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Abstract

Since the drought in the 1970s food security in the Sahel was mostly considered in terms of national and global food supplies. The food crisis in the early 1970s stimulated major concern on the part of the international donor community regarding supply shortfalls created by production failures caused by drought and desert encroachment. Research carried out in the late 1980s and early 1990s indicated that food security is but one subset of objectives of vulnerable households; food is only one of a whole range of factors that determine the decision making and risk spreading the vulnerable rural households, the ways they finely balance competing interests in order to subsist in the short and longer term. People may choose to go hungry to preserve their assets and future livelihoods. It is misleading to treat food security as a fundamental need, independent of wider livelihood considerations. This paper is an exploratory attempt to understand how livelihood strategies affect food security at household levels.

Data were collected in the year 2003-2004 during the initial reconnaissance survey at the onset of AIACC project on 600 household farms from 16 villages and  4 bioclimatic zones in Mali. The analytical framework used a livelihood strategy (asset function) model to understand vulnerability profile of household food security in Mali. In this framework, households rely on the use of assets for diverse functions (livelihood strategies) to achieve food security. These functions can be consumptive, productive, accumulative…  

Many factors such as rainfall, labour, available crop land, implements, fertilizers (organic mineral) and off-farm activities affect household food security in the Sahel. Farmers use diverse strategies (working for other households, selling assets, remittances, borrowing cereals, help from social network…) to cope with food insecurity. Farmers’ own assessments of their vulnerability to food insecurity allowed the identification of 5 groups: the equilibrated households which represented 17.6% of the study sample; the food secured household 13%, the very secured households 8.7%, the vulnerable households 24.7% and the very vulnerable households 35.9%. The study showed that 61% of households were food insecure during the year 2003-2004. This state of food security could be related to the rainfall situation of the year 2002-2003 which was a relatively dry year in Mali. The average rainfall deficit varies from – 354 mm for the subhumid zone to  + 15 mm for the north Sahel zone of Mali.

