iii) define the relationships between the Info Stocks 
Unit and the existing information production and analysis mechanisms both within the 
countries and at regional level (ECOAGRIS, RESOGEST, PREGEC, AGRHYMET, FEWSNET, 
RESIMAO, etc.); (iv) define the profile of the agents employed in the Unit; and (v) define the 
information and decision-making support products as well as the related content and 
frequency. 

The methodology used in the study combined a documentary review and a series of 
interviews conducted over the period 30 September to 6 December 2013 with the heads of the 
national and regional information systems as well as development partners supporting the 
implementation of the community reserve. A workshop coordinating the three studies 
incorporated in the RAAF technical support for the implementation of the reserve was held 
during the week starting 30 September while an alignment meeting was organised at the end 
of October followed by the validation workshop at the end of November. 

In accordance with the terms of reference, the report concerning the present mission contains 
three volumes, including the present document focusing on: (i) the information required to 
manage supplies, sources, etc. and (ii) the reserve’s activation criteria and the corresponding 
indicators used to support the decision-making process. This report contains the following 
sections: (i) the reminder of the nature and objectives of the reserve, (ii) the information used 
in supplying the reserve, (iii) the criteria and triggers of the reserve and (iv) the conclusions 
and implications. 
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2 REMINDER OF THE NATURE AND OBJECTIVES OF THE REGIONAL RESERVE 

2.1 NATURE OF THE REGIONAL FOOD SECURITY RESERVE 

The feasibility study would appear to indicate that the regional food security reserve has no 
remit to regulate the market, instead remaining focused on providing emergency food 
assistance. However, the reserve’s management procedures will contribute to providing a 
form of price and supply regulation or, on the contrary, to exacerbating market volatility. 
The Regional Reserve represents a quick and flexible intervention capacity. To this end, it 
calls on two components: (i) a physical component (physical stock) consisting of basic food 
products and products satisfying the needs of emergency programmes and (ii) a financial 
component (financial reserve) allowing a diverse range of responses to be implemented1. 

The physical stock provides a means of compensating for a lack of supplies or offsetting 
market risks (very high prices/economic accessibility) while the financial reserve allows the 
stored food to be distributed and a range of crisis response instruments to be deployed in 
accordance with their characteristics (coupons, cash transfers, etc.). 

With regard to the availability of food for emergency operations, it performs two distinct 
functions: (i) allocating food, in the form of a repayable loan, to the eligible stakeholders, i.e. 
the states, which are the only bodies authorised to request support; and (ii) allocating non-
repayable food or financial resources as part of the regional solidarity action. In this case, the 
regional emergency intervention fund takes over from the country submitting the request in 
funding this allocation (regional solidarity). 

In order to limit the constraints and costs inherent to the physical storage of food, the 
Regional Reserve favours a system of holding financial resources (two-thirds of the reserve), 
as many experiments of this type have shown that it is now possible to convert a financial 
stock into food goods “almost” immediately. 

Furthermore, the reserve will facilitate the mobilisation of national reserves in relation to the 
commitments made by the countries within the framework of the RESOGEST cooperation. In 
light of the current low level of national stocks and the replenishment difficulties 
experienced by the national budgets, these stocks can be requested by means of three 
different mechanisms: (i) through the funding of the regional emergency intervention fund, 
(ii) through loans between countries with the possibility of partial cover of the risk by the 
regional fund and (iii) through the donations of one country to another in a context of 
solidarity between countries. 

However, experience also shows that a strict distribution between the two types of stock – 
physical and financial – is not necessarily adapted to the daily use of the reserve. In countries 
which already have both a financial stock and a physical stock, it is not unusual for the 
financial part to be used to replenish the physical stock when the countries have no other 
resources facilitating this replenishment. To ensure that the management of the reserve is as 
operational as possible, a certain level of flexibility is factored into the one-third/two-third 
distribution which can be adjusted by the Management Committee according to the needs. 

Applying the principles of subsidiarity and complementarity which form the legitimacy of 
regional intervention, it is necessary to identify the positions of both national and local stocks 

                                                 
1
Priority uses: (i) purchasing food for emergency operations in the event of an insufficient physical reserve, (ii) 

funding associated costs linked to the mobilisation of food: transport and distribution costs, etc., (iii) purchase 
of specific products with prices less dependent on the seasons (oil, sugar, etc.), (iv) purchasing coupons (food, 
agricultural inputs, livestock, essential production means, etc.), (v) cash transfers and (vi) funding stock 
pooling/loaning operations between countries (RESOGEST) 
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in enabling the region and the countries to meet the needs in order to determine the scale of 
the Regional Reserve. The reserve only intervenes to supplement local and national stocks 
and only when it has been demonstrated that regional intervention and coordination is more 
efficient than crisis management solely at national level. 

Consequently, and according to the different scenarios analysed, the Regional Reserve is not 
called on to cover any more than 33% of the total needs provided jointly by the region and 
the countries, with the remaining 67% covered directly by national stocks. 

Finally, another particularity of the Regional Reserve is the facilitation of access to fodder for 
livestock, as the impact of crises on livestock farmers is twofold: the deterioration of the 
livestock-grain terms of trade drastically reduces access to fodder while the mortality (or 
forced destocking) of their livestock undermines the durability of their activity systems while 
exacerbating their vulnerability to future hazards. The measures introduced within the 
framework of food crisis management systems are not particularly well-suited to the 
lifestyles and activity systems of the pastoral populations. Acknowledging this deficit, 
ECOWAS wishes to use the Regional Reserve to support the consolidation of food crisis 
management tools adapted to the needs of these pastoral populations. 

2.2 OBJECTIVES OF THE REGIONAL RESERVE 

The global objective of the security storage strategy is to “provide an efficient response to food 
crises alongside the states and stakeholders while contributing to the implementation of 
ECOWAP/CAADP with a view to ensuring regional food security and sovereignty”. The 
security storage strategy is aligned with the three orientations of efficiency; equity and 
coherence; and the search for synergies. Within this framework, the specific objectives of the 
reserve are as follows: 

OS1.: the regional food security reserve complements the efforts of the member states and 
provides quick and diversified food and nutritional assistance, according to the specific 
needs of the different categories of population affected by a cyclical shock, by means of a 
regional security tool combining food and financial resources; 

OS2.: the regional food security reserve expresses regional solidarity with regard to the 
member states and populations affected by a cyclical food crisis through transparent, 
equitable and predictable mechanisms. It contributes to local, national and regional crisis 
management capacity building and allows international solidarity efforts to rationalise 
support by complementing the responses of local, national and regional stakeholders in an 
approach founded on subsidiarity. 

OS3.: the regional food security reserve contributes to the food sovereignty and the political, 
economic and commercial integration of the region by developing synergies with 
programmes targeting increased agricultural production, increased market fluidity and 
regulation, the promotion of safety nets and crisis prevention and management. 
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2.3 PROCEDURES FOR REQUESTING THE AID OF THE REGIONAL RESERVE 

Two separate procedures exist depending on whether or not the country applies the 
Harmonised Framework (HF): (i) the simplified procedure if the countries have access to an 
analysis and a vulnerability map based on the HF; and (ii) the normal procedure if they do 
not. In either case, the mobilisation of the Regional Reserve represents a contribution to the 
response plan defined by the national authorities and prepared by the entities responsible for 
food security, with the support of the regional and international institutions involved in food 
security. The existence of this response plan is essential when examining the requests 
submitted to the Regional Reserve. 

Conditions for submitting a request by means of a simplified procedure: the member states 
can request the intervention of the Regional Reserve on the basis of an analysis provided by 
their SAP  using the HF approach and when certain areas of the country are subject to food 
insecurity levels deemed “critical” in accordance with the HF (from phase 3). 

Cases of non-applicability 

1. Any demand not justified by means of an analysis of the food situation based on the HF 
will be subject to a normal procedure. 

2. Certain types of crisis are generally poorly evaluated by the SAPs. This is the case, for 
example, of food crises caused by suddenly-occurring natural catastrophes which, by 
definition, are difficult for early warning systems to predict. In this case, while the real 
situation and the vulnerability map provided by the HF do not concur, the simplified 
procedure holds if the county has officially declared a state of natural catastrophe or a state 
of emergency. This is also the case for crises resulting primarily from political events: these 
tend to diminish the capacity to collect information in the zones affected. Outside cases in 
which SAPs would be effective in the zone, requests driven by this type of crisis will be 
examined by means of a normal procedure. 

Mobilisation of the Regional Reserve via a simplified procedure is subject to compliance with 
volume ceilings. These ceilings will depend on the estimated food aid volumes required in 
light of the analyses available as well as the capacity of the member states to cope without 
calling on regional solidarity. Three categories of country are distinguished: (i) landlocked 
LDCs with limited resources and long, costly means of access to international markets (40% 
of estimated needs), (ii) coastal LDCs enjoying easier access to international markets (20% of 
estimated needs) and (iii) coastal non-LDCs (10% of estimated needs). The case of Cape 
Verde is very particular in that its insularity limits market access. While not an LDC, it has 
been included in the group of coastal LDCs. Any request for volumes exceeding these 
mobilisation thresholds will be examined by means of a normal procedure. In the case of a 
systemic crisis affecting the region and generating requests for volumes exceeding the 
reserve’s capacities, national requests will be reduced by the same proportion for all 
countries which have requested support from the reserve. Whatever the case, the 
Management Committee is sovereign to decide and arbitrate the reserve’s allocations. 

How the simplified procedure works: request submitted by the applicant state to the Director of 
the reserve using a standardised form accompanied by the SAP results, the evaluation of the 
food situation in accordance with the HF and the national response plan. The decisions of the 
Management Committee will be justified by a succinct report prepared by the Info Stocks 
Unit. 
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How the normal procedure works: request submitted by the applicant state to the Head of the 
reserve accompanied by all the information justifying the request (food situation, national 
response plan). Based on an opinion provided by the Info Stocks Unit, the Director can ask 
for more justifications before transferring the request to the Management Committee. A 
detailed summary of the request, prepared by the Unit, is submitted to the Management 
Committee for a decision to be taken by consensus. 

3 INFORMATION USED IN SUPPLYING THE REGIONAL RESERVE 

Management of the Regional Food Security Reserve (RFSR) supplies incorporates purchases 
and transfers undertaken to constitute or replenish physical stocks as well as sales 
undertaken within the framework of the technical rotation of the stocks. It will require 
information relating to: (i) the availability of food and the commercial supply, (ii) regional 
market trends, (iii) the existence of outlets for stock rotation, (iv) the situation of the market 
outside the region, both in the rest of Africa and on the international market and (v) data 
concerning the logistics costs and conditions of transfer. 

3.1 AVAILABILITY OF FOOD AND THE COMMERCIAL SUPPLY AT REGIONAL LEVEL 

Purchases to constitute or replenish the reserve’s physical stock at regional level cannot be 
made at just any period of the year or in just any conditions as this could cause tensions on 
markets which would prove damaging to the food security of the populations. To prevent 
such situations occurring, it is important to ensure the availability of food and in particular a 
commercial supply at periods relevant to supplying the reserve with the aim of scaling 
purchases. 

3.1.1 Suitable periods for making purchases intended for the physical reserve 

With the exception of certain products2, including agri-food products such as gari, there is 
generally only a single period relevant for purchases (in particular in countries of the Sahel) 
intended to constitute/replenish the national security stocks and this is the post-harvest 
period which, in very good crop years, can be extended until April. Generally speaking, the 
ideal timeframe for this type of purchase remains the period from November3 to February 
when prices reach their lowest level, triggering an upswing. 

Consequently, it is recommended that the period from December to March be considered as 
the period during which most purchases will be made in order to constitute or replenish the 
physical stock of the Regional Reserve. 

3.1.2 Availability of food in the region 

The appraisal of food availability within the region is primarily based on the criterion of the 
cereals balance sheet in the countries of the Sahel which are most frequently faced with 
situations of food insecurity. The analysis of the cereals balance sheet at regional level, in 
each production area and in particular in the countries provides the food availability 
criterion and indicators for the region. These balance sheets are provided by the ECOAGRIS 
regional database and the SAPs in the different countries. 

Based on the results of the literature review, it is suggested that the last three food 
availability appraisal thresholds in the Sahel countries be considered for purchases, as shown 
in the table below (Table 1). 

                                                 
2
 Such as corn, which displays several production seasons in coastal zones 

3
 At the same time, however, purchases must not be made to early due to the continued high humidity rates of 

certain products  
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Table 1: Availability of food according to the balance sheet and activation thresholds 

Availability 
Cereals balance 
sheet 

Activation 
threshold 

Quite limited <+5% 0 

Average ≥ +5%< +25% 1 

Good ≥ +25%< +50% 2 

Very good ≥ +50% 3 

Source: Analysis of the study mission, October 2013 

The cross analysis of the thresholds must make it possible to establish the thresholds suitable 
to each production area and the region. For every balance sheet where the rate of cover of the 
needs is lower than 5% (balance sheet surplus lower than 5%), availability is quite limited 
therefore encouraging purchases to constitute or replenish the physical stock of the Regional 
Reserve. For the other non-Sahel countries in the region, the Unit will cross the analyses and 
data from the national, regional and international information mechanisms in order to assess 
the availability of food. 

Furthermore, map of harvest or marketable surpluses established by ECOAGRIS facilitates a 
more in-depth analysis and makes it possible to identify, for each production area, the zones 
or countries representing potential suppliers when constituting or replenishing the physical 
stock. A joint analysis of availability and the location of surpluses will enable the Info Stocks 
Unit to define a ranking of countries with a view to supplying the Regional Reserve. 

3.1.3 Commercial supply 

In addition to food availability in the region, it is crucial to identify the commercial supply 
over the same period for purchases intended for the Regional Reserve, as the volume of 
harvest or marketable surpluses represents a global estimation at the end of the crop year 
which, for various reasons, is not mechanically equal to the commercial supply for a given 
period. At the same time, in light of the major role of producer organisations in supplying 

the reserve, it is important to understand their product supply capacity4 for storage purposes. 

3.1.3.1 Commercial supply on the market 

It is necessary to estimate the commercial supply in the countries and zones identified as 
supply zones at the relevant moment in order to determine whether or not the impact of the 
purchases is compatible with the desired evolution of the markets. In other words, this 
estimate of supply makes it possible to scale purchase volumes in order to avoid market 
tensions and inflationary effects which would penalise the poor and very poor as it is 
commonly acknowledged in terms of regulation that an intervention affecting supply up to a 
level of 20% exercises a significant effect on market prices. We therefore suggest adopting the 
thresholds below to appraise the impact of purchases on market evolution. 

                                                 
4
 Especially quality compliant with the storage standards. 
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Table 2 : Impact of envisaged purchases and activation thresholds 

Impact of purchases As a percent of supply Threshold 

Insensitive < 5% 0 

Marginal ≥ 5% - ≤ 10% 1 

Average > 10% - ≤ 20% 2 

High > 20% 3 

Source: Analysis of the study mission, October 2013 

These thresholds crossed with the map of cross-border flows (direction and intensity) enable 
the Unit to recommend a rescaling of envisaged purchase volumes in a zone as soon as the 
foreseeable impact is high, i.e. at threshold 3. The supply for the period is estimated by 
national and regional information mechanisms at the request of the Info Stocks Unit while 
the map of cross-border flows is drawn up by the PRA Marchés unit of the CILSS. 

3.1.3.2 Supply capacity of the POs 

By analysing the experiences of certain countries within the region, it is revealed that 
producer organisations generally encounter difficulties in honouring contracts relating to 
large volumes of agricultural products intended for storage/conservation. With the aim of 
avoiding situations resulting in the POs’ inability to deliver the agreed volumes or to 
subcontract with traders (any action likely to increase supply costs), the Unit will perform an 
indicative assessment of the supply capacity of POs and PO networks approved and/or 
identified as potential suppliers of the Regional Reserve. To this end, work will be 
undertaken in close cooperation with the West African Cereal Growers’ Network (ROAC).  

The approach involves collecting summary information from these organisations at the 
beginning of the post-harvest period using an information sheet based on more or less 
successful efforts to estimate the members’ supply capacities. Among other things, this sheet 
will contain information on (i) the organisation’s levels of food production, (ii) the estimated 
volumes of different non-commercial uses (domestic consumption, seeds, losses, donations, 
etc.), (iii) the estimated surpluses available and (iv) the estimated supply levels for specific 
periods (December, January, February, March and April, May and Jun). 

Depending on the countries and zones, the organisation’s supply capacity for a certain 
period could be assessed by the Info Stocks Unit at between 5% and 25% of the estimated 
supply for the entire period running from post-harvest to the beginning of the “hunger gap”. 
Estimating the POs’ supply capacity will facilitate the scaling of the purchases to be made 
from private food product operators. 

3.1.3.3 Case of agri-food products 

With regard to agri-food products, such as gari, the procedure for assessing availability and 
commercial supply will essentially be based on the analysis of the price evolution on the 
markets. As Nigeria and Ghana are the main suppliers of gari produced in accordance with 
standards ensuring good conservation, examining the variations in relation to the average 
values over the past there years will help to characterise the situation of the markets through 
thresholds as shown below (cf. Table 3). 

Table 3: Availability, supply of gari and activation thresholds 

Availability and commercial 
supply 

Price variation in relation to the 
indexed average 

Threshold 
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Very good < +5% 0 

Good ≥ +5% - ≤ +15% 1 

Average > +15% - ≤ +20% 2 

Low > 20% 3 

Source: Analysis of the study mission, October 2013 

The price and market analyses designed to assess the availability and supply of these types 
of products will be conducted by the national and regional information mechanisms. 

Furthermore, establishing a list of potential suppliers or suppliers approved by the public 
security stock management bodies will enable both the availability and commercial supply to 
be characterised as well as the best period to purchase goods using an approach similar to 
that applied to the evaluation of the POs’ supply capacity. 

3.2 TREND ON THE REGIONAL MARKET  

In addition to data on food availability and commercial supply, knowledge of market trends 
contributes to guiding purchase or sale decisions relating to the Regional Reserve. Analysing 
price variations on the reference markets in each production area and on the reference border 
markets (or even the main regional markets) crossed with the map of flows (direction and 
intensity) will illustrate the trend on the regional market and on the markets in the countries 
and zones identified for purchases. Furthermore, this trend helps to guide sales decisions 
relating to the technical rotation of the physical stock. 

The Info Stocks Unit will collect and summarise the analyses conducted by certain national 
and regional information mechanisms such as RESIMAO, PRA Marchés, ECOAGRIS and 
FEWSNET. 

As with the analysis of the availability and supply of gari and its activation thresholds, the 
trend on a supply market will be considered very good, good, average or low respectively if 
the variation in relation to the average price of the target product over the past five years 
observes the same degrees of variation (cf. Table 3). 

In contrast, the greater the variation, the more the market is favourable to sales supporting 
the technical stock rotation. These sales will help relieve tensions and will thus favour 
market access for the poorest population categories. Consequently, as can be seen in the table 
below, thresholds 2 and 3 are to be considered as triggers of sales of physical stock for 
reasons of technical rotation. However, interventions at the two initial thresholds (0 and 1) 
corresponding to low and average trends are likely to destabilise the market. 



12 
 

Table 4: Market trends and thresholds for sales 

Trends for sales 
Price variation in relation to the 

indexed average 
Threshold 

Very good > 50% 3 

Good > +30% - ≤50% 2 

Average >20% - ≤ +30% 1 

Low ≤ +20% 0 

Source: Analysis of the study mission, October 2013 

3.3 EXISTENCE OF OUTLETS FOR TECHNICAL ROTATION 

Technical rotations are essential in order to maintain a minimum nutritional quality level of 
the products comprising the physical stock. Technical rotation is performed according to the 
quality of the food, the duration of storage and the market. The proportion concerned by 
technical rotation during a period is to be defined. The decision to undertake a technical 
rotation is the prerogative of the Management Committee based on the technical 
recommendations provided by the RTMU and the operators responsible for managing the 
stocks in the different production areas. In addition to the multi-annual contacts provided 
for in the safety net programmes, it is also important to identify the most favourable market 
periods for sales with a view to improving the profitability of the operations. 

3.3.1 Safety net programmes as outlets 

The existence of multi-annual partnership agreements between the Regional Reserve and 
certain safety net programmes will offer predictable and guaranteed outlets for technical 
rotation operations. Depending on the scale of the flows, the existence of these outlets will 
protect the reserve either partially or entirely from market trends and the need to consider 
favourable destocking periods with regard to these operations. 

The Info Stocks Unit will collect the data relating to the different partnerships via the RTMU 
(in particular within the framework of the social safety net joint-funding programme 
initiated by ECOWAP) and through the minutes of the sessions of the Regional Reserve’s 
Management Committee. 

3.3.2 3.3.2 Determining favourable periods for sales 

Sales within the framework of technical rotation operations are not recommended during 
periods when they could contribute to provoking and/or exacerbating a price collapse which 
would be detrimental to producers, in particular small-scale operators. With this in mind, it 
would appear to be increasingly opportune to market rotation stock further into the crop 
year as a continual rise in prices is observed. The further the crop year advances, the smaller 
the supply available from small-scale producers and the more the vulnerable populations 
(including poor and very poor households) encounter difficulties in accessing the market 
due to low or non-existent purchasing power. Generally speaking, this period begins at the 
start of the “hunger gap” and lasts for the entire duration thereof in the countries of the Sahel 
which only experience a single winter season. 

However, while the period is recognised as the most favourable, the most relevant indicator 
nevertheless remains the market trend for sales through the different thresholds indicated in 
table 4 above. 

3.4 SITUATION ON THE MARKET OUTSIDE WEST AFRICA 

The aim of analysing the situation on the markets outside the region is not to establish 
indicators and activation thresholds but to contribute to the purchasing decisions taken 
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within the region and outside the region in the event of a large-scale region-wide crisis as 
well as to anticipate knowledge of the impact of a considerable increase in international food 
prices on food prices at the level of the regional market. 

3.4.1 Other markets in Africa 

Analysing the situation on other markets in Africa outside ECOWAS is a more delicate 
operation for several reasons. Based on the analyses and data from the international 
information mechanisms (newsletters published by the FAO, SMIAR, AMIS, FEWSNET, 
etc.), certain websites (food commodity exchanges such as in Johannesburg) and specialist 
reviews, the Info Stocks Unit will provide a regular summary of the different supply and 
demand contexts on the reference markets in the main exporter countries. 

These results will contribute to assessing the opportunity of importing from other regions in 
Africa with a view to supplying the Regional Reserve. 

3.4.2 International markets 

Through the newsletters of the FAO, UNCTAD and the AMIS data in particular, the Unit 
will have access to analyses and data concerning the evolution of the international markets of 
the main basic food products, in particular with regard to production, supply, demand, stock 
levels and, most importantly, prices in order to identify the trends and thus contribute to the 
evaluation of the opportunities to import goods to supply the Regional Reserve. For rice, 
these results will be complemented by the very useful monthly monitoring of the OSIRIZ 
network. 

3.5 LOGISTICS COSTS AND CONDITIONS OF TRANSFER 

Supply and advantageous prices are not the only factors which condition purchasing 
decisions, as the logistics costs and/or conditions of transfer of the products may be 
dissuasive. Logistics costs primarily incorporate transport and handling costs while the 
conditions of transfer refer to the state of the lines of communication, the availability and 
quality of the transport, abnormal practices in the countries, transit and trade barriers, 
security, etc. 

The trade barriers between the countries in particular can delay the mobilisation of food 
considerably while affecting the rapidity and impact of the Regional Reserve. 

The Info Stocks Unit will collect the analyses and data facilitating a comparison of the 
different situations. To this end, it will capitalise on the experiences of the national structures 
and institutions responsible for the different types of stock as well as the experience of the 
humanitarian aid agencies and NGOs (WFP, CRS, etc.), in all cases calling on analyses and 
data provided by national mechanisms and ECOAGRIS. 

Analysing the conditions of transfer requires documentary research, press cutting reviews, 
etc. A major source of information on abnormal practices is the WAEMU observatory 
dedicated to this subject which works in synergy with the PRA Marchés of the CILSS. 

4 CRITERIA AND TRIGGERS OF THE REGIONAL RESERVE 

According to the feasibility study, the criteria and methods for mobilising the reserve comply 
with two main principles: equity and efficiency. To ensure equity, the decision to mobilise 
the Regional Reserve in support of a country within the region is based on objective and 
acknowledged criteria informed by reliable data which are publically available. To ensure 
the efficiency of the process of mobilising the reserve, the procedure must be simple and 
rapid. Mobilisation is not triggered by specific or selective risk factors. It occurs with regard 
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to the objectives assigned, including that of complementing national efforts when these are 
insufficient in providing an effective response to a major crisis, irrespective of the cause. 

Consequently, activation is primarily linked to the deterioration of the food situation in 
relation to a reference situation. In accordance with its role as third line of defence, it 
complements national efforts to overcome a crisis declared by a member state. The activation 
criteria and thresholds relate to the level of food insecurity and the cover for food needs 
provided by national stocks. However, other types of need appear which are linked to the 
conservation or reconstitution of livelihoods – primarily seeds, pastoral hydraulics and 
fodder for livestock and even health monitoring – depending on the magnitude of the crisis. 
In these cases, the activation criteria and thresholds are linked to the level of food insecurity 
and the extent of the pastoral crisis. 

4.1 SCALE OF FOOD INSECURITY ACCORDING TO THE HARMONISED FRAMEWORK (HF) 

Within the framework of mobilising the Regional Reserve, the preferred analysis method 
adopted to assess the deterioration of the food and nutritional situation is the harmonised 
framework, which represents an analysis procedure shared within the region by the states 
and different partners, thereby facilitating comparative analyses between countries on an 
identical basis. Furthermore, it is an analysis framework of the food situation founded on a 
systemic approach to food security and the mechanisms and strategies by which the 
households cover their food needs. In short, based on the analysis of several indicators and 
contributing factors as well as their development trends, the HF identifies four categories of 
deterioration of the food system in relation to a reference situation. In increasing order of 
gravity, these correspond to phases 2 to 5 of the food insecurity level (cf. Table 5) according 
to the coverage scale and the performance of the national early warning mechanism which 
houses the national HF unit. The diagnostic gives rise to an analysis and vulnerability map. 

Analysing the different phases shows that the first corresponds to a normal situation causing 
no particular concern while the second (MFI) is generally managed effectively by the 
countries without any emergency assistance, but generally with targeted interventions 
benefiting the most exposed households. The third phase, which is the crisis phase (CFI), 
gives rise to a considerable need for assistance, including emergency humanitarian aid for 
certain groups of the population. In this situation, recourse to external aid often depends on 
the country’s capacity to satisfy demand. Phases four (EFI) and five (famine), however, 
always require emergency humanitarian operations led by external partners (TFPs, 
humanitarian aid agencies and NGOs). 
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Table 5: Scale of food insecurity according to the HF 

Phase Description 
Priority intervention 

objectives 

Phase 1: 
Minimum, or 
general situation 
of food security 

At least four households in five are capable of satisfying their food and non-food needs without 
calling on unusual adaptation strategies or relying on humanitarian aid. 
Access to food generally adequate and stable 

Action required to 
develop resilience and 
reduce the risks of 
catastrophe 

Phase 2: Under 
pressure, or  
moderate food 
insecurity (MFI) 

Even with humanitarian aid, at least one household in five in the zone finds itself in the following 
situation or worse: reduced and minimum necessary food consumption but unable to undertake 
certain essential non-food spending without calling on irreversible adaptation strategies. 
Limited access to adequate food and accumulation of risks of food situation deteriorating 

Action required to 
reduce the risks of 
catastrophe and 
protect livelihoods 

Phase 3: Crisis, or 
critical food 
insecurity (CFI) 

Even with humanitarian aid, at least one household in five in the zone finds itself in the following 
situation or worse: considerable food deficits and high or above-average rates of acute 
malnutrition; or marginally capable of satisfying their minimum food needs by exhausting assets 
relating to their livelihoods, thereby leading to food consumption deficits. 
Acutely insufficient access to adequate food and accelerated exhaustion of assets relating to livelihoods which 
risk pushing the population into phase 4 or 5 

Protect livelihoods, 
prevent malnutrition 
and avoid death 

Phase 4: 
Emergency, or 
extreme food 
insecurity (EFI) 

Even with humanitarian aid, at least one household in five in the zone is in the following 
situation or worse: extreme food deficits resulting in very high acute malnutrition or excessive 
mortalities; or extreme loss of assets relating to livelihoods causing short-term food 
consumption deficits. 
Seriously insufficient access to food combined with excessive mortality, very high levels of 
malnutrition and the loss of assets relating to livelihoods 

Save lives and 
livelihoods 

Phase 5: Famine 

Even with humanitarian aid, at least one household in five in the zone experiences a total food 
and/or other basic needs deficit and is clearly exposed to starvation, death and deprivation (it 
should be noted that proof for the three criteria of food consumption, emaciation and TBM  are 
required for classification as a famine). 
Total lack of access to food, serious social disruption, massive population displacement and 
exhaustion of assets relating to livelihoods 

Avoid large-scale 
death and the total 
collapse of livelihoods 

Source: Harmonised Framework document 



16 
 

Examining the food insecurity phases according to the HF allows the scale to be converted 
into thresholds as shown in the table below. The three phases which may lead to the 
mobilisation of the Regional Reserve are critical food insecurity, extreme food insecurity and 
famine, corresponding to thresholds 3, 4 and 5 respectively. 

Table 6: Food insecurity thresholds to mobilise the Regional Reserve 

Food situation Characterisation Threshold 

General situation of food security Satisfactory 1 

Moderate food insecurity (MFI) Relatively balanced 2 

Critical food insecurity (CFI) Deteriorated 3 

Extreme food insecurity (EFI) Highly deteriorated 4 

Famine Totally deteriorated 5 

Source: Adaptation of the HF food insecurity scale 

Depending on the quality and performance of the national early warning mechanism, these 
thresholds can be defined at national, regional, provincial and/or departmental level 
according to the vulnerability map resulting from the HF analysis. This indicator is supplied 
directly by the national early warning system based on the HF approach and the analysis 
approved at regional level by the HF technical committee within the framework of the 
PREGEC. 

Consequently, the Regional Reserve can be mobilised in favour of a state from threshold 3 in 
the vulnerable countries or zones. Nevertheless, the existence of the food insecurity 
activation threshold is a necessary but insufficient condition to mobilise the Regional Reserve 
as shown above. 

4.2 FOOD INSECURITY AND SEED REQUIREMENTS 

The existence of a livelihood protection deficit implies seed requirements for the poor and 
very poor productive households. The analysis of the food situation indicates that these 
needs are systematic for the insecurity phases corresponding to extreme food insecurity and 
famine, i.e. activation thresholds 4 and 5. For these thresholds, the financial component of the 
Regional Reserve can be mobilised to satisfy the demand of the states. 

The requirements are estimated by the SAP within the framework of the HF procedure and 
are also included in the national response plan. 

There is no specific mechanism for determining the amount of support provided by the 
Regional Reserve, but it is recommended that the cost of this support be less than or equal to 
15% of the cost of the additional effort to reabsorb the food deficit. 

4.3 PASTORAL CRISIS AND THE SHEPHERDS’ AND LIVESTOCK’S NEEDS 

Any assessment of the pastoral crises must incorporate various elements including the 
shepherds’ mobility, insecurity, fodder for livestock, livestock health monitoring, etc. 
Unfortunately, the data and analysis frameworks available do not authorise an integral 
approach to the different aspects of pastoral crises within the framework of mobilising the 
Regional Reserve. 

Using the HF indicators, the impact of the situation on livestock fodder can be understood 
through a cross-analysis of the availability of pastureland, the accessibility of grazing land 
and the fodder balance sheet. This gives rise to three impact thresholds: low, medium and 
high. 

Table 7: Scale of the impact of the crisis on livestock fodder 
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Low impact Medium impact High impact 

Availability of grazing land: 
90%-80% compared to the 
average of the past 5 years 

Availability of grazing land: 
80% à 50% compared to the 
average of the past 5 years 

Availability of grazing land: 
<50% compared to the 
average of the past 5 years 

Accessibility of grazing land: 
Accessible 

Accessibility of grazing land: 
more or less accessible 

Accessibility of grazing land: 
not accessible 

Fodder balance sheet: > 50% 
of needs 

Fodder balance sheet: 50% of 
needs 

Fodder balance sheet: <50% 
of needs 

Source: Adaptation of AGRHYMET HF 

The study recommends that the activation threshold for the intervention of the Regional 
Reserve (financial stock) be set at the third level; i.e. high impact. 

However, other activation thresholds linked to mobility, insecurity, pastoral hydraulics and 
the livestock’s health must be defined to obtain a better assessment of the pastoral crises. 
This will nevertheless require additional investigations and analyses which exceed the scope 
of the present mission. Joint work by the regional PO networks is being undertaken to this 
end and will help to fine-tune the approach. 

Whatever the case, the data concerning the estimated needs will have to be provided by the 
SAP and reported in the national response plan. 

As when determining the cost ceiling for the support relating to the acquisition of food seed, 
the study suggests that the cost of non-food support with a view to protecting livestock be 
less than or equal to 25% of the cost of the aid of the Regional Reserve to cope with the food 
deficit. 

4.4 CASE OF COUNTRIES SUBJECT TO A NORMAL PROCEDURE 

In the case of countries where the HF has not yet been applied (Nigeria, Benin, Liberia, 
Sierra-Leone and Guinea-Bissau), even if the situations are relatively different, it is unlikely 
that these countries call on the Regional Reserve in the short term because, in contrast to the 
countries of the Sahel, they are generally less exposed to food insecurity caused by a major 
food deficit. In Liberia and Sierra-Leone, which have suffered years of civil war, and Guinea-
Bissau, faced with chronic instability and unrest, there would appear to be more need for 
social safety nets, which are not incorporated in the emergency intervention procedure. 
Furthermore, while part of northern Nigeria may be subject to food crises for a variety of 
reasons (Sahel climate, insecurity, etc.), it has been several decades since the country has had 
to call on external aid to resolve internal food crises. On the contrary, it provides emergency 
aid to countries in the region confronted by difficult food situations. 

Whatever the case, any request for aid submitted by one of these countries will be examined 
in accordance with the normal procedure, i.e. based on an analysis of the  food situation and 
the national response plan or even the contingency plan. Depending on the method adopted 
to assess the food situation, the nature and quality of the information available, the criteria 
and thresholds relating to the proportion of the vulnerable population and the coverage of 
the needs by national stocks could be considered as triggers for mobilising the Regional 
Reserve. 

4.4.1 Cover of needs by national stocks 

The first lines of defence include local stocks and national security stocks. In reality, 
however, the first line of defence – in the form of local stocks (village, community, 
decentralised stocks, etc.) – is not mobile in relation to local vulnerability as these stocks are 
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only intended to cover the needs of the localisation zones. Local stocks in surplus zones are 
not intended to bridge the gap in deficit zones, irrespective of the local stock levels in the 
latter. However, the national security stock is called on in all deficit zones in the country and 
is not assigned to a specific territory. Consequently, the procedure for assessing the coverage 
of needs by national stocks will take account of the national security stock and only the local 
stocks in vulnerable zones at the activation threshold for mobilising the Regional Reserve. 

Nevertheless, at the current stage of development of the information mechanisms and the 
methodologies applied, very little reliable information is available concerning the local stock 
levels at decisive periods. While awaiting the future availability of reliable data, local stocks 
are assumed to contribute to covering between 10 and 20% of the needs (caused by problems 
of availability, accessibility, etc.). 

The activation coverage thresholds are determined via an analysis of the ratio between the 
volume of national stocks available and the volume of food needs caused by food insecurity.  

The volume of national stocks is the national security stock (NSS) plus the local stocks in the 
vulnerable zones concerned. This information will be drawn from various sources: 

– for the national security stock: RESOGEST (if operational), the national office of food 
products and the national response plan; 

– for local stocks: the planned future network (short- to medium-term), the networks of 
producer organisations and NGOs, the local authorities, the ECOAGRIS regional 
database (when this item is handled) and the response plan. 

With regard to food requirements, the deficit is estimated by the relative national mechanism 
and taken up in the national response plan. These requirements include the survival and 
livelihood protection deficits, which means that the socio-economic groups concerned are 
generally the very poor and the poor. The deficit must be compared with the data and 
information of the aid agencies and humanitarian assistance NGOs with a view to providing 
an objective assessment of the activation threshold. 

The ratio between the volume of national stocks and the food deficit determines the rate of 
coverage of the requirements by the first lines of defence. An analysis of this rate identifies 
five major situations of needs coverage and Regional Reserve mobilisation thresholds as 
illustrated in the table below. 

Table 8: Thresholds of needs coverage by national stocks 

Coverage of needs Rate of coverage Threshold 

Goods >90% 1 

Average >66% - ≤90% 2 

Insufficient > 50% - ≤66% 3 

Highly insufficient >33% - ≤ 50% 4 

Major deficit ≤33% 5 

Source: Analysis of the study mission, October 2013 

The situations of good and average coverage of the needs (i.e. the deficit) corresponding to 
the first two thresholds will not trigger the intervention of the Regional Reserve. In contrast, 
the last three thresholds (3 to 5) corresponding to a major lack of coverage of the deficit by 
national efforts will trigger the mobilisation of the Regional Reserve. 
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4.4.2 Criterion and thresholds for the proportion of vulnerable population  

The proportion of the population which is vulnerable could be the most frequently used 
criterion to mobilise the Regional Reserve in the absence of the HF approach and the food 
balance sheet. Even if it may be controversial in the absence of a joint evaluation procedure 
with the main regional and international organisations concerned by food security, the 
proportion of the population which is vulnerable is strongly correlated with the situation of 
food insecurity (cf. Table ). It is documented by the national response plan and in particular 
the national contingency plan. 

Table 9: Food situation, proportion of vulnerable population and activation thresholds 

Risk of insecurity Proportion of vulnerable population Threshold 

Low ≤ 25% 1 

Moderate > 25%  ≤50% 2 

Extreme >50%  ≤75% 3 

Famine >75% 4 

Source: PNOCSUR Burkina Faso and analyses of the mission, October 2013 

Consequently, in countries which have not applied the HF procedure, the levels of food 
insecurity and in particular the Regional Reserve activation thresholds could be deemed 
identical on the basis of the proportion of the populations which is vulnerable. Nevertheless, 
it should be emphasised that at national level, the analysis remains limited to the vulnerable 
zones displaying the final three types of insecurity risk5 in order to avoid underestimating 
the activation threshold. However, the situation and national response plan analysis data 
relating to the vulnerable zones and proportions must be crossed with those provided by the 
aid agencies, the humanitarian assistance NGOs and the regional information mechanisms in 
order to obtain an objective appraisal of the activation threshold. 

Furthermore, this criterion and the Regional Reserve activation thresholds will be considered 
in exceptional circumstances such as unforeseeable catastrophes. In this case, the Regional 
Reserve can be mobilised from threshold 2 on a national or local scale if the activation 
threshold of the needs coverage has been reached. 

4.5 DETERMINING THE LEVELS OF AID PROVIDED BY THE REGIONAL RESERVE 

Activating the mobilisation of the Regional Reserve is one thing, determining the level of aid 
to be provided to an applicant state is another. According to the feasibility study, the states 
can expect a ceiling on the support from the Regional Reserve representing 40%, 20% and 
10% respectively of the estimated deficit depending on membership of the three categories 
(landlocked LDCs, coastal LDCs and coastal non-LDCs). However, even if the ceiling may be 
largely insufficient according to the needs coverage activation threshold, the evaluation of 
the complement necessary to cover the deficit serves as a basis for estimating the support 
from the Regional Reserve. 

However, a crucial questions remains to be answered for the states and the Regional Reserve: 
how can the reserve be an effective third line of defence if its effort remains unknown when 
the national response plan is drawn up? 

Between the warning, the availability of a response plan and the examination of a request by 
the Regional Reserve, several aid commitments will have been made to the benefit of the 
country. In practice, thanks to their involvement in drafting the national response plan, 

                                                 
5
Moderate, extreme or famine 
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numerous TFPs, humanitarian aid agencies and NGOs make commitments to resolve the 
crisis such that this support is included in the response plan. Furthermore, the states 
automatically organise a roundtable of donors following the definition of their national 
response plan with the aim of mobilising on a large scale and coordinating the efforts. This 
results in a third line of defence which will not really play that role as the estimated volume 
of aid from the reserve will be implemented at the very end and only if the initial 
commitments do not cover the deficit observed. 

At the same time, if, when drafting the national response plan, the country evaluates the 
expected support based on its drawing right and only requests international aid for the 
remaining gap, it would be faced with an embarrassing situation if the reserve were not to 
answer its request in full. 

Within the reserve, however, this evaluation procedure would be too risky as it is highly 
likely that the stock would not suffice if several countries with high ceilings were affected by 
large-scale crises. In any case, the reserve runs the risk of providing support levels 
representing the drawing right ceilings on a permanent basis. On the other hand, if 
international aid systematically prevails before the evaluation of the reserve’s contribution, 
there is an equally large risk that the residual gap is relatively small resulting in a low level 
of mobilisation which would not justify the existence and/or the role of the Regional 
Reserve. 

To resolve this dilemma, it is essential to determine the drawing right thresholds (as a 
proportion of the deficit) as for the ceilings as well as flat-rate volumes for both cases which 
cannot be called into question except in exceptional situations (probably famine). The 
absence of an ex-post evaluation of crisis situations, in particular concerning aid volumes in 
relation to the stated needs, means that the reality of certain estimations cannot be appraised. 
In several cases, the total aid mobilised represents no more than 70% of the estimated needs, 
due to an exaggeration of the deficit or commitments not respected by the partners. 

At the same time, the analysis of the volume of external support received by a country in the 
different crisis situations over the decade or during the past five years contributes to an 
evaluation of the level of aid provided by the reserve. To this end, the Unit has several 
information sources: OCHA online, which monitors the interventions scheduled by the 
stakeholders as well as the main humanitarian aid agencies and NGOs (WFP, ECHO, 
bilateral agencies, CRS, OXFAM, etc.). 
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5 CONCLUSIONS AND IMPLICATIONS 

Following the conclusion of the analyses, it is established that the Info Stocks Unit is capable 
of providing elements and recommendations helping to guide the Management Committee 
in its decisions relating to purchases for the reserve, sales for technical stock rotation 
operations and in particular the provision of aid to countries facing food crises which have 
applied for assistance. Nevertheless, the quality of some of the Unit’s recommendations 
remains linked to several prerequisites identified during the feasibility study. 

5.1 RECOMMENDATIONS CONCERNING PURCHASES AND SALES 

The Info Stocks Unit’s combined analysis of the thresholds linked to the availability of food, 
the commercial supply and the market trends is the first stage in generating the data and 
recommendations intended for the Management Committee. 

With regard to purchases and in addition to the post-harvest period to be considered, the 
Unit must in particular (i) establish a classification of supply countries, (ii) stipulate the 
volume of purchases made in each country and production area and (iii) recommend the 
respective volumes for the contracts concluded with the POs and the private operators. 
Furthermore, an analysis of the logistics costs and conditions of transfer as well as an 
examination of the market situation outside the region (in the rest of Africa and at the 
international level) shall contribute to determining the relevance of purchases in the zones 
and countries selected with respect to the different supply areas of the reserve. 

With regard to sales for technical rotation reasons, an analysis of the existence of outlets 
together with the market trends will enable the Unit to submit pertinent opinions to the 
Management Committee relating to destocking decisions. 

5.2 RECOMMENDATIONS CONCERNING AID TO MEMBER STATES 

For the majority of countries in the region, including all the Sahel countries, the Info Stocks 
Unit is in a position to make recommendations to the Management Committee relating to the 
aid decisions based on the analysis summaries using the HF approach. These 
recommendations can in part be extended to include the preservation of livelihoods and the 
needs generated by pastoral crises. 

In contrast, aid suggestions concerning countries not applying the HF methodology will, if 
possible, be founded on the analysis of the proportion of the population which is vulnerable 
and of the deficit cover provided by national actions. 

Nevertheless, it would be difficult for the Unit to provide suitable recommendations in 
relation to aid volumes and for the countries to plan for reserve aid in the national response 
plan. Thresholds must be defined within the reserve together with flat-rate volumes for the 
thresholds and ceilings in order to guide recommendations and the preparation of the 
national response plans. The involvement of the Info Stocks Unit in the regional food 
situation monitoring mechanism will allow dialogue to be prepared and initiated between 
the RFSR and the countries in a situation of crisis as early as the preparation stage of the 
national response plan.  

5.3 THE PREREQUISITES FOR PERTINENT RECOMMENDATIONS FROM THE UNIT 

As highlighted in the feasibility study, the Regional Reserve is part of a global approach 
aimed at strengthening quite considerably the collective capacity of the states, institutions 
and regional operators to prevent and manage food crises while ensuring this approach is 
consistent with the prospects for development. Consequently, pertinent recommendations 
from the Info Stocks Unit are dependent on: (i) the development of reliable, credible and 
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independent national information mechanisms focusing on the different parameters of food 
security; (ii) the systematic provision of coordinated contingency plans designed as 
frameworks defined ex-ante and facilitating the preparation of suitable responses to the 
different crises the country or region might face, thereby representing a major source of 
information for the Unit; and (iii) knowledge of the national stocks, in particular an 
inventory of the states’ national stocks and strategies with regard to storage and support in 
networking local stocks. 

 


