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West Africa is a region of the world with one of 
the most worrying structural food and nutri-
tional insecurity, to which are added cyclical 

shocks. Historically, these shocks were mainly linked to 
production hazards induced by climatic variability and/
or locust attacks, particularly in the Sahel.

Since the mid-2000s, the vulnerability of West African 
populations has increased sharply due to a combination 
of two dynamics:
– Rapid changes in societies, in particular: (i) strong 

demographic growth leading to increasing pressure 
on natural resources and the multiplication of con-
flicts over the use of these resources; (ii) the grow-
ing impoverishment of rural populations with little 
productive capital (land, livestock) and whose liveli-
hoods are based on a fragile combination of multiple 
activities; (iii) the amplification of pastoral crises; (iv) 
rapid urbanization based mainly on an informal sector 
offering very low incomes;

– The multiplication and diversification of external 
shocks, with the amplification of exceptional climatic 
phenomena induced by global warming, the growth of 
insecurity (terrorism, political crises and inter-ethnic 
conflicts), health crises (Ebola, Covid-19), the develop-
ment of epizootics, parasites and crop diseases (army 
worm, etc.), etc.
A significant proportion of urban and rural popula-

tions depend on the market for their food supply. Vola-
tility, and in particular local, regional and international 

price spikes, exacerbate the difficulties of access to food 
and contribute to the impoverishment of dietary diver-
sity, and consequently to malnutrition. This volatility is 
also detrimental to producers.

Crises linked to cyclical factors are now recurrent. 
Each year, between 5 and 25 million people find them-
selves unable to cover their food and nutritional needs 
for several months.

These crises, which are linked to a variety of factors 
and types of shocks, now affect all the countries in the 
region, not just the historically more fragile Sahelian 
countries. They primarily affect those who are already 
structurally the most vulnerable. The evolution of risk 
factors is causing massive population displacements, 
placing them in a very precarious situation (displaced 
persons and climate and security refugees). They sud-
denly find themselves unable to cover all their essential 
needs, not just food. 

This context led the Ministers of Agriculture of the 
Member States of the Economic Community of West 
African States (ECOWAS), as part of the implementation 
of the regional agricultural policy, ECOWAP/CAADP, to 
adopt in 2012 the regional food security storage strate-
gy. It has two major dimensions: (i) food security storage 
to cope with shocks; and (ii) commercial storage for the 
structuring of agricultural value chains and the regula-
tion of food markets.

With political support from the G20, financial support 
from the European Union, and technical support from 

Illustration 1 : Evolution of populations in food crisis from 2016 to 2021 (millions)
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AFD and AECID, ECOWAS, in cooperation with WAEMU 
and CILSS, began the effective operationalization of this 
regional system in 2015. 

After five years of implementation, ECOWAS and its 
partners can now make use of the achievements and 
lessons learned from this first pilot experience in the 
world, in order to (i) adjust and sustain the West African 
regional storage strategy and make it a decisive instru-
ment for the elimination of hunger by 2030, (ii) serve as 
a reference for other regions of the world, and (iii) draw 
lessons for all the ECOWAP/CAADP implementation pro-
cesses that articulate interventions at the local, national 
and regional levels.

This document on the ECOWAS storage experience, 
which is the result of an in-depth internal capitalization 

work, was prepared for the International Conference 
on the West African Food Security Storage Strategy, 
organized online by ECOWAS and its partners, from 28 
April to 10 May 2021.

Unfortunately, the risk factors facing the region are 
likely to persist and increase, regardless of its per-
formance in the agri-food sector. The region will face 
shocks of varying magnitude and it is difficult to accu-
rately assess these risks, the extent of the crises and 
to quantify the populations potentially exposed in the 
next ten years. 

Thus, the capitalization of the experience constitutes 
a basis for reflection to strengthen and deploy the stor-
age system at its various scales and to meet the chal-
lenges facing the region, its stakeholders and partners.
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Illustration 2 : The West African food security storage system

1. The regional storage strategy

The regional storage strategy is in line with the 
ECOWAP/CAADP vision of addressing production, 

markets and price volatility, and is based on the fol-
lowing pillars:
– Food security storage to meet the needs of vulnerable 

populations in the event of a short-term food crisis;
– Interventions (broader than just storage) to improve 

the functioning of markets and reduce price volatility; 
and

– Social food security nets for populations with struc-
tural livelihood deficits.
The West African storage system combines physical 

stocks and financial reserves. It is organized around four 
complementary lines of defense:

– The first line of defense: local stocks, set up and man-
aged by producer organisations (POs) or decentralised 
authorities;

– The second line of defense: national security stocks, 
managed by states or co-managed by states and a 
pool of financial partners;

– The third line of defense: the Regional Food Security 
Reserve (RFSR), set up and managed by the ECOWAS 
Commission, as well as national pooled stocks;

– The fourth line of defense: mechanisms for solidarity 
and international assistance (UN humanitarian agen-
cies, development partners, international NGOs), 
when no solution could be found in the first three 
lines of defense.
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2. Local storage: the first line of defense

Community stocks are the first line of defense in the 
strategy and are therefore of major importance for 

food security. They are based on local organizations 
that are able to respond quickly to shocks, pending the 
intervention of other lines of defense in the event of a 
serious crisis.

The three types of organization in this system are (i) 
grouped supply systems (cereal banks, food security 
granaries) that facilitate food supply during the lean 
season and exceptional crises, mainly deployed in 
Sahelian deficit areas; (ii) grouped marketing systems 
(collection, storage, standardization and external mar-
keting cooperatives) that have an impact on the value 
of family production; (iii) livestock feed supply systems 
(livestock feed banks) that promote the availability of 
feed for livestock and thus prevent food crises for the 
households concerned by protecting their livelihoods, 
mainly in pastoral and agro-pastoral areas.

Local stocks play a dual role in the regional storage 
strategy. On one hand, they contribute to the food se-
curity of populations in a food crisis situation, and on 
the other hand, they supply the other lines of defense 
— national and regional public stocks — through insti-
tutional purchases. Nevertheless, the mechanisms of 
this line of defense are still insufficiently known and the 
information needed to assess its real contribution in 
the event of a food crisis remains partial. In the Sahel, 
despite the long experience of producers’ organiza-
tions (POs) in this area, capitalization processes are 
very ad hoc and still not sufficiently developed to serve 
as references for all organizations involved in local 
storage. In surplus areas (mainly coastal countries), 
the geographical network, types and volumes of local 
stocks, as well as the actors and their organizations, 
are still poorly documented.

Considering the importance of grassroots POs im-
plementing community stocks, ECOWAS initiated a 
participatory process with their regional networks 
(ROPPA 1, APESS 2 and RBM 3), as well as the regional 
cereal inter-professional organization, ROAC 4, to iden-
tify their capacity building and networking priorities. 
The discussions resulted in the following dynamics:

The production of regional reference documents on 
local storage

Based on the experiences and good practices of POs, 
three major materials were produced in this framework: 
(i) The handbook of local storage in West Africa, which 
capitalizes on the administrative, technical, economic 
and financial management tools of grassroots organiza-
tions; (ii) The charter of good practices of local storage 
operators; and (iii) The regional intervention framework 
for local storage and its budgeted action plan, which is 
intended to be a consensual framework common to POs, 
national and regional public authorities, private actors 
and technical and financial partners (TFPs). Based on 
extensive capitalization work carried out by the POs, the 
handbook is structured around seven thematic areas 
(see below).

The handbook of local food reserves
in West Africa

https://bit.ly/32EeYCy

1. Network of Farmers’ and Producers’ Organizations of 
West Africa. 
2. Association for the Promotion of Livestock in the Sahel 
and Savannah. 
3. Billital Maroobé Network. 
4. West African Cereal Network.
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The charter of good practices
for local operators

https://bit.ly/32EeP1Y

The establishment of a regional training
capacity for local stock managers

In order to structure a sustainable continuous training 
offer derived from the production of regional reference, 
the approach consisted in identifying and strengthening 
a regional training structure for PO leaders and techni-
cians, INADES Formation, in order to design and provide 
training for trainers at the regional level and to support 
the replication of trainings in the countries for elected 
officials and local stock managers. An online training 
platform has been designed to provide distance training. 
It is structured in the form of a training course organized 
around eight specialized thematic modules.

The learner’s booklets
on local storage (booklet 1)

Structuring support to regional networks of POs
This involved subsidising capacity-building activities 

for these networks and their members so that they could 
play their role as the system’s first line of defense more 
effectively (training, technical support, consultation, 
information, etc.). This support has helped to strengthen 
the networking and structuring of the often fragmented 
grassroots organizations involved in local storage.

Reflections on the methodology for mapping and 
monitoring local stocks

On the basis of mapping work and experimentation 
with POs’ internal information systems, the option cho-
sen was to strengthen the mechanism for monitoring lo-
cal stocks developed by the ROAC so that it could better 
take into account the dynamics of coastal countries (col-
lection of information on POs involved in local storage, 
mapping of storage infrastructures, regular monitoring 
of stock levels). 

The design of an innovative mechanism for financing 
storage, marketing and for risk management at the 
level of POs and the private sector

In order to address the difficulties of access to finan-
cial services adapted to the needs of POs and the low 
development of third party holding with private pro-
fessional operators, ECOWAS intends to design inno-
vative financing instruments for storage and marketing 
targeted at POs but also the private sector, within the 
framework of the implementation of its Regional Fund 
for Agriculture and Food (RFAF).

The primary role given to POs in the conduct of these 
processes was a major asset for the production of tools 
that were truly adapted to their needs. The process made 
it possible to develop an in-depth dialogue between the 
different categories of local storage operators, between 
organizations in coastal and Sahelian countries and to 
compare the practices of these different organizations, 
particularly between farmers and pastoralists. It will 
ensure better use of the references and tools developed 
on local storage.

9The West African food security storage system
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3. National security storage: the second line of defense

National security stocks, which constitute the se-
cond line of defense, are a key component of the 

regional food reserve system. The initial work of cate-
gorizing countries revealed a wide range of situations 
in terms of:
– The existence or not of national storage policies as a 

reference for government action;
– The governance scheme, even for those with the most 

developed and stabilized storage instruments;
– The types of intervention instruments implemented 

by the countries: physical stock, financial reserve, TFP 
financial reserve, State regulation stock;

– The definition and vision in the purpose of stocks: 
food security stocks, intervention stocks or market 
regulation, or a combination of both functions;

– The level of sovereignty of the country over the oper-
ations concerning the stock.
Generally speaking, the Sahelian countries, especially 

the landlocked countries, which are frequently faced 
with production shocks, have a great deal of experience 
in food security storage. However, the 2007–08 crisis 
had led Nigeria, Ghana, Benin and Togo to also deploy 
storage instruments.

These disparities, as well as other methodological 
difficulties, have made it difficult to take stock of the 
categories of stocks and volumes held by each coun-
try, and have revealed the need to adopt a common 
nomenclature at the regional level in order to establish 
regional monitoring of stocks. Harmonization at the 
regional level was based on a work of capitalization of 
best practices deployed by national mechanisms for 
the prevention and management of food and nutrition 
crises, which led in 2018 to the adoption by all ECOWAS 
countries of a reference framework of good practices 
for the management of public stocks, translated into a 
code of conduct.

Map 1 : Status of national policies in 2016
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Best practice guidelines for
public stock management

https://bit.ly/3exg3Sq

ECOWAS adopted a differentiated country support 
approach that has enabled them to engage in a coordi-
nated and harmonized process for the design or revision 
of their national stockage policies and strategies as well 
as their governance and stockage management system, 

their national contingency plan, and other tools need-
ed to trigger the Regional Food Security Reserve. Most 
have developed the storage management procedures 
manual. Initially, no country in the region had an explicit 
national storage policy document, although 12 of the 17 
countries in the ECOWAS region + Chad and Mauritania 
had at least one type of storage intervention instrument 
(see map 1). With the support of ECOWAS, all countries 
are engaged in the revision-definition of an explicit na-
tional storage policy or strategy (see map 2). The vast 
majority of countries are planning to deploy physical 
stocks and financial reserves simultaneously. Aspects 
relating to governance (institutional anchoring and ar-
rangements) and financing have been systematically 
addressed in these national processes. 

As part of this process, several countries have already 
deployed training for public stock managers to improve 
technical stock management.

The national structures in charge of managing food se-
curity stocks in the countries cooperate at the regional 
level through RESOGEST, the Network of Societies and Of-
fices in charge of National Stock Management, formalized 

Map 2 : Status of national policy development-review in April 2021
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in 2012. With the support of ECOWAS, significant progress 
has been achieved since 2016 in the institutional aspects 
of the network (statute, procedures manual), the pool-
ing of skills (study tours, capacity building workshops) 
but also in the pooling of stocks. Indeed, one of the key 
commitments of the RESOGEST cooperation framework 
is the pooling of 5% of national stocks to meet the needs 
of countries facing a food crisis for which their national 
stocks are insufficient. In the light of the disparate situ-
ation of stocks between countries, different pooling op-
tions have been discussed and adopted by the countries:
– Option 1: Pooling of 5% of the national physical food 

security reserve and/or the national financial food 

security reserve;
– Option 2: Voluntary mobilization of national food se-

curity stocks and financial assistance to other coun-
tries in case of food crisis; and

– Option 3: Combination of the first two options.
Each country is sovereign in the choice of its mutu-

alisation option. 
Nevertheless, in the absence of a dedicated techni-

cal secretariat and increased support from CILSS and 
ECOWAS, RESOGEST is struggling to carry out its pro-
gramme of activities, in particular the pooling of human 
resources qualified in stock management and their mo-
bilization for the benefit of other countries.

12 The West African food security storage system



Map 3 : Objectives pursued by the national storage strategy

Map 4 : Intervention instruments programmed in the national storage strategy
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4. The Regional Food Security Reserve: the third line of defense

The ECOWAS Conference of Heads of State and Go-
vernment adopted in 2013 a Supplementary Act 

to the ECOWAS Treaty establishing the Regional Food 
Security Reserve (RFSR). Constituting the third line of 
defense of the regional food security storage strategy in 
West Africa, the RFSR aims to respond effectively to food 
crises in the region alongside States and stakeholders, 
and has three specific objectives: (i) to complement the 
efforts of Member States to provide rapid and diversified 
food and nutritional assistance; (ii) to express regional 
solidarity with affected Member States and populations 
through transparent, equitable and predictable mecha-
nisms; and (iii) to contribute to food sovereignty and the 
political, economic and trade integration of West Africa.

4.1. The main technical characteristics 
of the Regional Reserve

Based on a retrospective analysis of crises and de-
mographic prospects, the RFSR’s cruising phase cali-
bration has been set at 411,000 metric tons. In order 
to ensure responsiveness and flexibility in the choice 
of crisis response instruments, the RFSR is composed 
of two instruments with complementary purposes and 
uses: a physical stock and a financial reserve.

The physical stock (see map 5, next page) is stored 
within sub-areas of countries grouped according to diets 
(staple foods), the main production basins in the region 
and the intensity of food risk, namely:
– Eastern sub-area: Nigeria, Niger and Benin;
– Central sub-area: Burkina Faso, Mali, Côte d’Ivoire, 

Ghana and Togo;
– West Atlantic sub-area: Senegal, Gambia, Guinea-Bis-

sau and Cape Verde;
– Gulf Atlantic sub-area: Guinea, Liberia, and Sierra Le-

one.
Within these sub-areas, the storage countries are cho-

sen according to the production areas and crisis-prone 
areas in order to optimize logistics costs. Products des-
tined for the West Atlantic and Gulf Atlantic sub-areas 
are stored in Mali due to the non-contractualization 
of storage space in the West Atlantic sub-area and the 
inexistence of national storage structures in the Gulf 
Atlantic sub-area.

4.2. Governance of the Regional Reserve

The operation of the Regional Reserve is based on 
transparent, equitable and predictable management. 
To this end, it has legal and regulatory instruments as 
well as governance bodies with specific roles (see illus-
tration 3, next page).

The Reserve’s procedures manual is in line with the 
general administrative and financial procedures of 
ECOWAS, but deals with all the technical procedures 
for each of the Reserve’s operations in different mod-
ules: procurement, reception and quality control, food 
conservation, destocking, interventions, etc. Four addi-
tional modules relating to (i) procurement from POs, (ii) 
procurement of nutritional products, (iii) procurement 
of livestock feed, and (iv) technical rotation, are being fi-
nalized and will complete the arsenal of procedures. The 
Management Committee with its Executive Bureau is the 
key element of the Reserve’s governance. It decides on 
all the operations surrounding its functioning: purchas-
es, technical rotations and interventions in response to 
a crisis. It is chaired by the Member State that presides 
over ECOWAS and involves all the Member States, Chad 
and Mauritania, regional institutions (ECOWAS, WAEMU, 
CILSS, RESOGEST), civil society and the private sector. 
Technical and financial partners may participate as ob-
servers.

14 The West African food security storage system



Map 5 : Prepositioning of the Regional Reserve stocks

Illustration 3 : Governance of the Regional Reserve
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The Technical Division of the Reserve, housed within 
the ECOWAS Regional Agency for Agriculture and Food 
(RAAF), is the technical management body of the RFSR, 
comprising an operations department and a decision 
support unit (Info-stocks Unit). The latter plays a crucial 
role in supporting the Management Committee. To this 
end, it relies on the regional agricultural information 
platform (ECOAGRIS), supported by ECOWAS, UEMOA 
and CILSS, which allows for the analysis of the current 
and projected food situation through the consensual 
methodology of the Cadre harmonisé (CH).

The Info-stocks Unit’s analyses of the Reserve’s inter-
ventions essentially use the information provided by the 
regional ECOAGRIS system, which aggregates the data 
produced by the countries, but also relies on the other 
information systems operational in the region, run by 
partner institutions (FEWS NET, FAO, WFP, Afrique Verte 

International, etc.) However, there are still major capac-
ity problems in these national and regional information 
systems that can affect the availability, regularity and 
reliability of the information. Insecurity in some Sahe-
lian areas also affects data collection and leads to the 
exploration of new methods and technologies (drones). 
This issue is all the more crucial as it concerns areas with 
high food and nutritional insecurity. 

4.3. The operation of the physical reserve

The operation of the physical reserve includes the 
supply, reception and quality control of foodstuffs, 
storage and grain conservation protocols, technical 
rotation and, finally, the supply of nutritional products 
and livestock feed.

Illustration 4 : Prerogatives of the Management Committee
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Supply of physical stock
Given the financial amounts involved, it relies on 

systematic international tendering procedures. How-
ever, the procedures ensure a preference for regional 
purchases and purchases from POs. Of all RFSR pur-
chases, only 13% of cereals were imported (Asian rice). 
However, despite the information and capacity building 
efforts made by ECOWAS to involve POs, only 10% of the 
stock was supplied by them, the rest being supplied by 
private traders. This poor performance reflects (i) the 
administrative difficulties of the procedures (complex 
bidding documents), (ii) the limited supply capacity of 
POs in standardized products; (iii) shortcomings in the 
financing of collection, storage and standardization of 
POs; and finally, (iv) problems of competitiveness.

Since its inception, the RFSR has built up a stock of 
nearly 42,000 metric tons of cereals (including a pur-
chase in the process of being delivered) broken down as 
follows in accordance with the basic diets in the region:

Illustration 5 : Purchases by type of suppliers and 
geographical origin

Food storage
The RFSR storage space has been directly contract-

ed with national storage companies in order to exploit 
available storage capacity and reduce investment costs. 
However, it is not excluded that private storage spaces 
or those held by the United Nations System (UNS) or 
certain NGOs may be used in the future, particularly in 
countries that do not have a dedicated public institution 
and public storage infrastructure. The storage capacity 
contracted with national structures is currently 54,000 

Illustration 6 : Composition of the physical stocks in 
the Regional Reserve in April 2021
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metric tons, distributed according to the storage sub-ar-
eas as follows:

Map 6 : Warehouse capacity leased from 
national storage companies

In 2021, the RFSR uses 42,000 metric tons of contract-
ed capacity(78%).

Map 7 : Distribution of stocks constituted 
by the Regional Reserve

Receiving, quality control and stock monitoring
Quality and quantity controls are carried out at all 

stages of stock supply by the national storage struc-

ture and an independent control office, in accordance 
with the Codex Alimentarius standards defined by the 
FAO and WHO, which are often more rigorous than the 
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standards used by the national storage bodies them-
selves. Stock monitoring is carried out on a quarterly 
basis by the national storage structure, ECOWAS and 
an independent firm.

Grain preservation 
The service contracts concluded with the national 

storage companies include a precise protocol for stock 
maintenance: routine inspections, regular fumigation 
and spraying operations, exceptional operations in the 
event of detection of attacks by pests, security and sur-
veillance of warehouses. 

Technical rotation
The principle of technical rotation of RFSR stocks from 

the second year of constitution was validated by the Re-
serve Management Committee, so as to reduce as much 
as possible the losses of nutritional and organoleptic 
quality of cereals. Three modalities of technical rotation 
of the stock are foreseen: (i) contribution to food crisis 
management programmes; (ii) multi-year contracts 
with national social safety net schemes; and (iii) sales 
on the regional market by public offer of sale, when the 
volumes destocked under the first two modalities are 
not sufficient to ensure rotation within the timeframe. 
The first technical rotation operation concerned stocks 
stored in Ghana (2,750 metric tons) to supply the govern-
ment’s school canteen programme. This operation is a 
good experience that ECOWAS is currently capitalizing 
on to define a stock rotation strategy that determines 
the best rotation periods so as not to erode the RFSR’s 
capital. The countries’ practices in the field of technical 
rotation have also been capitalized for this purpose.

Supply of nutritional products  
Nutritional products are specific products that make 

it possible to respond to the problems of malnutrition, 
particularly among young children. Taking into account 
the difficulties related to the supply and storage of these 
products (conservation, stability of the products) and 
the uncertainty on the needs, ECOWAS decided not to 
store this type of products but to equip itself with tools 
facilitating the supply in case of need, through frame-
work contracts with the main producers of nutritional 
products in the region. To date, five West African com-
panies have been pre-qualified after a competitive pro-
cess and on-site inspections. They have been consulted 
in the framework of interventions to assist vulnerable 
populations in Niger in 2020. These tools can be better 

exploited as soon as the financial reserve is in place and 
in a position to finance support in nutritional products. 

Feed supply
The response to pastoral crises is an important issue 

at two levels: (i) to avoid decapitalization of the herd 
(at least of the reproductive and productive core) and 
the loss of livelihoods of pastoralists and herders; (ii) to 
control cross-border transhumance flows and limit the 
conflicts that may arise from them. The prepositioning 
of concentrated feeds for livestock is difficult to envisage 
because of the variability of transhumance flows, the in-
centive they could represent and consequently the risks 
of livestock concentration, and finally because of the 
difficulties of conservation over a long period. Therefore, 
similar to nutritional products, ECOWAS has favoured the 
design of a rapid procurement procedure and has initiat-
ed a pre-qualification procedure for regional suppliers.
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4.4. The Regional Reserve’s 
response to food crises

The RFSR is triggered in response to a food crisis on 
the basis of a request from an ECOWAS member country 
to the RFSR Management Committee (see illustration 
7, next page). The country request must contain all the 
following elements:
– Information on the food and nutrition situation in the 

country based on the Cadre harmonisé (CH) analyses;
– Information on assistance needs, and the level of 

coverage of needs at the national level (1st and 2nd 
lines of defense) and the food deficit, including the 
country’s National crisis response plan (NRP);

– The updated status of the country’s national stocks 
and stock purchase projections;

– The modalities of replenishment of the Reserve re-
tained by the country (grain for grain or monetary 
reimbursement by the country, third party payment, 
regional solidarity); and

– The national implementation and monitoring system 
(food distribution).
The country’s request is then the subject of a techni-

cal note produced by the Info-stocks Unit to assist de-
cision-making, based on the RFSR trigger criteria and 
other analysis factors, such as the availability of regional 
stocks in the storage sub-area to which the requesting 
country belongs to.

The four triggers criteria for mobilizing the RFSR are 
as follows:
– The area for which the country requested assistance is 

classified as Phase 3 or higher on the Cadre harmonisé 
scale;

– National capacities (local and national stocks) cover 
less than 66% of the consumption needs of the affect-
ed populations;

– The requesting country has a NRP; and
– The applicant country undertakes to replenish the 

mobilised stocks, depending on the reimbursement 
method chosen.
Based on the technical notes produced by the In-

fo-stocks Unit, the Reserve Management Committee 
decides on the mobilization of the RFSR for the benefit of 
eligible countries in the light of the triggering criteria. A 
Memorandum of Understanding is then signed between 
the Government and the ECOWAS Commission, specify-
ing the modalities for (i) the delivery of RFSR products, 
(ii) intervention (including monitoring and evaluation 
and the visibility of stakeholders) and (iii) the replen-
ishment of stocks.

The main difficulties encountered in the analysis of 
States’ requests concern the unavailability of data on 
national response capacities and the non-harmoniza-
tion of the formats of countries’ response plans, which 
makes it difficult to fairly apply certain trigger criteria 
to all countries.
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Since 2017, the RFSR has intervened in support of na-
tional response plans with four countries in food crisis 
situations (Nigeria, Niger, Burkina Faso and Mali) for a 
total volume of 26,036 metric tons of food. This corre-
sponds to the food ration of 1,734,000 people for one 
month. This food was used by the countries in the form 
of free distribution to the population or sale at moderate 
prices in vulnerable areas, depending on the countries’ 
targeting methods (self-targeting, administrative or ge-
ographical targeting). The technical rotation of stocks 
in Ghana was used to supply the government’s school 
feeding programme for 104,680 children.

In terms of the time taken to process requests and 
implement interventions, which is an important indi-
cator of RFSR’s effectiveness given its emergency re-
sponse role, the first intervention in 2017 in response 

to the humanitarian crisis in Northern Nigeria proved 
to be underperforming. Nevertheless, subsequent op-
erations were conducted much more efficiently, with 
lead times ranging from 37 to less than 60 days from 
receipt of the complete country request to the delivery 
of food, in 2018, 2019 and partly in 2020 despite the dif-
ficulties induced by the COVID-19 pandemic. The latter, 
combined with the insecurity problems in Nigeria and 
the temporary sanctions imposed on Mali by ECOWAS 
following the coup, explain the response times well be-
yond the target in 2021, the target being 45 days (see 
illustration 8, next page).

Efforts still need to be made at the country level to 
improve ownership of the procedures to trigger the RFSR 
and to send complete requests quickly, thereby reducing 
the time required for intervention.

Illustration 7 : Process of triggering the Regional Crisis Response Reserve
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4.5. Rebuilding the Regional Reserve

The replenishment of stocks, which is necessary in 
order not to erode the capital of the RFSR, is reflected 
in a commitment at the highest level of the country’s 
authorities. For the physical stock, the replenishment 
is based on three modalities: (i) “grain for grain” reim-
bursement (physical or monetary, financial equivalent of 
the RFSR stock); (ii) third party payment; or (iii) regional 

solidarity (ECOWAS or WAEMU budget, or mobilization 
of national pooled stocks).

Nevertheless, the contractual deadlines for replen-
ishment could not be met by the States. However, sig-
nificant progress has been made since the end of 2020 
in the replenishment of stocks borrowed in 2018 and 
2019 from the RFSR. These difficulties raise the issue of 
financing interventions in countries facing significant 
food difficulties each year.

Illustration 8 : Regional Reserve response times vs. target (days)

Illustration 9 : Capital of the Regional Reserve
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4.6. Operation of the financial reserve

The financial reserve is the second component of the 
RFSR. It is housed within the “food and nutrition security 
window” of the ECOWAS Regional Fund for Agriculture 
and Food (RFAF). It is more flexible than the physical 
stock, and will allow to deploy diversified responses to 
food crises (nutritional products, livestock feed, etc.) 
according to the specific needs of the affected popula-
tions and to ensure the logistical costs of interventions.

In 2018, the Ministers of Agriculture adopted the main 
guidelines for the implementation modalities of the fi-
nancial component of the RFSR, as well as the overall 
financial mechanism of the RFSR, in accordance with 
the principles adopted in the ECOWAP/CAADP financing 
mechanism. The discussions held on the allocation of a 
significant share of the Community Levy resources to 

the financial reserve and the ongoing consultations with 
African Risk Capacity (ARC) on insurance mechanisms 
for financing the RFSR interventions reflect ECOWAS’ 
commitment to operationalizing this important pillar 
of the Reserve. 

In order to pave the way for the institutionalization 
of the financial reserve mechanism, ECOWAS has given 
a strong impetus to the effective establishment of the 
RFAF, through the signing of the Agreement with the 
ECOWAS Bank for Investment and Development (EBID) 
on the management of the Fund in February 2019. The 
RFSR has also received initial allocations from the ECOW-
AS Commission budget in 2020 and 2021.

ECOWAS and the EBID, as administrator of the RFAF, 
are currently refining the procedures for replenishing 
and mobilizing the financial reserve. 
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5. The regional storage strategy: achievements and challenges

Since 2015, the operationalization of the regional sto-
rage strategy, with support at the local, national and 

regional levels, has resulted in major achievements and 
important lessons learned. The difficulties encounte-
red highlight the aspects on which the next phase of 
deployment of the regional storage system will have to 
focus its attention.

5.1. Major achievements…

At the end of these five years of implementation of 
the regional strategy, significant achievements have 
been made:
– The establishment of the RFSR, its physical capitaliza-

tion and the adoption of its governance instruments 
(regulatory texts and procedures manual) and its gov-
ernance bodies (decision-making, decision-support 
and implementation bodies);

– Experimentation of the different operation mecha-
nisms of the Reserve: supply, reception and quality 
control, conservation of food, triggering in response 
to crises (12 interventions since its creation), technical 
rotations, etc.

– The definition of specific rapid supply modalities for 
nutritional products and livestock feed, in response to 
nutritional and pastoral crises respectively (pre-qual-
ification of suppliers in the region);

– Strengthening of agricultural information systems for 
better monitoring of stocks at the regional level, and 
the establishment of information systems on local 
stocks, private stocks and national public stocks;

– Definition of the management arrangements for the 
financial reserve;

– The contractualization of storage spaces with the 
national stock management structures, allowing a 
reduction in storage costs, the development of their 
skills and their strong involvement in the animation 
of the regional storage system;

– A better knowledge of the practices and mechanisms 
of countries and POs in terms of storage and the geo-
graphical networking of national and local stocks;

– The adoption-revision of the countries’ national 
storage policies, through a differentiated support 
approach according to the specific situation of each 
country, in coherence with the regional storage sys-
tem and based on a capitalization work of the good 
practices of public stocks management;

– Improvement in the governance system of national 
stocks, in particular through: (i) clarification of institu-
tional arrangements; (ii) the design of “Food Security 
and Nutritional Contingency Plans” (FSN/CP); and (iii) 
the training of managers;

– Institutional strengthening and pooling of skills of 
the regional network of national storage structures 
(RESOGEST);

– Improving the governance, structuring and net-
working of local storage organizations, in particular 
through the development of regional reference sys-
tems on local storage based on their experiences in 
the region;

– The establishment of a sustainable regional training 
capacity for local stock managers and officers;

– The development of interactions between the three 
lines of defense of the storage system, opening up 
two fundamental areas of work: (i) contractualisation 
between storage lines of defense to optimize com-
plementarities; and (ii) the development of financing 
mechanisms adapted to the needs of local storage 
organizations, and the promotion of third-party own-
ership;

– Unlike slow-onset food and nutrition crises, sudden 
shocks cause “global humanitarian crises”, affecting 
populations whose basic needs are no longer covered. 
This has led to the development of dialogue and oper-
ational cooperation within ECOWAS between the De-
partment of Agriculture, which oversees the Regional 
Reserve, and the Department of Social and Gender 
Affairs, which is responsible for humanitarian action. 
This synergy is bound to develop and also concerns 
the dialogue initiated with the international human-
itarian community.

5.2. But also difficulties…

Difficulties encountered during the implementation of 
the system indicate the need to change some approach-
es. These difficulties include:
– The non-sequential mobilization of the various lines 

of defense, contrary to the theoretical scheme of the 
regional system based on the principles of subsidiarity 
and complementarity. This calls for much more sus-
tained dialogue and coordination, particularly with 
the international humanitarian community;

– The low intervention capacities of the Regional Re-
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serve, compared to the magnitude of the crises and 
food needs in the region;

– The difficulty of POs to supply the Regional Reserve for 
reasons both internal to them: (i) limited supply capac-
ities in standardized products; (ii) competitiveness of 
offers compared to those of private traders; (iii) weak 
administrative capacity; and for external reasons: (i) 
shortcomings in the financing of collection, storage 
and standardization; (ii) complexity of tendering pro-
cedures; (iii) cumbersome export procedures when 
they have to deliver to another country;

– Difficulties in monitoring the delivery of RFSR food to 
final beneficiaries in the countries as well as the eval-
uation of interventions’ impacts on the populations, 
due to the choice to support NRPs and thus to be part 
of their monitoring and evaluation system;

– The diversity of situations and problems between 
countries, which makes it difficult to harmonize stor-
age purposes and practices at the regional level;

– The difficulty of implementing the commitments to 
pool 5% of national stocks (under RESOGEST) and to 
reconstitute mobilized stocks of the RFSR for coun-
tries facing new crises every year;

– The probable limits of the model of contracting RFSR 
storage space to national structures, linked to: (i) the 
disparity in storage modes between countries (silo, 
flat store); (ii) the increase in national stocks and the 
concomitant reduction in storage capacity available 
for the regional stock; (iii) the lack of infrastructures 
in some countries; and (iv) the assumption by some 
countries that RFSR stocks should be supplied by na-

tional suppliers and intended solely for intervention 
needs in the country;

– The weakness of national and regional information 
systems, which can affect the availability of data, the 
regularity and reliability of the information used for 
the analysis of the Cadre harmonisé, and more specif-
ically the difficulty of maintaining a permanent watch 
on the level of local and private stocks;

– Difficulties related to the operationalization of the 
financial reserve, inserted in the RFAF: limited finan-
cial capacities of ECOWAS, reluctance of international 
financial partners to pool resources within a “common 
pot”, difficulties of replenishment due to the magni-
tude of the costs of humanitarian interventions;

– The complexity of the regional storage system, based 
on subsidiarity and solidarity, involving 17 States and 
a large number of socio-professional and private 
sector actors, and requiring constant efforts to raise 
awareness and inform the stakeholders in order to 
progress towards a common vision and convergent 
approaches;

– The rapid evolution of the nature and triggering 
modes of crises due to climate change, the rise in 
insecurity and health crises (transition from predict-
able, slow-onset crises to rapid-onset crises that are 
difficult to anticipate in terms of zones and scales), 
making it difficult to calibrate the interventions of the 
various lines of defense and in particular the location 
of the regional stocks pre-positioned in the storage 
sub-areas.
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6. Prospects for the regional storage system 

In view of the growing risks that the region will have to 
face, the innovative storage system set up by ECOWAS 

with the support of its partners must be strengthened and 
deployed simultaneously at the three levels that make up 
this original system, which is a vector of regional inte-
gration and solidarity. It must also be better integrated 
into social protection policies and the promotion of social 
safety nets for vulnerable households. Its contribution to 
the promotion of sustainable food systems, the improve-
ment of producers’ incomes and the reduction of price 
volatility on the regional market must be consolidated. 
Finally, and this is the key to everything, the system must 
strengthen its institutional foundations, be systematically 
based on good management principles and develop in-
novative and sustainable financing mechanisms.

Ensure the increase in regional storage and 
intervention capacity at the level of the three 
lines of defense, to deal with the consequences of 
growing economic shocks

Faced with the consequences of cyclical shocks, with 
diversifying causes, increasing scale, and with the inter-
actions between cyclical and structural factors becom-
ing more complex, the regional storage system must 
simultaneously: (i) adapt to cope with the diversity of 
shocks and modes of triggering crises; (ii) develop its 
institutional capacities; (iii) increase its intervention ca-
pacities; and finally, (iv) evolve towards a sustainable 
and durable economic model and financing mechanism 
to enable the region to better assume its sovereignty in 
crisis management. The regional physical and financial 
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storage system as a whole, with its three levels, should 
be able to have an intervention capacity of nearly 2 mil-
lion metric tons, exclusive of private storage: 1.5 million 
metric tons at the national storage level and 411,000 
metric tons at the regional storage level, as provided for 
in the feasibility study (conventional level), a reference 
for the Supplementary Act establishing the Regional 
Reserve. The replenishment of the regional financial 
reserve should make it possible to increase interven-
tions targeted at nutritional and pastoral crises and to 
better adapt crisis response modalities and tools to the 
specific contexts of the crises. 

The regional physical stock, apart from the national 
stocks pooled to support the Regional Reserve, should 
be rapidly increased to 150,000 metric tons. The mecha-
nisms for financing interventions, and consequently for 
reconstituting and protecting the capital of the RFSR, 
should give priority to the third-party payment proce-
dure in the context of designing the national response 
plan and negotiating its financing.

Finally, the evolution of the Regional Reserve’s pro-
cedures, based on the capitalization of experience and 
in the light of the evolution of the modes of triggering 
food crises (sudden shocks), will have to be carefully 
examined by ECOWAS and its partners in order to adjust 
the governance of the RFSR and its capacity to respond 
to shocks. This will allow for better coverage of the di-
versity of crisis forms.

Ensure strong integration and coherence between 
food security storage policy, social protection 
policies for the most vulnerable households and 
resilience building

Local storage is one of the major tools for strength-
ening the resilience of populations and the social pro-
tection of households. It constitute a lever, managed 
directly by the populations themselves. Consequently, 
the second stage of building the regional strategy will 
have to pay particular attention to these issues, by en-
suring the deployment of initiatives such as the supply 
of school canteens, public institutions (army, prisons, 
hospitals...) and social food security net programmes 
that link the fight against food and nutritional insecurity, 
the reduction of vulnerability and development.

In this respect, encouraging the deployment, struc-
turing and professionalization of local storage organi-
zations, which are both the first line of defense against 
shocks and a major instrument for strengthening the 
resilience of local communities, is a key priority.

Contractualisation between national and regional 
stocks on the one hand and local stocks on the other 
should be encouraged to avoid the distorting effects  of 
public intervention in the event of a crisis and the eco-
nomic jeopardy of grassroots organisations (fall in local 
prices linked to food donations or heavily subsidised 
sales) and to strengthen the latter in their role of man-
aging food security.

Finally, the integration of local, national and regional 
reserves into social safety net programmes geared to-
wards social protection and socio-economic inclusion 
should be strongly supported. This implies strong coop-
eration between the ministries in charge of agriculture, 
food security and social protection.

Include the food reserve system in the promotion of 
sustainable and more resilient food systems, with a 
view to building an integrated regional market

Food security stocks are not independent of local, 
national, regional and international food markets. Over 
the past 25 years, the food market in West Africa has 
expanded considerably, driven by population growth 
and urbanization. The deployment of sustainable and 
efficient food systems is therefore an issue of prime im-
portance. The structuring of national and regional agri-
food chains including production, processing, storage 
and distribution of standardized products, respecting 
sanitary quality standards, etc., is fundamental to pre-
vent coastal cities, which concentrate a large part of the 
regional population, from favouring supplies from the 
international market.

Local stocks play a dual role in integrating households 
into the market and combating price volatility, on the 
one hand, and as a precautionary strategy or food risk 
management, on the other.

National stocks and the regional food security reserve 
are also fully integrated into the market, both to ensure 
their supply (from private operators and producers’ co-
operatives) according to various modalities, and to limit 
price surges by influencing the market through inter-
ventions in the form of free distribution or subsidized 
and targeted sales. 

Consequently, there are many links between the dif-
ferent categories of stocks: (i) food security stocks; (ii) 
public or public/private stocks targeted at managing 
price volatility; (iii) warrantage and third-party hold-
ing, where the pledging of products facilitates access 
to credit for producers; (iv) stocks held by professional 
organizations; and finally, (v) stocks held by private op-
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erators (traders and processors).
The development of storage policies must therefore 

be linked to strategies for structuring value chains, in-
cluding aspects related to the reduction of post-harvest 
losses, quality management and, in particular, the fight 
against aflatoxins, and product processing and distri-
bution.

In addition to food security storage, which has a very 
specific purpose, the promotion of storage with good 
technical control at the level of producers’ organizations 
and private operators is one of the essential means of 
reducing losses and consequently of reducing imports, 
and of progressing towards regional food sovereignty.

Market price volatility is one of the major factors of 
food risk. They affect both producers and consumers.

Thus, whatever the purpose of storage, considerable 
investments must be made to improve the quality of 
products, reduce losses and health risks for consum-
ers (training, construction of suitable warehouses and 
equipment, etc.). The banking sector, which has impor-
tant forms of collateral through the practice of pledging 
stocks, is particularly invited to develop financial servic-

es that meet the various types of needs, from the plot 
to the distribution of food products.

Numerous programmes, including the ones at the 
ECOWAS level, are being deployed to support producers 
in transforming their production systems in order to im-
prove their resilience to climate change. The promotion of 
agroecology is part of this perspective. The same applies 
to the promotion of local food systems that better and 
more directly link producers, processors and distributors 
to local demand. Certification of agricultural and food 
products is being promoted. Public stocks, by favouring 
purchases based on sustainable production systems, 
can play an important role in driving and encouraging 
producers to change their agricultural practices.

Given their major role in promoting food systems, pri-
vate operators, professional organisations, national and 
regional public authorities, the financial and banking 
sector and insurance systems must be encouraged to 
deploy contractualisation approaches that make it pos-
sible to articulate the various storage methods, increase 
the predictability of markets and prices and design ap-
propriate risk management tools.
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Ensure that the specificities of the regional storage 
system are taken into account in international 
arrangements and the resulting trade rules, in 
particular in the context of WTO negotiations and 
G20 initiatives

The integration of agricultural products into the field 
of world trade regulations in 1986 signaled a form of 
armistice in the battle over subsidies, which had become 
very difficult to bear for the public budgets of the ma-
jor OECD exporting countries. The reduction in public 
support for agriculture decided by the international 
community within the framework of the Uruguay Round 
thus called into question storage strategies, because of 
the risks of distorting market prices. These questions 
of countries or regions’ sovereignty and their room for 
manoeuvre in terms of storage are still under discussion 
at the WTO (see the Doha Declaration).

In West Africa, liberalization policies have banished 
any idea of public intervention in the markets. Cereal 
offices, which were deemed to be inefficient in terms 
of collection and marketing, were restructured and re-
focused on the management of a food security stock of 
limited size, intended to make up for supply shortages 
while waiting for the arrival of imports and food aid (in 
the case of the Sahel countries).

The global food and energy crisis of 2007-08 has 
brought storage issues back to the centre of the glob-
al village. The G20 (Cannes, 2011) took the initiative to 
support a pilot project of regional reserve and selected 
West Africa for this purpose.

Public and private storage policies are essential policy 
tools for securing sustainable food systems, regulating 
the market and managing food crises. However, they 
should not be used as instruments of dumping on ex-
ternal markets. In this respect, a balanced multilateral 
international agreement, taking fully into account the 
specific challenges of African countries and more gen-
erally of developing countries, is essential.

West Africa should play an active role in these inter-
national negotiations, in particular by: (i) coordinating 
the positions of ECOWAS Member States; (ii) developing 
consultations with other regional economic communi-
ties within the African Union; (iii) developing common 
approaches within the G33.

Deploying innovative partnerships and financing 
mechanisms for physical and financial food reserves

The issue of structural funding of reserve systems is 
central to their sustainability and their ability to respond 

to emergency needs. Given the pressure on national 
and regional public resources, the prospect of financial 
autonomy cannot be achieved in the short or medium 
term. Funding will necessarily have to be based on an 
arrangement and commitments between the region 
and the international community, between national and 
regional public institutions, financial or banking insti-
tutions and insurance and risk management systems. 

Reserves may appear costly, like any preventive sys-
tem. However, given the occurrence of food crises in 
the region and the cost of emergency response, the de-
ployment and maintenance of a well-managed regional 
reserve system is of simultaneous benefit to the regional 
and international community.
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In addition to increasing physical stocks to come clos-
er to the conventional levels decided by the regional 
community, the deployment of the financial reserve 
within the framework of the operationalization of the 
ECOWAS Regional Fund for Agriculture and Food (RFAF) 
is a priority insofar as it makes it possible to diversify 
interventions and respond to the specificities of nutri-
tional and pastoral crises.

Financing needs can be classified into different cat-
egories, which are themselves covered by distinct and 
complementary financing and risk management instru-
ments. A distinction can be made between: (i) the fi-
nancing required to build up the capital (physical stock); 
(ii) the financing related to the technical management 
of these stocks (storage costs, control, maintenance); 
(iii) the operating costs of the system; (iv) the costs of 
interventions and the reconstitution of the capital; (v) 
the costs of interventions mobilizing other modalities 
than the mobilization of the physical stocks (nutrition, 
livestock feed, contributions to cash transfer programs, 
etc.) within the framework of the financial reserves; and 
(vi) financing of storage and marketing by producer or-
ganizations and the private sector.

ECOWAS will also have to deepen dialogue with fi-
nancial and banking institutions, financial partners 
and insurance systems to define sustainable financial 
mechanisms for deploying the regional financial reserve 
and, more generally, to meet the diversity and specificity 

of the financing needs for food storage and marketing, 
on the one hand, and for solidarity interventions in the 
face of food, nutrition and pastoral crises, on the other.

In this context, the international humanitarian com-
munity is invited to become part of national and re-
gional coordination mechanisms for programming and 
responding to humanitarian crises, and to align their 
interventions with national and regional response plans. 
It should make full use of endogenous mechanisms, in 
particular local, national and regional reserves. This 
coordination concerns: (i) the assessment of needs; (ii) 
the choice of response instruments according to the 
characteristics of the crises and the specific needs of 
the populations; (iii) the strengthening of the capacities 
of the region’s mechanisms (in particular the stocks); (iv) 
the modalities of intervention to avoid inconsistencies; 
and (v) the financing of food and nutritional assistance.

More generally, the international humanitarian com-
munity should become more involved in the crisis re-
sponse coordination mechanism at both national and 
regional levels under the leadership of ECOWAS.

In the context of the financing of national and regional 
response plans, the international humanitarian commu-
nity and financial partners will necessarily have to move 
towards a stronger integration of the costs related to 
the mobilization and replenishment of local, national 
and regional reserves.
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7. List of acronyms

AECID: Spanish Agency for International Cooperation
AFD: French Development Agency
APESS: Association for the Promotion of Livestock in the Sahel and Savannah
ARC: African Risk Capacity
CH: Cadre harmonisé
CILSS: Permanent Inter-State Committee for Drought Control in the Sahel
STC-AEWR: Ministerial Specialized Technical Committee – Agriculture, Environment and Water Resources
DARD: Directorate of Agriculture and Rural Development
EBID: ECOWAS Bank for Investment and Development
ECOWAP/CAADP: ECOWAS Agricultural Policy/Detailed Programme for the Development of African Agriculture
ECOWAS: Economic Community of West African States
EU: European Union
FAO: Food and Agriculture Organization of the United Nations
FEWS NET: Famine Early Warning Systems Network
INADES Formation: African Institute for Economic and Social Development – African Training Centre
NFS: Nutrition and Food Security
NRP: National Response Plan
OECD: Organisation for Economic Cooperation and Development
PO: Producer organization
RAAF: Regional Agency for Agriculture and Food
RBM: Billital Maroobe Network
RESOGEST: Network of Societies and Offices in charge of National Stock Management
RFAF: ECOWAS Regional Fund for Agriculture and Food
RFSR: Regional Food Security Reserve
ROAC: West African Cereal Network
ROPPA: Network of Farmers’ and Producers’ Organizations of West Africa
TFP: Technical and financial partners
UNS: United Nations system
WAEMU: West African Economic and Monetary Union
WFP: World Food Programme
WHO: World Health Organization
WTO: World Trade Organization
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