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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

1 Famine in Africa in 1991 did not occur with the severity that had been widely
predicted, despite widespread shortfalls in relief deliveries.

2 There were, however, significant incidences of increased malnutrition and
mortality, as well as widespread suffering, and depletion of economic assets.

3 In Red Sea Hills, Sudan, such evidence of famine was seen despite the large
quantities of relief delivered from June 1991.

4 A number of weaknesses in the existing system of needs-assessment are identified,
although it is acknowledged that needs-assessment is an extremely difficult task in
the African context. These weaknesses include inadequate attention to
entitlements, trade, and health needs. As far as assessing crops is concerned, there
is a need for continuous assessment during the entire growing season, rather than
snapshot assessments by short-term missions. More needs to be done to bring
together and assess data already being collected by local officials. Weaknesses in
the existing system of needs-assessment help to explain why famine was less severe
in 1991 than had been widely predicted.

5 Also significant in explaining why famine was less severe than predicted was a
wide variety of survival strategies.

6 However, many of these carried important 'costs' in terms of human suffering, and
damage to future production and food security (for example, through damaging the
environment, through taking labour away from productive activity, and through
sale of productive assets).

7 There are particularly grave dangers — in terms of risk of death, in terms of
jeopardising future production, and in terms of human suffering — in the argument
that 'going hungry' constitutes an acceptable survival strategy.

8 Rather than envisaging survival strategies as an alternative to relief, or as making
relief unnecessary, it is important that relief operations be designed with these
strategies in mind. The idea that rural people have sophisticated survival strategies
should not be used as an excuse for doing nothing in terms of relief.

9 Agencies and major donors should not support 'indigenous survival strategies' in an
undiscriminating way. However, provision of the right kind of relief at the right
time can play a major role in supporting survival strategies in a way that reduces
or removes the need for rural people to resort to those types of strategy that are
actively damaging. Ensuring adequate supplies of cheap grain in a crisis and
protecting entitlements more generally) can often boost production as well as
consumption, by preventing practices that erode productive assets, including the
environment.

10 There may be very severe constraints to the pursuit of survival strategies political,
military, economic). More though needs to be given as to how to reduce some of
these constraints. Where constraints on survival strategies are particularly great,
emergency relief is likely to be of critical importance.
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1 INTRODUCTION

In recent years, it has been common to hear that many millions of people face starvation
in Africa, with local food production repeatedly falling well short of local needs. Yet, for
the most part — and there are important exceptions, such as Ethiopia in 1983-85 and
southern Sudan in 1988 — mass mortality has not been observed. At the same time, there
is evidence that the quantities of emergency relief received by those undergoing crisis
have usually been quite insufficient to provide subsistence.

This raises an obvious but important question: how is it that people are managing to
survive in the face of apparently huge food deficits and inadequate relief? One answer
that has been receiving increasing attention is that rural Africans have a wide range of
'survival strategies' — designed to prevent or ameliorate famine — that are often poorly
understood by Western aid donors and agencies.

The strategies have sometimes been seen as rather mysterious, even magical: a case
of conjuring survival out of virtually nothing. But one book in particular has done a great
deal to explain the specific, practical form taken by such strategies, and to put the issue
of 'survival strategies' on the agenda of relief organisations: Alex de Waal's study of
famine in Darfur, Sudan, 1984-85, Famine that Kills. De Waal showed that even the
unusually large relief effort to western Sudan in 1984-85 provided no more than about 12
per cent of the food consumed by people in Darfur during the famine, arguing that this
had little appreciable effect on their survival chances. In his recent study of famine in
Ethiopia for Africa Watch, de Waal suggests that 'Similarly, in Ethiopia (in the mid-
1980s), famine relief was at best the last ten per cent which assisted rural people in
surviving.'

De Waal's work throws a great deal of light on these issues. It is also a valuable
counter to the common image of rural Africans as helpless, passive victims. But there may
be important dangers in relying on and in uncritically applauding what are often called
'indigenous survival strategies', perhaps at the expense of organising external relief.
Indeed, even the word 'indigenous' may be a dangerous one, insofar as it implies that
strategies are somehow 'home-made' and therefore essentially 'good'.

De Waal himself is careful to avoid these dangers: for example, he distinguishes
between strategies tending to undermine economic livelihoods in the long term and other
less harmful strategies, and he gives a great deal of attention to how relief might best be
constituted so as to support the priorities of rural people (who overwhelmingly favour
strategies that do not undermine long-term livelihoods). Importantly, while De Waal
makes many points about how relief might have been better handled, he does not question
that there was a need for relief in the context of the 1984-85 famine in Darfur.

That said, the new attention being given to 'survival strategies' (often called 'coping
strategies') is not necessarily benign. The 'survival strategies' perspective may be a
dangerous one in the wrong hands. In many countries, donors appear to be looking for
ways to trim their assistance in relation to what appear to be continuing emergencies that
perhaps cannot command the attention of Western electorates indefinitely. Journalists,
having sometimes raised the alarm of'famine' after briefings from NGOs and the UN, are
beginning to ask why the 'famine' never materialised, and to question whether a major
relief effort was really necessary in the first place. Meanwhile, aid agencies in some
countries are reported to be increasingly fed up with handling protracted emergency relief
programmes, often preferring involvement in 'development'.
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In these circumstances, it is quite possible that the growing attention to 'survival •

strategies' will feed into an increasing reluctance to mount major emergency relief
operations. One researcher reports that, during a recent visit to Khartoum, many donor
officials were talking in glowing terms about people's 'coping strategies' and apparently I
using these strategies as a justification for the small quantities of relief delivered or •
planned. Oxfam field staff in Sudan reported that donors felt Darfur's requirements for
1991 were overstated, since quantities of relief delivered to Darfur represented less than I
half the assessed need (60,000mt compared with 144,000mt), whilst migration and •
mortality did not occur on the scale of 1984-85. My own research on famine in Sudan in
1984-85 and in 1986-88 suggests that a reluctance to 'interfere in the local economy' I
encouraged and legitimated relief failures that proved very harmful for those suffering •
famine. Further, as Oxford social historian Megan Vaughan points out, if aid agencies are
moving towards a position where they applaud and encourage economic processes and •
strategies occurring 'naturally' and apparently 'traditionally' in rural Africa, they need to •
think not only about how 'traditional' such strategies may really be (in the context of
emerging commercialisation and changing sources of political power), but also about how •
the agencies' position may differ (and not differ) from the support for the free market |
adopted by organisations such as the World Bank. The implications of such a stance on
aid agencies' human rights mandates require careful thought. •

This paper makes no radical departure from the framework for analysing survival |
strategies and relief that was outlined by de Waal. It attempts to synthesise the views of
a number of people with direct experience of emergency situations, both within and «
outside Oxfam, and it finds that de Waal's position is largely supported by this diverse I
experience. Survival strategies are, indeed, of critical importance in ensuring survival; it
is vital that they be properly understood; and it is important that relief operations be —

designed with these strategies in mind. I
On the other hand, this paper suggests that it is also important to guard against the

misuse of this concept of 'survival strategies'. In the first place, it is emphasised that
many 'survival strategies', or 'coping strategies', are extremely damaging for those I
pursuing them. Even if they help to prevent outright starvation, they may do great •
damage to long-term food security and to the environment, and they may involve
considerable, unacceptable suffering in themselves. The very term 'coping strategies' may I
thus be a dangerously misleading one: at the very least, it begs the question, 'coping at •
what cost?' Whilst it is possible to think in terms of a 'community' pursuing survival
strategies, it is quite likely that many of the strategies pursued will confer quite unequal B
benefits. For example, they may involve exploitative market transactions. It will be •
important, then, to avoid jumping to the conclusion that agencies and donors should
support 'indigenous survival strategies' in some undiscriminating way. That said, •
provision of the right kind of relief at the right time can play a key role in supporting |
survival strategies in a way that reduces or removes the need to resort to those types of
strategy that are actively damaging. •

Whilst famine has sometimes been conceived as people starving to death (Sen), local |
conceptions of famine tend to embrace longer-term suffering and economic processes which
may culminate in death if left unchecked (see, for example, Rangasami on India, and de jm
Waal on Sudan). Even where mass mortality is prevented, such processes may create a |
lasting vulnerability to future famines among those whose assets and productive base
have been depleted. Rather than applauding survival strategies in an undiscriminating «
way, it may therefore be more helpful to ask: how far is one prepared to go in allowing •
the processes of famine to advance, bearing in mind the increasing suffering as people are
forced to adopt more and more damaging survival strategies, often jeopardising future ^
production and exposing themselves to future famine in so doing? I

I
I
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Indeed, there is a danger in assuming that the pursuit of a survival strategy somehow
implies that it is successful. Insofar as survival strategies can be placed in a hierarchy
(see later discussion of Watts), with the most preferred adopted first and the least
preferred adopted last (of course, in real life the matter is never quite as neat as this),
then the adoption of any strategy other than the most preferred implies that previous
strategies employed have failed to resolve the crisis.

Another danger with uncritically applauding survival strategies, and with down-
playing the need for emergency relief, is that there may be very important constraints to
the pursuit of survival strategies (political, military, economic); something de Waal
himself has increasingly emphasised, as he has given further emphasis to the links
between human-rights abuses and famine (see, for example, the book Evil Days, an Africa
Watch study of famine and war in Ethiopia). Clearly, such constraints are likely to be
forgotten if one praises the 'traditional coping strategies' of rural people in an uncritical,
romanticised manner.

Rather than assuming that these constraints do not exist, that people are somehow
able to pursue traditional coping strategies unimpeded by outside forces, it is important
for agencies to seek actively to identify these constraints. This has two major advantages.
First, there may be things that agencies can do to reduce these constraints (for example,
by injecting income into a particular region so as to reduce the constraint to the sale of
handicrafts posed by lack of effective demand, or by lobbying for the removal of political
constraints). Second, in those cases where constraints to survival strategies are very
significant, it will be particularly important to ensure adequate deliveries of emergency
relief supplies. One cannot simply assume that 'survival strategies' ensure survival; it is
necessary to investigate the efficacy of these strategies in different contexts. Particularly
in wartime, this efficacy may be very limited and old-fashioned emergency relief
correspondingly vital.



2 A CASE OF CRYING WOLF?

2.1 Some distortions in the process of needs-assessment
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One of the reasons why survival strategies seem so important is that predicted famines, I
with millions said to be facing starvation, have often not materialised, at least in the form •
predicted and in the form that donors and the general public recognise as 'famine'. It is
important, then, to ask on what basis such predictions are made. Equally, it is important I
to ask whether the absence of mass mortality and an instantly recognisable 'famine' really •
means that there has been no significant crisis and no significant need for relief.

I
2.1.1 Estimating production, food availability and population •
Appeals for emergency relief in Africa tend to be greatly shaped by annual assessments |
of food needs that are made by the UN's Food and Agriculture Organisation (FAO). FAO
estimates of food needs are obtained by calculating the total quantity of food available for m
consumption in a country in a given year (allowing for imports, exports, use of food for •
animals, seeding, industrial purposes, and losses during storage and transportation, as
well as changes in stocks), and then subtracting this figure from the total food »
consumption needs of the country's population. In performing these calculations, the FAO •
generally relies heavily on government production estimates, whose methodologies are
often not explained. _

Difficulties surrounding the assessment of food production in Africa are formidable I
indeed. African countries are often sparsely populated, with many different climatic zones
and cropping systems. Non-cereal crops may be particularly neglected in official estimates.
Animals and undomesticated plants are likely to provide a substantial portion of the diet. •
Non-cereal foods, including tubers, pulses, fruit and fish, may be ignored. Indeed, the •
neglect of relatively 'invisible' crops such as root crops has a long history. Colonial officials
in Malawi in the 1940s came to the conclusion that households in one area had a chronic I
maize deficit, but took no account of sorghum, cassava and root crops (Vaughan). •

Aerial photography may underestimate acreage, for example, if two or more crops are
planted on the same land. On the other hand, satellite photographs create the danger that H
weeds like striga will be mistaken for crops, and that areas seen to be green may yet fail I
to flower and may yield virtually no crop (as happened recently in parts of Eritrea).
Significantly, US Department of Agriculture estimates of crop production tend to make •
the weaknesses and uncertainty in the data more explicit than do FAO estimates. There |
is an element of false certainty about much of the FAO data.

The origins of the data on losses and uses of food other than for human consumption •
are not clear. Figures on stocks are likely to be unreliable. Official trade figures may fail |
to take account of widespread smuggling, and may in any case be inaccurate: one recent
study of African trade flows found that a particular country's records of imports and m
exports to another country rarely bore much relation to the records of these same trade |
flows that were kept in this second country. Population data are also likely to be
inaccurate, not least because regions can hope to gain more government resources by «
overestimating their populations. Inaccurate production estimates may not simply be the •
result of chance errors, but also of repeated, and perhaps rational, under-reporting of
production by a number of parties. Rural producers may underestimate their own _
production and resources as a result of a desire to avoid taxation or compulsory I

I
I
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government purchase of crops. Many people (at local, regional and national levels) may
be influenced by a desire to solicit aid.

It is arguable that the FAO itself has an interest in accepting exaggerated shortfalls
in production, since the notion of large-scale food problems in Africa provides much of the
justification for the organisation's existence. Aid agencies may have a number of
pragmatic reasons of their own for supporting major appeals: at ground level, endorsing
UN appeals may give improved access to scarce UN resources like transport and radios;
back at headquarters, large-scale emergencies are acknowledged as an important trigger
for raising funds. Meanwhile, the consequences — in terms of human suffering — of
'getting it wrong* are likely to be far less grave when needs are overestimated than when
they are underestimated.

2.1.2 The 'food balance-sheet' approach
Current international assessments of African food needs rely heavily on the 'food balance-
sheet* approach, which implicitly portrays regions of African countries as being self-
sufficient in grain in 'normal' years. Grain production and grain requirements are
typically calculated on a regional basis, and conclusions are drawn about the 'food deficit'
in individual regions. When this 'food deficit' is not filled by adequate relief, and yet
people still survive, this appears something of a mystery, commonly bringing forth the
'explanation' that people have a range of special survival strategies which they employ in
time of famine. However, even in 'normal' years, many regions of Africa would not be
expected to produce enough grain for all their needs; such strategies as selling livestock
and selling labour, while they may be pursued on a greater scale during time of famine,
may well take place year after year. As Sen has argued convincingly, a proper
understanding of famine should involve not only examining production but also looking
at the means by which people attempt to secure access to whatever food exists. It is
important to look at these means both in normal years and in famine years. This kind of
perspective is still not fully taken into account in UN emergency appeals.

The idea of the subsistence farmer — producing all his or her needs — loomed large
in the British colonial mind, and the idea continues to influence much official thinking on
relief and development. Yet the true subsistence farmer appears to be very rare, and he
or she is probably also very poor. Vaughan has written in relation to Malawi:

When colonial agricultural officers painstakingly calculated the carrying capacity of the
land..., they failed to bear in mind the fact that never in the accessible past had
villages, let alone households, provided all their needs from their own labour on their
own plots of land.

From a detailed study of Wollo, Tigray and Eritrea, de Waal concluded that most of the
farming population do not survive by agriculture alone, even in normal years. Livestock-
farming, petty trading, and casual labouring were all significant. Reliance on off-farm
incomes increased from south to north within Ethiopia and from highlands to lowlands.
Pastoralists also depended on trade and casual labour to a considerable extent. A Leeds
University team that visited rebel- and government-held areas of Eritrea in 1987
calculated that, even in a 'normal, non-war' year, production of staple foods would be
enough to feed the population for only seven to seven-and-a-half months. In a 'normal,
war' year, the figure fell to 4.6-4.8 months.

One study of Burkina Faso in 1984 has shown how much greater quantities of food aid
were targeted to the Sahelian zone compared with the Sudanian zone, on the basis of the
former's lower rainfall and lower yields estimates. Yet people in the Sahelian zone had
access to a much wider range of economic opportunities (including trade and large

11
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livestock herds) than those in the Sudanian zone, and their purchasing power was |
significantly greater (Reardon, Matlon and Delgado).

All this is not to say that food balance-sheets are uninformative or unhelpful; it is the m
excessive reliance on them that is misleading. Some Oxfam field staff have stressed that I
the food balance-sheet approach, although a blunt instrument, is far from useless, since
it provides an early warning of potential problems, it can reflect trends in production, and —
it may offer some kind of consensus view (at least among officials) about what is •
happening. Nevertheless, most feel this approach is unhelpful in indicating the actual
level of food production, or the numbers of people that are likely to require assistance.

I
2.1.3 Donor fatigue I scepticism m

It is important to distinguish between the processes of needs-assessment that find their
way into written UN appeals, and those that are made informally by donors. If donors are I
sceptical about levels of need in written appeals, if they feel that relief is unlikely to be •
distributed to the intended beneficiaries, or if they are simply unwilling to allocate major
resources to a particular emergency, they may not allocate resources in line with those I
requested in official appeals. All these factors are likely to influence donors' private M
assessments of need. In the section of needs-assessment in specific countries, evidence of
donor 'fatigue' is presented in relation to Mozambique.

12

I
2.1.4 Gender biases
A significant source of bias in needs-assessments — perhaps tending to encourage •
underestimation of needs in some contexts — is the fact that such assessments are |
typically made by men. Whether information comes from key informants in central or
local government or at village level, it is very likely that the information comes from men. m
Oxfam's Gender Adviser for Africa and the Middle East, Bridget Walker, offers an I
example of the distortions this can create. As part of Oxfam's ongoing nutritional-
assessment programme in Darfur, Sudan, separate teams of interviewers were used (men M
interviewing men, mostly village notables, and women interviewing women). It was found •
that village notables appeared to be overestimating the harvest substantially, whilst
women were making much lower estimates. The reasons for this were not clear. It may _
be that the men interviewed were unrepresentatively wealthy, and relatively unconcerned •
about harvest shortfalls. Or it may be that they were out of touch with what was going ™
on in the fields. The fact remains that differences in assessments of production were
dramatic. I

Walker also notes that there has been some tendency for women to give greater *
estimates of household needs, including in their definition of the household many people
who were on the fringes of the household. By contrast, men have tended to give a more I
limited definition of the household, including only those people for whom they felt directly M
responsible. Women's direct involvement with processes of food production and
consumption can be contrasted with their habitual exclusion from processes of needs- I
assessment, and constitutes a major weakness in current systems of assessment. •

2.2 Needs-assessment in some specific countries •

In relation to Sudan, the inter-agency appeals of the Special Emergency Programme for
the Horn of Africa (SEPHA) give breakdowns of 'drought-affected' and 'displaced' people •
by region and province. In the documents I have seen, it is not made clear where these |
estimates come from, but FAO production estimates seem to provide the main basis for
estimates of drought-affected people. m

Relief needs in Darfur for 1991 were assessed by FAO at 144,000mt. This was based |

I
I
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on a pre-harvest assessment in 1990 by the Darfur regional government's Agricultural
Planning Unit (APU), which employed a 'food balance-sheet' approach. The APU reported
that cereal production as a percentage of requirements varied from 0-40 per cent in
different rural councils within Darfur. Oxfam field staff in Sudan reported that:

In general this assessment is considered as reliable... Although the results can only be
considered as rough estimates (based on rapid assessments, key informant interviews,
observations), ... (they) discriminate between rural councils and give an indication of
the seriousness of the situation.

Significantly, in September 1990, NGOs, the UN, and the Sudanese Relief and
Rehabilitation Commission undertook a rapid assessment in North Darfur and came up
with similar conclusions to those of the APU.

It is true that the 'food balance-sheet' approach is likely to be misleading to some
extent, since some areas of Darfur, particularly in the north, would not expect to produce
all their own grain even in normal years. Nevertheless, given the generally limited
movements of commercial grain into Darfur from the rest of Sudan, low grain production
within Darfur is likely to mean high grain prices in the region and corresponding
hardship (Keen, 1986). In relation to Ethiopia, SEPHA gives a more disaggregated picture
of needs. It gives more regional subdivisions, and it provides estimates for each region of
populations affected by failure of the last meher rains, by failure of the belg rains,
numbers displaced, families of ex-soldiers, and returnees from Somalia. There are few
clues about where these figures come from in the reports I have seen. However, the
format and figures match those in reports of the Ethiopian government's Relief and
Rehabilitation Commission, which made the assessments along with the Relief Society of
Tigray (REST) and the Ethiopian Relief Organisation (ERO) in their respective areas of
operation.

In Angola, devastation accompanying the civil war was exacerbated by government
agricultural policies and by drought in 1989-90, which affected the southern and central
provinces of the country. The drought caused sharp rises of grain prices in relation to
livestock prices in some areas, and appears to have encouraged theft of crops. The UN
undertook programmes of needs-assessment in co-ordination with the Angolan
Government, a leading role being played by the UN Development Programme, the World
Food Programme and UNICEF. These assessments formed the basis of emergency appeals
and were part of the Special Relief Programme for Angola (SRPA). However, field
investigation seems to have been minimal, and much of the data appears to be extracted
from rather dubious official sources.

Oxfam's country representative in Angola commented: 'Relief assessments in Angola
have been minimal at best and non-existent at worst during the past few years.' Aid
agencies have been discouraged from working in Angola by a political and bureaucratic
climate which makes it very difficult for them to operate effectively. Government officials
involved in relief assessment have often lacked the necessary experience. The war made
many areas inaccessible. Angolan government assessments of needs have apparently been
based on needs-assessments by provincial authorities. The assessments have often been
treated with some cynicism by international donors. Government statistics on the
displaced are rarely updated and are thought to be rather unreliable. There is some
feeling among Oxfam staff in Angola that donors respond not only to formal assessments
but also to informal contacts and impressions. The province where assessments of need
were most clearly articulated was Huila province, where a number of NGOs carried out
a joint assessment during the drought. The relatively clear articulation of needs in Huila
appears to have been reflected in relatively large amounts of international assistance to

13
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this province, although the province has not been as severely affected by the war as some •
others.

In Mozambique, aid agencies and the government have evolved a way of arriving at
requirements, but again few serious attempts have been made to relate needs-assessments I
to detailed surveys on needs at local level. Performing this kind of survey is difficult or ™
impossible in much of Mozambique. Aid-agency staff are sceptical about the accuracy of
needs-assessments. They point out that different criteria have been used in different m
provinces. UN and Government of Mozambique discussions with provincial officials are B
unlikely to give an accurate picture of needs: these officials often lack appropriate
training; they often have no access to areas they are asked to assess; and again they may B
have an interest in inflating assessments of needs in order to attract relief to their areas. m
One agency worker said that the UN/government missions would visit only two or three
provinces during the assessment period, clearly an inadequate basis for nationwide •
assessments. NGOs have also played an important role in relief assessments (for example, |
Oxfam in Niassa province), benefiting from access to transport and to rural areas where
they are working. •

Although government officials may have an interest in overestimating needs, other |
factors may have encouraged underestimation. For example, the need for free emergency
relief is currently considered to disappear after a person has been receiving assistance for m
18 months. Yet stopping free relief will not necessarily be justified at this point: the I
attainment of'self-sufficiency' will depend on favourable climatic conditions, on access to
adequate labour and fertile land, and on receipt of adequate relief (including seeds and »
tools) before the planting season. One Oxfam report noted that: B

The government had only requested the very base minimum for a displaced population
of 1.5 million in 1990/91 as opposed to the several millions of displaced people. •

Furthermore, while the 'displaced' (that is the recently displaced) are supposed to get 100
per cent of their food needs, the agreed ration (including only 350 grammes of maize, 40 •
grammes of beans and 10 grammes of oil) is actually insufficient to live on. As a December •
1991 UN/Government of Mozambique report noted:

This... represents a survival ration only on the assumption that most displaced •
populations have access to some food resources beyond Emergency supplies, at least
for part of the year. •

Meanwhile, the 'affected' are supposed to get only 60 per cent of their needs. Another
possible source of underestimation of needs is the fact that even the theoretical ration of •
10.5kg per month is intended for households of five people. However, reports from the |
field say most households consist of more than five people.

Assessments of needs — in practice, and possibly also at the level of official •
UN/government appeals — also appear to have been affected by donor 'fatigue' and |
scepticism. Analysis of donor response to appeals 1987-89 shows a marked downward
trend. Pledging of food aid, relief items, and logistical support fell progressively, m
apparently hit by stagnant emergency and development budgets in donor countries in the I
face of increasing numbers of emergencies in the world, and by donor scepticism about the
prospects for a proper distribution in Mozambique. The security situation in the country _
also appears to have discouraged donors from funding rehabilitation projects. In 1987/88, •
480,000mt of cereals for the market were reported to be required, and 475,800mt pledged.
The following year, the total required had risen to 500,000mt, but the total pledged fell _
to only 335,600mt. And in 1989/90, the total required rose again to 560,400mt, and the •
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total pledged fell to 303,600mt (only 54.1 per cent of agreed requirements). Support for
logistics fell dramatically in 1989/90.

The trend for emergency food aid was different, but the shortfalls were still significant.
For emergencies, the total required in 1987/88 was 410,000mt, and the total pledged
148,600mt. The next year, 230,000mt were required and 190,400mt pledged. In 1989/90,
195,000mt was required and 144,000mt pledged (74 per cent of agreed requirements).
Such shortfalls have continued. In 1991/92, total requirements were put at some 263
million US dollars, of which some 109 million remained unpledged by November 1991.
The logistics requirement was 26 million US dollars, but pledges totalled only 11 million.
Pledges for therapeutic feeding and nutritional rehabilitation of displaced people were
particularly low, in relation to agreed requirements, covering only 49 per cent of
requirements for dried skimmed milk, 16 per cent for sugar and 18 per cent for oil.

2.3 Limited relief

Whatever the distortions involved in assessing needs, there is no doubt that actual
delivery of relief has tended to fall far short of these assessments. Consider the case of
Sudan in 1991. The actual receipt of relief in Darfur by no means matched assessments
of needs. In Kebkabiya area council, North Darfur, households had received an average
of 29kg per person by the end of 1991. This quantity, although significant, would not have
lasted longer than six weeks. Moreover, the major part of this food arrived late, in the
period October-December, whilst it was most need in the period before the harvest. In
North Darfur as a whole, significant quantities of relief were not received by households
until October. Between October and December the flow of relief from El Fasher to districts
of North Darfur was substantial, but still only around one-third of estimated requirements
(l.OOOmt per week for the North Darfur population of 1.2 million, compared with an
estimated need of 400gm per person per day). In Red Sea Hills, individuals were reported
to have received some 12-14kg per month since June 1991, when distributions began.

In Angola, relief is thought to have played a much smaller role in ensuring people's
survival than people's own survival strategies, which have been assisted by the fertility
of much of Angola and the general absence of severe population pressures (except in
certain urban areas where people have been artificially concentrated as a result of the
war). Oxfam field staff in Angola report that people displaced by the civil war have rarely
received relief assistance during the period immediately after their displacement. Some
food and other relief items have eventually reached these people, with the government,
international donors and NGOs tending to channel assistance through the government
organisation SEAS (Secretaria de Estado dos Assuntos Sociais). Oxfam's country
representative comments:

Until a stock of humanitarian emergency goods was established in Luanda, such
assistance was generally extremely slow in arriving, given the procurement, maritime
shipping delays, port bureaucracy and internal logistics of delivering assistance to
would-be beneficiaries.

Relief for those in southern and central provinces who were affected by drought in 1989-90
was, for the most part, 'too little, too late'. In general, a large portion of international
assistance has been directed at urban rather than rural populations. Most international
relief has been directed at government-held areas of Angola, although a number of US
NGOs have worked in areas controlled by the insurgent UNITA forces.

In Mozambique, the shortfalls in delivery of relief are well illustrated by the fact that
1991 saw the delivery of quantities of relief that had been pledged for 1989. One agency
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worker said distributions had generally been at less than half rations, and this appears B
to be confirmed by detailed information on distributions in the worst-hit province of I
Zambezia. The 1990-91 appeal envisaged a ration of 12.17kg per month of food aid (mostly
maize, with some beans and oil) for 429,000 beneficiaries in Zambezia province. Given M
that only 73 per cent had reached district level by October 1990, and given that the real •
beneficiary population was then being estimated at some 854,000 people, the average
quantities received must have been very much lower than the intended levels, the report M
stated. It calculated the average ration at 4.49kg per person, adding that it was observed |
in some of the districts visited that the average distributed was 1.2kg per person. Of non-
food relief items, only clothing was provided in important quantities, much of it from tm
Oxfam/UK, the report said. Nor was Zambezia by any means the worst case, in terms of I
food deliveries. Between May and August 1990, 88 per cent of estimated need was
distributed in Zambezia province. Yet distributions of emergency food in other provinces ^
over the same period varied from 124 per cent of estimated needs in Maputo province to I
45 per cent in Sofala and Niassa. Logistical and security constraints impeded distribution
in most provinces.

2.4 A real crisis in Africa ™

While outright starvation has been fairly rare, it has not been altogether absent. Further, H
there is abundant evidence of many kinds of suffering and long-term damage to •
livelihoods and the environment. While aid agencies and the UN might be accused of
'crying wolf, the crisis has been real enough. What needs emphasising is that the wolf has B
not always appeared in the foroi which Western stereotypes about 'famine' lead people to •
expect. 'Where are the mass deaths? And where are the mass migrations?' These
questions have quite rightly been asked in relation to recent crises in Africa, when B
Western publics were told that 'millions faced starvation'. B

The evidence tends to suggest that mortality has not occurred on the scale that many
were predicting. On the other hand, there are dangers in down-playing mortality too M
severely. There are also incentives for doing so. One senior agency worker suggested that |
while 'donors want blood' at the time when appeals are being made (that is, they want to
hear endorsements that lives are on the line), by contrast, after a crisis has past its peak «
(and relief, typically, has been minimal), donors seek to down-play the incidence of g
mortality: the relief was inadequate, but this did not really matter because there was no
real crisis in the first place. In fact, it can be very dangerous to make sweeping ^
statements about how many people did or did not die in a particular crisis, as Ken Wilson, B
of the Oxford-based Refugee Studies Programme, emphasises. Mortality in a famine may
often be very patchy, and it may be largely invisible if people remain in their home —
villages. B

Largely anecdotal evidence suggests that mortality has been significant in some areas,
though not on anything like the scale of Ethiopia in 1984-85. Moreover, there has been
significant mass migration in some areas. And there is evidence of alarming levels of I
malnutrition. The picture is a vary variable one. In Niassa province, in the far north of *
Mozambique, Oxfam representatives report that little evidence of increased malnutrition
or mortality has been reported there, despite the fact that relief deliveries had by no B
means matched the level of needs that was assessed, and that diversion of relief supplies B
was significant. (Representatives acknowledge that mortality records are not kept.)

On the other hand, there is some evidence of very patchy elevated mortality, notably B
in Mozambique's Zambezia province, in recent years, Wilson reports. Thousands died in B
government centres in Zambezia province in 1990, in particular. Administrative and
political obstacles to relief were significant, and there was a certain feeling among fl
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agencies that the government had compelled people to go to government-held towns, and
they were reluctant to provide assistance in these circumstances. Many were fed up with
emergency interventions, preferring development interventions. A major exception was
World Vision, which saved a lot of lives. Oxfam field staff in Mozambique reported
increases in mortality, malnutrition and disease rates over the period 1989-91, notably
in areas where the government had regained control from Renamo forces. Forced removals
of people led to overcrowding in camps where relief assistance was inadequate. One
Oxfam worker reported that 'In some camps the nutritional deterioration was drastic',
particularly among young children.

A 1990 UN/Government of Mozambique report noted:

Food availability and distribution during the 1989-90 appeal year was considerably
below the requirements, and as a consequence there has been a notable increase in
malnutrition nation-wide.

Low levels of pledges of market food aid, and for logistics, had led to increased
malnutrition among large sections of the population. By mid-November 1989, acute food
shortages were reported in Inhambane, Zambezia and Nampula:

The intended reactivation of the market network in rural areas has been severely
restricted, in part owing to shortfalls in stock levels.

Pledges were only 56 per cent of cereal needs and 26 per cent of non-cereal needs. A
December 1990 Government of Mozambique/UN report noted:

A comprehensive study within 24 districts of Inhambane, Tete, Zambezia, Nampula
and Niassa, finalised in July, showed an average low birth-weight of 26 per cent and
chronic malnutrition (low height-for-age) of 53 per cent among children under three
years. Cities and urban centres are excluded from free food distribution, but as urban
poverty is increasing, urban nutritional indicators are worsening. A survey made in
July in Tete city shows the level of acute malnutrition to be 12 per cent.... A recent
nutritional survey, carried out in Zambezia (Murrua) in mid-October, showed acute
malnutrition in 43 per cent of children under five. Another such situation in
Mugulama (also in Zambezia province) in April found acute malnutrition rates of 20
per cent.

In Angola, anecdotal evidence suggests significant numbers of deaths occurred during
the emergency there. There have also been substantial migrations of people to urban
areas in search of food. Many of these people were in very poor condition. Increases in the
level of malnutrition among children arriving in Huila, Cubal and Kaluquembe have been
observed.

In Darfur, Sudan, in 1991, most people remained in their villages, where there are no
proper records kept of mortality and disease. However, village leaders in Kebkabiya area
council reported mortality at significantly higher levels, rising from an average of one
death per village council in July 1991 to seven deaths per village council in September.
Despite the limitations of such data, if the figures are extrapolated for the whole of North
Darfur, they imply tens of thousands of deaths in the three months of July to September
alone. Save the Children Fund officials say they are aware of clear excess mortality in
certain parts of Darfur in 1991. Levels of malnutrition (below 80 per cent weight-for-
height) of between 19 and 25 per cent were found in parts of North Darfur. Mass
outmigration was not observed. Yet this may indicate a learning of lessons from 1984-85,
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rather than the absence of a crisis. In the earlier famine, migration did not necessarily I
bring access to food, whilst exposing people to a variety of major health risks. John
Seaman of Save the Children Fund said: 'Memories of Nyala and Geneina in 1985 are
fresh in people's minds. They don't want to do it again.' •

The position appears to have been rather different in the Red Sea Hills area of north- ™
eastern Sudan. Many people are reported to have stayed in their home villages in 1984
in the hope that good rains would fall. It is reported that when the rains failed, this I
strategy increased the loss of human life during the famine. This experience appears to •
have encouraged many Beja to migrate at a relatively early stage in 1990. Another very
significant factor was that by this time many households had lost almost all their animals. •
Large-scale migration, first by men and then by women and children, to major urban 9
areas of Red Sea Hills has been observed. People also moved en masse to the side of the
road between Port Sudan and Khartoum, where relief was being distributed. An Oxfam •
survey in the Red Sea Hills area in August 1991 found 6.6 per cent of rural people were |
severely malnourished, while 20.9 per cent were moderately malnourished. In the major
urban centres of Port Sudan and Halayib, malnutrition rates had risen since 1990. This •
was attributed to the large numbers of people who had migrated there from Arbaat area. J |
Malnutrition-related diseases have been widespread.
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3 SURVIVAL STRATEGIES AND THEIR 'COSTS'

One category of survival strategies consists of those that are undertaken in advance of a
particular crisis (for example, a failure of the rains) in order to maximise the prospects
for a good crop and a good income. This kind of strategy has been well analysed in Watts
(1983), and other studies. Such strategies have been important in Africa in recent years,
as they always have been. For example, Darfur farmers are reported to be giving renewed
emphasis to planting different plots in different locations, and to making as full use as
possible of river or wadi land, notably in the Kutum area. Wadi land is often scarce,
however. Meanwhile, larger areas are being planted, and fallows neglected. Fast-maturing
and drought-resistant varieties of sorghum are reported to be increasingly favoured by
farmers in Darfur, despite the traditional preference for consuming and producing millet.
Storing food is also a vital hedge against poor harvests: storing cassava and sorghum is
reported to have played a key role in contributing to survival in Mozambique. Stores of
wealth in the form of livestock have been vital throughout Africa.

Strategies undertaken in advance of a crisis are not the main focus here, however. This
paper concentrates on strategies used in reaction to a crisis, and highlights some of the
'costs' of these strategies which have often been overlooked. Watts' study of famine in
Hausaland, northern Nigeria, 1973-74, led him to the idea that there is a hierarchy of
survival strategies, from those that tend to be adopted first to those that tend to be
adopted last. The hierarchy can be put like this:

Use of famine foods

Borrowing of grain from kin

Sale of labour power

Engaging in dry-season farming

Sale of small livestock

Borrowing of grain or cash from merchants

Sales of domestic assets

Pledging of land

Sale of land

Permanent outmigration.

Those strategies nearer the top of the list not only tend to be employed earlier, but they
also involve a smaller commitment of domestic resources and they are more readily
reversible, Watts said. Strategies employed at a later stage involve greater commitment
of domestic resources, and are increasingly irreversible. (This is by no means a
comprehensive list of survival strategies.) There is support for this idea from other
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studies. Cutler's study of the Beja in Red Sea Hills at the beginning of 1985, Rahmato's I
of Wollo 1984-85 and de Waal's of Darfur 1984-85 all found that people held on to •
productive assets for as long as possible, and that outmigration was the last resort.

Survival strategies can be divided into those that jeopardise future production and •
those that do not. One can also distinguish between jeopardising the future production •
capacity of individual households (for example, through loss of livestock) and jeopardising
the future production in a particular area (for example, through damage to the natural A
environment, or through taking time away from education, thus undermining a I
community's productivity in the long term). Furthermore, survival strategies in
themselves may or may not involve significant suffering and health risks. All these •
considerations, as well as reversibility and the extent of commitment of domestic assets, |
would appear to be likely to influence the choice of strategies to be adopted first and those
to be postponed until the last possible moment. •

In the following section (and in no particular order), a number of particular survival |
strategies are discussed in relation to Oxfam's experience in particular. Some of the 'costs'
of these strategies are pointed out. m

3.1 Eating wild foods

Wild foods have been an important factor in securing survival in Sudan, Ethiopia, •
Mozambique and Angola, and indeed apparently throughout Africa. In 1991, wild foods
were part of the diet of almost everyone in rural Darfur who had access to them. Among _
the wild foods eaten in Mozambique have been ants and berries. Hunting and fishing were •
also reported to have been significant means of acquiring food. There may be certain *
nutritional costs from gathering and eating wild foods. Wild foods may also supply a
monotonous, irregular and nutritionally unbalanced diet, Oxfam field staff in Mozambique •
have reported. Some wild foods are poisonous at certain times of the year, or unless •
properly prepared. For example, some roots in Angola are poisonous in the rainy season.
Collecting wild foods may partially undermine the effectiveness of relief interventions. •
Researchers in Red Sea Hills in October 1991 found that: ' •

There is some improvement in the nutritional status of the children who come to the B
(feeding) centres daily, but most of them do not come regularly because their mothers m
prefer to go and search for food for the other members of the family, rather than
remain all day in the centre for one child. •

Collecting wild foods is often very labour-intensive. There is a risk that it will take
labour away from farm or pastoral production. Where women and children are constantly •
on the move in search of food, as has been the case in parts of Mozambique, the children |
may never see the inside of a school. Such an arduous life is thought to lead to premature
births and miscarriages among the women involved, although there are no figures on this. a

Gathering wild foods may also have important 'costs' in terms of exposure to security •
risks. Regular relief supplies to the major towns of Lichinga and Cuamba in Niassa
province, Mozambique, have tended to discourage people from venturing into surrounding _
rural areas to look for food. Many people have been wounded or killed during these trips •
— whether hunting, or looking for fish, or trading, or returning to their own fields. While
it is possible to see relief as undermining a 'survival strategy' and creating dependency
(and Oxfam staff report signs of this), it may also be regarded as a desirable alternative I
to risky journeys into the countryside.

Wild food collection may also deplete the natural resources of a given area, perhaps
causing permanent damage. As Walker notes, there is a tendency to regard survival •
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strategies as 'cost-free'; but the resources have to come from somewhere. This may mean
extra extraction from the environment, or extra labour for women, or both. Collection of
wild foods may combine both of these 'costs'.

3.2 Going hungry

Perhaps surprisingly, going hungry has been widely observed to be a strategy that is
frequently preferred to selling productive assets (Rahmato on Wollo, 1984-85; de Waal on
Darfur 1984-85; Young on Darfur; Jodha on Rajasthan, India, in 1963). A concrete
example of how 'going hungry' may work in practice is provided by recent research in the
Red Sea Hills. Here, the Beja peoples are reported to have reduced their consumption
from three meals a day (consisting of sorghum, milk and milk products) to two (one with
milk and one with meat) and then again, as animal numbers and productivity dwindled
further, to one meal of meat and another of only salt and water, and finally to just one
meal for adults. The leaves of the wild doum palm-tree were used as a substitute for
sorghum. When wheat was distributed, it was eaten instead of sorghum, but many Beja
believed that the consumption of wheat was the cause of the increasing incidence of illness
among them.

De Waal argues that there is little elevated risk of mortality with moderate
malnutrition (70-80 per cent weight-for-height). However, this is a matter of some dispute.
It is worth quoting a study of the literature by Wilson at some length. After noting the
existence of eight data sets on the relationship between mortality and weight-for-height,
Wilson writes:

Though one study examining this variable found no relationship with mortality until
it was 'severe' — below 70 per cent of international standards — (Chen et al. 1980a),
four of the other studies found that mortality was elevated between two and four fold
the 'well nourished' levels, when at a level of'moderate' malnutrition, between 70 and
80 per cent weight-for-height (Heywood, 1983; Kielmann and McCord, 1978; Kasongo
Project Team, 1983; Alam et al., 1989), one recorded it double between 60 and 80 per
cent (Handayani et al., 1983), and one found mortality double in the group less than
90 versus those over 90 per cent (Sommer et al., 1983). Where populations have been
examined below 60 or 70 per cent weight-for-height, mortality rates have been
observed to be very greatly elevated (Chen et al., 1980a; Handeyani et al. 1983;
Kielman and McCord, 1978). The most interesting data was that of Bairagi et al., 1985,
which compared the relationships both during and after the 1974-5 famine in
Bangladesh. During the famine even at 85 per cent weight-for-height, mortality was
four times that at 95 per cent, and at 75 per cent it was around ten times as high.
Some months after the famine, mortality was still elevated at 85 per cent, and was
worse at 75 per cent, but the effects were much less dramatic than for the same levels
of nutritional status (during) the famine.

Young and Jaspers have hypothesised that the same level of malnutrition (say, 80 per
cent weight-for-height) may lead to no great increase in the risk of mortality among people
who have remained in their villages but may constitute a major mortality risk once people
have migrated to an environment where increased susceptibility to disease through
malnutrition may interact with increased exposure to infective organisms through
overcrowding and poor water supplies. This could also explain why so many people seem
to choose to go hungry whilst they are still at home in their villages. There is a question
about who, within a household, decides who goes hungry. Those bearing the greatest risk,
for example, small children, are unlikely to be those making the decision. People are not
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necessarily selfish, however. One report from Red Sea Hills in October 1991 said: 'When •
there is a small amount of food, the priority is for the children, the mother, and lastly the
father.' _

Relief operations may themselves encourage certain kinds of hunger. Oxfam staff •
report that there have been cases — for example, in Harbu, Wollo, at the height of the
famine in 1984-85 — when individual children have been discharged from feeding centres _
having reached 85 per cent weight-for-height, only to be readmitted shortly afterwards. I
It appeared that some children were being deprived of food in order to make them once
more eligible for feeding programmes, something that presumably released resources for
the rest of the family. •

Apart from the issue of vulnerability to disease and death, going hungry may affect a •
person's ability to produce. For example, in Darfur in 1991, a severe shortage of seeds and
physiological weakness meant that people in Kebkabiya area council were able to plant B
only around one-third of the area they would normally have planted, Oxfam field staff •
reported.
Furthermore, when households are short of food, they may be unable to organise a •
communal work party to prepare their fields (a practice known as nafir in Sudan). Reports •
from Red Sea Hills during harvest time in 1991 said that, with food supplies extremely
short, people were not organising nafir. •

Finally, if people are going hungry, this in itself implies that people are suffering. |
Avoiding suffering may be a legitimate aim for those engaged in relief, as is preventing
mortality. ' m

3.3 Food preparation

In 'normal' years in Angola, many farmers pound maize into flour in a mortar and pestle, I
leading to a 20-30 per cent loss of food value, as the 'skins' of the maize kernel are left
over with some of the flour still attached to them. This 'waste' can be used for feeding —
chickens or making beer. Oxfam staff reported that in 1991, when stocks of maize were I
very low, farmers ground maize by hammering it on a rock, a process with very little
waste.

3.4 Slavery ™

During famine in Bahr el Ghazal and southern Kordofan, Sudan, in 1988, some southern •
Sudanese were driven to selling their children into slavery in northern Sudan. Although •
these people were subject to many forms of violence and duress, such practices could be
regarded as a 'survival strategy'. This underlines the point that survival strategies should M
not be supported in an undiscriminating way. •

3.5 Sale of assets (productive/non-productive) and purchase of food
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As with many other survival strategies, a household is likely to be engaged in sales of
assets and the purchase of food at precisely the time when large numbers of other •
households are selling similar assets and making similar purchases. This means that the |
terms of trade in such deals are generally very unfavourable for those undergoing crisis
(although very favourable for merchants, who have their own 'survival strategies' during m
drought and famine, which, again, one would not necessarily want to support). £

Sales of productive assets are to be distinguished from sales of assets which are held
largely as a form of insurance against famine. The former can lead to destitution and to a
a lasting vulnerability to future famines. In the Red Sea Hills area of Sudan, three I
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successive years of drought since the 'fat' year of 1988, and five years of drought prior to
that, greatly depleted livestock holdings. Research in October 1991 found that households
in all the areas studied (Sinkat, Haya, Ogar, Halag, Tahamium and Arkawit) had been
reduced to holding no more than one or two goats. A few had donkeys. No-one reported
having any camels, though a few were seen on the roads. Many households had no
animals at all. People in these areas were reported to be dependent on relief supplies,
which had begun to be distributed in June 1991 and provided enough wheat and wheat
flour for one to two meals a day. Reports from Red Sea Hills described the ratio of grain
to livestock prices as very unfavourable, even in comparison with the severe famine of
1983-85. At the height of the crisis, it took the sale of 40 goats to raise money for one sack
of sorghum, a significantly worse ratio that in the famine of the mid-1980s. Goat prices
have recovered since the 1991 rains, rising from some 60 Sudanese pounds to some 2000
Sudanese pounds.

Loss of animals may have an immediate effect on consumption. The Beja peoples of
Red Sea Hills, like many pastoral and semi-pastoral people, depend heavily on milk and
milk products for subsistence. The drastic loss of livestock in Red Sea Hills also prevented
rural people from obtaining loans from traders, since animals have traditionally provided
collateral for such loans. Opportunities for trading in water, sand, wood and charcoal were
constrained in Red Sea Hills by the shortage of donkeys used to transport these
commodities. Handicraft production was also affected, as people were unable to fetch raw
materials from urban markets or to take finished handicrafts to these markets. The
manufacture of mats from animal wool was reduced because of the loss of animals.
Similarly, in Darfur, access to wild foods and trading opportunities was also greater for
those who still owned donkeys or camels.

Darfur asset sales also rose in 1991, with the percentage of households in Kebkabiya
selling assets rising from 34 per cent in June 1991 to 71 per cent in September. Sales of
land and ploughs were reported, though on a small scale. Sales of livestock to buy grain
were widely reported in Darfur, and an SCF survey found that more than 80 per cent of
surveyed households in Mellit area council reported animal deaths. Loss of goats appeared
to have been severe, with households retaining, on average, only two goats. The strategy
of minimising risks by planting fields that are some distance apart is facilitated by the
possession of donkeys and camels; the strategy is correspondingly constrained when these
animals are no longer available.

During the Ethiopian famine of 1983-85, constraints on migration and trade, and
contraction of credit, meant that selling livestock was virtually the only viable option for
obtaining money for food (aw). This famine was unusual in that sales of livestock (which
households generally seek to avoid) greatly outweighed animal deaths due to drought. One
survey suggested that 79 per cent of oxen lost had been sold to buy food. Six years after
the famine, animal stocks were still well below pre-famine levels, and the shortage of
plough oxen in particular remains the biggest constraint to rural production. The low level
of animal holdings has created a heightened vulnerability to famine in Ethiopia. In
Angola, civil war and drought have led to a shortage of animals used for traction in some
areas, reducing the area of land that people can cultivate. Travelling long distances to buy
relatively cheap grain may be an important market strategy; but this may take time from
own-production.

3.6 Trading

Large numbers of people are likely to be competing in low-status trades during times of
famine. This phenomenon was described in some detail by de Waal in his study of famine
in Darfur 1984-85. More recently, it has been noted in relation to petty trading in Port
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Sudan, Red Sea Hills, in 1991. Survival strategies are not confined to rural people, and I
trading may be one of the most important strategies for urban or newly-urban people.

In situations of insecurity, trading is likely to be constrained. At the same time, there •
is the possibility of large margins on trading when risks are taken, as when people |
managed to move salt and soap to isolated parts of Mozambique.

The costs of trading as a survival strategy may be very significant. One of the biggest m
costs may be to the environment. During famine in Sudan in 1984-85, de Waal writes, •
'hundreds of thousands of people in Darfur were dependent on the destruction of trees for
earning an income.' This pattern has continued in more recent crisis years. In 1991, an «
increasing number of households in Kebkabiya area council, Darfur, Sudan, were involved I
in the sale of firewood. In Eritrea, impoverishment arising from the civil war has led to
widespread resort to marginal economic activities like selling firewood and selling the
leaves of doum palms (used for making mats). These strategies have tended to degrade I
the environment. Widespread trading in firewood and charcoal has also caused
environmental damage around urban areas of Angola and in the central highlands.
Environmental damage around the towns has also been caused by repeated planting of I
the same crop, in contrast to slash-and-burn techniques more traditionally used. Similar •
problems have been observed in Mozambique.

3.7 Labouring •

When access to food becomes short, selling labour represents one of the most important fl
ways of securing survival. In Kebkabiya area council, Darfur, Sudan, in 1991 most I
households had adult members working as labourers. Such a strategy is also pursued in
normal times, though it generally involves fewer household members for shorter periods •
of time. UNICEF research on northern Darfur as a whole also suggests wage labour is |
becoming more common and more important to the survival of households. The labour or
women and children is also increasingly being bought. The 'Libyan connection' appears •
to be gaining in significance in this area: most households interviewed by UNICEF Jj
researchers reported having one or more members working in Libya. Many household's
attributed their survival to this connection, although the fragility of the job-market in am
Libya resul ted in remit tances being somewhat sporadic, and usually in the form of food. •
In the Red Sea Hills area of Sudan, men have been moving to flooded and riverine areas
to look for wage-labour opportunities, or land to cultivate for themselves. In Mozambique, _
many displaced people have survived through working in the fields of the host population B
in r e tu rn for food.

Again, labouring strategies are not without thei r 'costs'. Oxfam field staff reported from
Kebkabiya t ha t people engaged in wage-labour had to neglect their own farms to some •
extent. Presumably, the shortage of seeds had further contributed to establishing this
pa t t e rn of behaviour. Often, some members of a larger household will work the
household's land, while others will work for wages. Other households were found to work •
al ternately on their own and on other people's land in the course of the agricul tural •
season. The size of plot cultivated depends largely on the labour available to a par t icular
household. Given tha t young able-bodied men are increasingly away from the farm I
performing wage-labour, the burden of farm production has fallen increasingly on women, •
children and old men. Woman provide most of the farm labour, and children as young as
five are involved in weeding and grass-collecting. Bush noted a significant increase in the M
workload of women in Saiyah village, Nor th Darfur, as a resul t of outmigrat ion of men •
in search of wage-labour dur ing and after the 1984-85 famine. Significantly, increased
drains on the labour available for cultivating a household's own land come a t a t ime when •
farmers in Darfur are reported to be trying to plant larger plots (UNICEF). |
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Work on the Miedob in northern Darfur (de Waal) and on the Berti of eastern Darfur
(Holy) suggests that a shortage of labour may lead households to cultivate the same plot
over and over again, because of insufficient labour to clear new fields and because of the
reduced need for weeding on land repeatedly cultivated in this way. The cost is a
progressive decline in yields and degradation of the land.

'Temporary' labouring may become permanent. Jodha found a transformation from
farmers to landless labourers over the course of successive droughts in Rajasthan, India.
Famine in the mid-1970s in Mali turned many pastoralists into waged shepherds for other
herd-owners. In Darfur, the new emphasis on wage-labour accompanying the 1984-85
famine was only partially reversed in the years after the famine. Increased labour burdens
on women may inhibit their productive, educative, and reproductive role, as well as the
cohesion of a community which will often revolve around women (Walker).

As with other survival strategies, a major problem with labouring is that many people
are likely to be resorting to this strategy at the same time. De Waal noted how this
contributed to deepening impoverishment during the 1984-85 famine in Darfur. In 1991,
the labour markets in Port Sudan, Red Sea Hills, became flooded by migrants from rural
areas.

Oxfam field staff in Angola have observed that working for others may use up valuable
physical energy and delay work on the farmer's own farm. Paid work may include
prostitution, a significant 'survival strategy' in the areas around military camps in Angola.

3.8 Household migration

Household migration, which is likely to come late in the famine process, may be a
community decision and a conscious bid to attract attention and assistance, Rahmato
concluded from his study of Wollo, Ethiopia, 1984-85. The costs of this strategy, in terms
of neglecting rural production and exposing households to poor health environments, have
been analysed in some detail by de Waal in relation to the 1984-85 famine in Darfur.

3.9 Consumption of assets

This is likely to be a desperate measure arising from advanced famine, or inability to
maintain livestock. Households tend to hold on to seeds if at all possible. In Nipepe and
Maua districts, Niassa province, Mozambique, production of rice and peanuts was
extremely low. Yet people still managed to retain enough seeds for a bumper crop the
following year. However, eating seeds has been noted in some areas of Angola.

3.10 Borrowing

This has been noted by de Waal to be an important strategy in Wollo, Tigray and Eritrea.
In Red Sea Hills in 1991, families borrowed wheat, wheat flour and sorghum from each
other, to be returned when food became more available.

3.11 Gifts

Family, village, and ethnic ties have been important in securing flows of resources to
displaced people in Mozambique and Angola. But often people have been forced to move
considerable distances, and have ended up living with people they do not know. In Red
Sea Hills, families have shared food with other families. Inter-household transfers and
loans may dry up as the crisis deepens, particularly since many members of a community
or kinship group may be subject to stress at the same time.
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Community networks may also be breaking down as commercial relationships become I

more important. After a study of the Kebkabiya area in spring 1985, Martin wrote: ™
'Redistribution of grain, and purchase to make up deficits in recent drought years,
depends on grain markets, not on community networks.' •

3.12 Receiving remittances

De Waal has noted the importance of this strategy in Wollo, Tigray and Eritrea. In Red I
Sea Hills area, many men migrated to the major urban centres in 1990 when they had
lost virtually all their livestock. However, work was hard to find and the labour market •
was flooded. As a result, virtually no remittances were reported to have been sent back J
to their families in rural areas of Red Sea Hills. For a while, women were able to run
their households by selling their stores of gold and other valuables. When these ran out, •
many women began to follow their men-folk to the cities. J[

Women recall widespread desertion by husbands during 1949 famine in Malawi; many
received no remittances (Vaughan). Vaughan's work (and other studies, for example by a
Greenough on famine in Bengal in 1943) suggest that what may be survival strategies for •
some individuals may contribute to the impoverishment of others, even within the same
'household'. Severe famines may see a shrinking of generosity, an increase of theft, and _
perhaps some abandonment of the old and the young. •

3.13 Theft

Theft of crops and food aid have been significant in Angola, Mozambique, Sudan and *
Ethiopia in recent years. So has the obtaining of crops under duress. It should be
remembered that populations trying to survive will often include armies. War itself can •
be a kind of survival strategy, when it takes the form of raiding for food and livestock. •
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4 THE DANGERS OF RELYING ON SURVIVAL STRATEGIES

In Ethiopia in the early 1980s, survival strategies were severely constrained by
government restrictions — notably on grain trading, on freedom of movement, and on
opportunities for labouring. These constraints to survival strategies are critical in
understanding the causes of Ethiopian famine in the mid-1980s. But given these
constraints, the presence or absence of emergency relief deliveries was also of vital
importance (Africa Watch, 1991). Similar conclusions can be drawn about famine in Bahr
el Ghazal/southern Kordofan in 1988 (Africa Watch, 1990; Keen, 1991). The constraints
on people's movement back into war-torn Chad from Geneina area, western Darfur, in
1984-85, helped expose both Chadians and the local Darfuri population to starvation in
1985 when adequate relief failed to materialise.

While people's survival strategies should always be considered when thinking about
relief interventions, one lesson from Mozambique is that it can be dangerous to rely on
these strategies to sustain people, particularly in wartime. War and forced displacement
in Mozambique have tended to undermine agricultural strategies and to constrain
alternative strategies. High concentrations of people around particular towns inevitably
puts a strain on survival strategies, with large numbers competing for wild foods, petty
trading and labour opportunities. Economic strategies in Mozambique have not only been
severely constrained; they have also been vulnerable to sudden changes in the security
environment that can jeopardise access to food even more abruptly than changes in
market prices. In these circumstances, it is very dangerous to neglect food aid, as the
evidence of malnutrition and mortality in Mozambique presented above indicates. As
Wilson puts it, 'People do somehow manage to maintain coping strategies even in extreme
military situations, but these must not be overestimated.'

It is important to remember that constraints on survival strategies are not necessarily
a 'side-effect' of war; they may also be part of the tactics of warring parties (Duffield;
Africa Watch, 1990, 1991; Wilson, various; Keen, 1991). For example, in Mozambique,
Renamo has been observed to increase its raiding in the period immediately before and
during the harvest season, thus undermining the economic strategies of its victims to the
greatest possible extent (while at the same time furthering its own 'survival strategy* of
securing access to food through raiding). Even in 1991, with Renamo having by this time
lost significant areas of control to government-linked forces, the insurgents were still able
to cause substantial material deprivation in government-held towns, and to restrict
movements between these towns and surrounding rural areas. Renamo was effectively
trying to starve out the towns, and to discourage flight to government towns from rural
areas in which Renamo was active. Those attempting to move from government-held
towns to rural areas could face execution by Renamo soldiers on the grounds that they
were government 'agents'. The government Frelimo forces, for their part, often moved
people to towns and sought to keep them there, 'for their own good'. The government
appears to have been anxious to control rural populations that could give support to
Renamo, to increase the government's legitimacy, to deny Renamo access to urban supply
channels, and perhaps also to secure food aid which helped in sustaining the government
army and administration.

The often very limited economic opportunities in areas to which people were moved are
clear from a UN/government report on Zambezia province, which stated:
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People should not be removed from productive areas when there are not the means to I
offer them an alternative support, especially during the critical planting period. The
CPE (Provincial Emergency Commission) and military should coordinate, so that a
concentrations of newly-recuperated people are in areas with supply access and I
resources.

Increased concentrations of populations in coastal areas, together with the limited amount I
of productive land close to district towns, severely limited the potential for agricultural
self-sufficiency among the displaced, despite the distribution of some quantities of land
to many of them. In addition, traditional land-holdings of local people were often reduced I
by the influx of displaced people, sometimes reducing the resident's ability to meet their •
own needs. The fertility of land has often been overlooked in resettlement programmes.
So, too, have the traditional livelihoods of people being moved: for example, people who I
traditionally make a living from fishing off Mozambique's coast have been moved to inland •
areas without significant rivers.

Given such constrained living conditions, relief may become a vital lifeline. Wilson •
observes that: M

At the end of 1991 the safe radius of the government garrisons of Morrumbala (a •
district of Zambezia province) was pitifully small and the populations eking out a |
pretty pathetic existence dependent upon limited and erratic aid disbursement.

Indeed, hunger became widespread in the Derre war zone, Morrumbula district, in 1991. p
In the early stages of war and displacement in the Derre area, there had been no great
threat to food security, except for vulnerable categories. Locally displaced people were M
often supported by relatives, or they became subjects (anamalaba) of local notables, or •
they performed piece-work. But then raiding was stepped up. With young men tending to
be most at risk from Renamo and most mobile, those remaining in home areas were often _ .
groups particularly vulnerable to hunger. The destruction of the previous limited I
commercial network in the area exacerbated hardship. Those in the government garrison-
town of Posto Derre faced particular problems, since the area around the town had been
largely uninhabited since 1986 and this prevented a strategy that had proved helpful to •
the army and displaced people in some other parts of Zambezia — namely, pilfering the ™
cassava fields of people who had retreated with Renamo. Thus, for those in Posto Derre,
it was necessary to trek long distances to find food, and this gave ample opportunities for I
Renamo to attack. Wilson again: •

The upsurge of Renamo activity in southern and western Zambezia in late 1991 was ft
therefore resulting in starvation in Derre: one old man said 'Renamo has us trapped •
like an animal in a sack'.

Meanwhile, relief supplies were erratic, and hunger grew more severe. I
In Niassa province in the far north of Mozambique, interruptions in emergency relief

supplies to the major towns of Lichinga and Cuamba led to increases in malnutrition rates M
among the displaced people there. Insecurity in areas around these towns has contributed •
to people's reluctance to venture into rural areas in search of food.

In Sudan, security constraints have, for many years, restricted survival strategies in •
the south, as a result of the civil war which began in 1983. Even in parts of northern £
Sudan, security has become a significant constraint. For example, in June and July 1991,
villagers in the south of Kebkabiya area council, Darfur, feared to leave their villages, and *m
this inhibited the collection of wild foods, as well as trading. Banditry is a continuing and •
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apparently worsening problem in Darfur. The spread of fighting from southern Sudan into
southern Darfur in late 1991 undoubtedly constrained survival strategies there.

Political constraints can also be significant. Under Sudan's Islamic military
government, it has become very difficult for women to engage in petty trading in the
public space of the market-place, since sharia laws have been interpreted as forbidding
such activities. In the Darfur towns of Kebkabiya and El Fasher, women — who
previously sold tea, peanuts, melon seeds, charcoal, yoghurt and other items — have been
effectively removed from the market-place. Meanwhile, the government's introduction of
a new currency has constrained market strategies. Pastoral groups have lost significant
cash reserves as a result of delays in informing them about the currency change, and the
low rate of exchange offered. Villagers found that the money they were holding no longer
permitted them to buy food from passing lorries or from the market-place. There were
fears, too, that attempts to get pastoral groups to put their money into a bank account
would inhibit their freedom of movement, constraining traditional survival strategies.
Pastoralists' movements are already restricted by agreements such as the 'Mellit
agreement' which states that pastoralists from Kordofan are not allowed to enter Darfur
with their animals until June. There have also been intermittent restrictions on the
movement of food from one area council of Darfur to another.

29



30

I
I

5 SURVIVAL STRATEGIES: INFORMING RELIEF, I
NOT PRECLUDING IT

I
Instead of arguing that the existence of survival strategies removes the need for relief, it
is likely to be more fruitful to ask how relief might best be constituted in the light of these B
survival strategies. In particular, there is a pressing need to minimise the damage done m
by survival strategies (to the environment, to future production, etc.), and to encourage
those types of survival strategy that are least damaging. Attention needs to be given to •
ways of reducing the various constraints which limit the effectiveness of survival I
strategies. These constraints often force the adoption of less-favoured survival strategies,
which are generally more damaging. Wilson identifies a pressing need for agencies to pay •
attention to identifying constraints on survival strategies, and to seek to overcome these |
constraints. Overcoming constraints may mean intervening in markets. This should not
necessarily be viewed as an intrusion of the political into a pristine economic sphere: m
markets may already be controlled in a number of ways, for example, by traders' collusion, •
by the threat of violence, by restrictions on who can move and buy and sell freely (Wilson,
various; Keen, 1991). Reducing constraints to survival strategies may also mean pressing M
for greater freedom of movement. I

In relation to the Derre region of Zambezia province, Mozambique, Wilson notes:

Re-opening the roads, ensuring that the province has an adequate lorry and pick-up •
fleet, and getting food and commodity markets working (fairly) are absolutely essential
to enable peasants to rebuild their own lives, and are more important than hand-outs
in all but the most severe emergency situations. People in Derre and elsewhere •
continually said they would prefer to meet their own needs. •

Particular attention to ensuring timely, adequate and regular emergency relief is •
needed in contexts where survival strategies are constrained, as the example of ™
Mozambique shows clearly.

Influenced by the work of Sen, much of the focus of research on relief and famine has B
tended to shift from looking at production (how much food was produced and available) I
to looking at demand (could people get hold of whatever food existed). However, it is
important not to forget about production, and it is helpful to look at the possible effects M
which outside interventions in the form of relief operations may have on production. |
Looking at the various kinds of survival strategies and their likely impact on production
offers one way of addressing this issue. De Waal's work provides a valuable guide to some •
practical ways to support survival strategies. De Waal argues in his study of famine in |
Darfur 1984-85 that a proper aim of relief is to prevent destitution, and that this could
most effectively be done in Darfur by: n

assisting the survival of livestock (by providing fodder, veterinary services and free
water, and by facilitating movements of herds to areas where grazing is available) _

guaranteeing prices people will receive for selling livestock (perhaps keeping herds
once bought, grazing them where grass is available, then re-selling them after the
famine) •
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giving a guaranteed income for a certain period (which would help remove the need for
distress sales)

giving resources such as grain in bulk, which people can use as they see fit, especially
at the start of the rains and in rural areas

providing employment, which could prevent distress sales and destruction of the
environment in activities like tree-cutting

releasing stores of grain at subsidised prices.

De Waal's study of survival strategies in Wollo, Tigray and Eritrea recommended that
relief agencies should consider supporting employment schemes, restocking projects, and
'fodder aid' for plough oxen, as well as continuing to support internal purchase of grain,
and agricultural rehabilitation. Distribution of appropriate seeds and tools at the right
time is also likely to be important. In Mozambique, to given one example, the adaptability
of seeds to particular soils has often been overlooked.

The relief manuals and reports of colonial India are also a valuable resource: many
officials' grasp of the ways in which people's economic strategies could be assisted by relief
was remarkably sophisticated. Sen and Dreze, whose prescription can be seen as a
modification of Indian colonial relief policies, have suggested that the most effective way
to relieve famines may be through a combination of employment schemes (to give people
purchasing power), subsidised grain sales and encouragement of private trade (to increase
the availability of cheap grain in areas of need), and some distributions of free food (to
ensure that vulnerable groups do not slip through the net).

As far as provision of employment schemes is concerned, it will be important to ensure
that they do not conflict (because of their location, timing, and/or the physical effort
involved) with rural people's normal livelihoods. It will also be important to avoid threats
to public health which may arise from bringing large groups of people together, some of
whom may be already in poor health. Cholera outbreaks were a common feature of
employment schemes in colonial India. Another concern is that the necessary
administrative back-up may be lacking in many African contexts. Although Sen and Dreze
emphasise that the growing resort to waged labour in Africa may facilitate the
introduction of employment schemes, there is a danger that such schemes may be imposed
on people if receipt of relief is to be made conditional on work on the schemes. There is
some evidence from India that official work schemes can be exploitative and exhausting,
and that they may ultimately create infrastructure which provides most benefits to the
well-off (Rangasami). If employment is to be provided, it will be important to find out
what kind of employment fits best with the existing strategies of rural people.

5.1 Cheap grain: a boon for production as well as consumption

Both de Waal, and Sen and Dreze emphasise the contribution which selling grain at
subsidised prices can make to protecting consumption during a famine. Sen and Dreze
point, for example, to the success of cheap grain-sales by the government (plus free
distribution) in ameliorating famine in Kenya during the drought of 1984. Partly because
grain prices often rise out of proportion to declines in supply, distribution of grain supplies
can have a major impact on price (Seaman). Both distribution of free grain and of cheap
grain will tend to lower grain prices in a given region.

Provision of cheap or free grain is often portrayed as a threat to production (the
'disincentive effects' of food aid). And this danger must be borne in mind. Oxfam staff in
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Mozambique suggested that food aid may be inhibiting food production in some areas. M
Wilson has noted that, after a period, food aid has appeared to discourage production and m
wage labour in some areas (in Angonia, Zambezia province, Mozambique), though he
stresses that even here it may still have very valuable welfare effects. The dangers of M
programme food aid for production were stressed in Oxfam's book Against the Grain. It I
is important to point out, however, that cheaper grain may have a number of positive
effects on production, in addition to its more obvious positive effects on consumption. •

Save the Children Fund's John Seaman comments: 'The stabilisation of grain markets |
is probably the one big step to get pastoralists to stop overgrazing.' Assuring regular
cheap supplies of grain will tend to encourage pastoralists to keep smaller, mostly male, m
castrated herds, with high off-take rates. These offer the greatest potential income, and J
tend to minimise problems associated with grazing large herds. They also tend to
minimise damage to the environment in the form of overgrazing. However, so long as n
pastoralists cannot trust in the availability of cheap grain, they are likely to favour large I
herds with low off-take and a high percentage of females. Such herds offer some insurance
against drought and high grain prices, since significant numbers of animals can be sold _
to raise cash and herds can be used directly to provide subsistence in the form of milk or •
meat. Also, as long as grain prices are likely to soar, pastoralists will be encouraged to
undertake cultivation in order to secure their own supplies of grain. Studies of Darfur,
Sudan, have shown that the combination of herding and cultivation (with herds often •
confined to a limited geographical area, rather than being truly nomadic) tend to result *
in a great deal of environmental damage (Hales, Ibrahim, Hunting Technical Services).

It is also conceivable that cheap grain will help prevent people from cultivating ever- •
larger areas of millet, neglecting the crop-rotation that had often been employed in the •
past (Martin on Kebkabiya), neglecting fallows, and causing environmental degradation
in the process (Ibrahim). In eastern Darfur, there has been widespread cutting down of B
gum trees (which restore nitrogen levels, and reduce soil erosion by fixing the soil and •
cutting wind speeds) in order to plant millet (Holy). Such actions would be less attractive
if grain were cheaper. Cheap grain may also reduce the extent to which poorer people, •
who often occupy some of the most ecologically marginal lands in any case, are forced to |
plunder the environment (notably through chopping trees) in order to earn money for
subsistence. Cheap grain may also boost handicraft production by boosting incomes. •

Save the Children Fund has a programme to sell cheap grain to traders in Berbera, |
Somaliland, from where they can take it inland. In this area, trading systems are well-
developed and traders, having close 'clan' ties with people in rural areas, are unlikely to »
engage in gross exploitation. This will not be the case in all contexts, particularly where I
there are sharp ethnic distinctions between traders and rural producers. A good example
of this latter situation is northern Sudanese trader exploitation of famine among southern _
Sudanese. I

In many contexts — for example, where purchasing power in rural areas is very low,
where trading is poorly developed, or where traders face major obstacles in terms of _
transport, insecurity or political restrictions — simply importing grain may not be enough •
to guarantee cheap grain in rural areas. As one UN/government report in Mozambique
observes of 1991:

The availability of food for sale in the market is of paramount importance to the '
emergency. At present there is often a lack of food in rural areas, especially after local
production has been consumed in the months before the harvest. Imported food often M
fails to find its way to remote areas as merchants prefer to sell their allocations in
urban markets, rather than incur the cost and risk of transport further afield.
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Taking grain to rural areas in Mozambique has been inhibited by insecurity, cash
shortages, and lack of facilities for spare parts or insurance. In these circumstances, even
those with purchasing power have often had to rely on emergency supplies, something
that has added to the strain on scarce emergency supplies and made targeting to the most
needy areas and groups more difficult. Yet the great majority of market food aid for
Mozambique continues to be earmarked for sale in urban areas. These areas tend to be
a high political priority for the government.

5.2 Internal grain purchase: the best of both worlds

Internal grain purchases offer the possibility of boosting production in surplus-producing
areas (by raising prices and incentives), whilst boosting consumption (and perhaps also
production, particularly in the non-grain sector of the economy) in areas with a grain
deficit. Where prices are uniformly high, there will be a need for a major injection of grain
from outside the region. However, local surpluses are quite common even during famines.

De Waal concluded, from his study of survival strategies in Wollo, Tigray and Eritrea,
that relief agencies should continue to support the programme for internal purchase of
grain and the agricultural rehabilitation programme. In a report on grain markets and
internal purchase in Tigray, he noted that there were substantial amount of stored grain
in Tigray, that internal purchase offered the prospect of improved production and
improved trading systems, and that evening-out grain prices should lead to a decline in
distress migration, since one of the reasons for movement was that people sought cheaper
grain in districts away from home.

Oxfam staff in Mozambique reported that:

In many cases (especially in the northern provinces of Mozambique), local surpluses
that exist have been overlooked and have not been taken advantage of.

This was said to be acting as a disincentive to local production. Infrastructural
weaknesses, and a lack of purchasing power on the part of the state organisation
AGRICOM, have discouraged purchases of such local surpluses. Some donors, including
USAID, are reported to be opposed to such moves. Meanwhile, market food aid is reported
to have reduced the price of locally-produced food, further discouraging its production.
Although AGRICOM has bought a portion of the crops in some surplus-producing areas
(for example, in Niassa province), the opportunities for such purchases are limited by the
difficulties that AGRICOM experiences in selling the crops it has bought. Substantial
influxes of market and relief food aid add to AGRICOM's difficulties in selling these crops.
If donors and agencies were to buy relief from AGRICOM, this might further encourage
production in surplus-producing areas.

5.3 Purchasing assets

A livestock-purchase scheme among the Mundari offered scope for preservation of assets,
but also revealed potential sources of opposition for such schemes. The price offered by
Oxfam was around twice that available in the market. Animals bought were lent to
destitute families, who were able to keep any calves that were born. Merchants operating
in Mundari areas spoke up against the scheme, but were unable to stop it. The scheme
had the support of important government officials in Juba, who were themselves Mundari
and who came from the scheme-district. They appeared anxious to help the Mundari avoid
loss of assets to northern merchants. While the livestock-purchase scheme was operating,
meat prices in the main market centre of Juba actually rose a little. This appeared to be
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contrary to what many government officials had both hoped and expected. Part of Oxfam's •
explicit aim was to mitigate the process, observed in Red Sea Hills, whereby some groups
get richer in a crisis, and many get poorer. Oxfam staff also stressed that provision of •
fodder for herders helped to lessen the pressure to sell to merchants at panic prices. Thus, m
fodder (or mineral nutrient blocks) could alter the terms of trade as well as keeping
animals alive. •

Relief interventions that involve purchasing assets need not be confined to livestock. |
Buying handicrafts is another option. During recent drought in Zimbabwe, one of the best
ways to provide assistance appeared to be through purchasing panned gold from rural am
people (Wilson). I

5.4 Other schemes for livestock support _

If herders can be helped by purchasing livestock at above-market prices (and perhaps re-
selling them after the crisis), they can also be helped by schemes for livestock vaccination
(see below), by distributing cash to reduce the need for distress sales (see below), and by •
distribution of fodder, a common relief measure in colonial India. (Sale of animals due to "
lack of fodder has recently been reported in Darfur.) Melvyn Almond, who was in charge
of Oxfam's pastoral programmes in Sudan, noted the popularity of a limited distribution •
in Kordofan of urea/molasses blocks for use as cattle fodder. •

Schemes for helping herders to restock have been undertaken by Oxfam in Niger in
the early 1970s and in Red Sea Hills after the famine of the mid-1980s. I

5.5 Distributing cash

Distributing cash to people gives them a choice about how they wish to use relief. It offers I
the possibility of allowing them to bolster their own survival strategies without
significantly interfering with them. It may play a key role in preventing distress sales (for •
example, of livestock), which, as de Waal notes, may arise from a variety of cash needs |
and not just from a need to buy food. Cash can also be used to buy fodder, where people's
survival strategies make this a priority. Distributing cash may also be quicker and m
cheaper than distributing food (Sen and Dreze; Keen, 1991a). Many needy populations J
have been observed to sell food rations in order to meet other, even more pressing, needs,
such as the need for medicine. In these cases, food aid is acting as an income transfer «
rather than as a nutritional transfer, and distributing cash is likely to be a more efficient I
way of achieving such an income transfer. Cash may strengthen existing distribution
arrangements (normal trading), rather than setting up new ones (relief food operations). _
It may facilitate movement out of famine areas by allowing people pay for transport. This •
could have saved many lives in southern Kordofan in 1988, for example, though it would
have been politically very contentious.

In areas where food is short and significant obstacles to trade exist, distributing cash- I
only is likely to raise grain prices, perhaps worsening consumption difficulties for many ™
people (for example, those who do not, for whatever reason, receive cash). If cash is given
in exchange for work, the cautionary remarks above on the relationship between B
employment schemes and survival strategies will be important to bear in mind. •

5.6 Timing of relief •

Assisting survival strategies demands proper timing of relief. De Waal notes that it is
most useful to provide bulk food distributions just before the start of the rains. Such •
distributions provide important energy reserves for a period of hard work. They provide •
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a basis for planning. And they minimise the disruption involved in going to fetch relief.
In Niassa province, Mozambique, Oxfam has funded airlifts (to the relatively inaccessible
areas) at the point when people need time and energy to work their fields.

Very often, relief does not arrive at the right time, either from the point of view of
production or consumption needs. In 1991, most of the food relief arriving in Kebkabiya
area council, Darfur, came either during or just after the harvest. At this point, many
rural people were trying to raise cash by selling small amounts of grain. The arrival of
relief at this point inevitably reduced the returns from such sales (as it had in parts of
Darfur in 1985), though it is difficult to say by how much. Thus arrivals at this time can,
in certain respects, undermine consumption as well as production.

Seeds in Kebkabiya area council were provided late in 1991, and were mostly eaten
rather than planted. Generally, the seeds came from outside Darfur, and they were often
swapped by rural people in Darfur for locally-produced seeds. Supplying locally-purchased
seeds before the planting season in May, along with sufficient supplies of relief food, offers
the best prospect of encouraging production, Oxfam field staff report. One field worker
commented: 'Late arrival of seeds is particularly crushing — it necessitates another entire
year of dependency on relief.' In Mozambique, the late arrival of food aid has in some
instances led to the consumption of seeds that were intended for use in production. This
has been noted by Oxfam staff in Niassa province. Meanwhile, the late delivery of seeds
and tools has impeded production, perpetuating people's need for outside assistance. In
view of the consistently long delays when relief has to be pledged by international donors
and transported great distances, proper timing of relief inputs would be greatly assisted
by maintaining local stocks.

5.7 The use of relief to 'create' or 'revive' an economy

In addition to helping people to hold on to livelihoods, food aid can play a key role in
assisting people in rebuilding livelihoods, after a period in which these have been partially
or completely destroyed. Whilst relief may help to preserve livelihoods, in Mozambique,
food aid to the displaced has very often been given to people whose livelihoods have been
wrecked. Indeed, one of the chief characteristics of the emergency in Mozambique is that
people have been brought together at places where there is virtually no economy.

Wilson notes that in Mozambique food aid can allow people in this position to spend
maximum time clearing the limited new fields that they have, rather than trying to secure
subsistence by other means. Food aid could also provide people with the time to make
things, and the cash to buy them. Clearly, displaced people in newly-accessible areas of
Mozambique need agricultural inputs as well as emergency food aid.

The use of food aid by Oxfam for restocking after drought in Red Sea Hills in the mid-
1980s offers another example of food aid being used to revive an economy.

5.8 Relief and levels of violence

Relief operations are commonly portrayed as constrained by civil wars. Yet relief can also
affect levels of violence in a given society, as well as being affected by them. There is some
evidence of a link between receipt of relief and diminution of raiding among the
Karamajon of Uganda. Raiding on southern Sudanese by pastoralists in southern Darfur
and southern Kordofan can be traced, in part, to the raiders' impoverishment and loss of
livestock in earlier, largely unrelieved famines. John Seaman suggests that relief grain
in the Ogaden may offer a means of preventing renewed violence.

An interesting example of how relief can reduce the incidence of violence is provided
by the cattle-vaccination programme undertaken by Oxfam in association with a local
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NGO among the Mundari of Equatoria, southern Sudan. Such programmes, according to B
some accounts, were more highly prized by the Dinka than food aid. The benefits went
beyond cattle health, as Almond observed: _

Oxfam's paravet programme ensured that even though government services had
broken down in the rural areas, vaccinations against Rinderpest and some drugs were
available. It was made clear to all sides in the project area by local chiefs that fighting I
would prevent the vaccinations and other remedial work from going ahead. Since most ™
of the tribes in the area depended on their livestock, they realised that it would be
foolish to jeopardise their own survival. Traditional power structures re-asserted B
themselves and hostilities in the nrniert area have been prent.lv reHiireH rmrmareH tn »•themselves and hostilities in the project area have been greatly reduced compared to
elsewhere.

5.9 Morale
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Drawing on his experience of war and food crises in Mozambique, Wilson notes that food •
aid often prevented aspects of social breakdown, helping to maintain people's belief that B
they constituted a part of a community and that the government was willing and able to
look after them. m

It seems likely that psychological states can influence susceptibility to disease and |
death. For example, it may be the case that people with a clear purpose and a strong
sense of self-worth can survive particularly long periods without food. Irish hunger am
strikers have survived for long periods without food. One survived 72 days. An Oxfam B
worker, with many years of experience of emergency situations, concludes from his
experiences that emergency relief operations make a vital contribution by assuring the _
'victims' of famine that they are valued by the outside world. He goes on: 'It is the belief I
that the food is coming that keeps people alive rather than the food itself.' While it is
very difficult to test this proposition scientifically, it seems possible that relief can play
a vital role in this way. I

5.10 Relief as a threat to survival strategies

Finally, it is also important to consider ways in which provision of food aid may •
undermine survival strategies. Possible disincentive effects on food production have been
touched upon. Provision of emergency relief may have undesirable side-effects, and may I
actually interfere with survival strategies in certain circumstances. For example, if B
provision of relief encourages migration to relief camps, it may expose people to
exhausting journeys, it may take them away from economically-productive activities, and •
it may expose them to a variety of health risks associated with unusual concentrations B
of people and animals (de Waal).

In Zambezia, Mozambique, it was largely the combined actions of Renamo and Frelimo •
that led to large populations being confined to government-held towns. It would be B
difficult to criticise emergency food distributions for having created this demographic
pattern. In other contexts, distribution of food in relief camps has probably played a part m
in attracting people from their home areas. That said, there is evidence that people try |
to combine receipt of relief with pursuing their normal livelihoods, wherever possible. In
Darfur, in 1984-85, people would desert relief camps during the rains, when they returned M
home to plant their fields. Sometimes, families may split up in order to combine receipt fl
of relief with normal productive activities. More often than not, relief gives people an
additional option, rather than crudely determining their behaviour. _
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5.11 Understanding survival strategies

Assisting survival strategies demands a detailed knowledge of local economies, and is
intellectually much more demanding than doling out food. There is a pressing need to take
local knowledge seriously, as well as to make proper use of existing written materials and
conducting further research. Although some work has been conducted on survival
strategies, good detailed studies are fairly rare. On the other hand, virtually everything
that has ever been written about economic behaviour in poor countries is in some sense
relevant to an understanding of survival strategies. This existing knowledge needs to be
properly tapped.

5.12 Countering the idea that relief is unnecessary

It may be more helpful to criticise the content and timeliness of relief operations than
their existence. A cursory reference to 'survival strategies' runs the risk of implying that
relief is unnecessary. By contrast, a close examination of survival strategies is likely to
reveal a number of ways in which people can be helped.

Countering Western stereotypes that equate famine only with mortality and mass
migration, and highlighting the suffering, and damage to long-term food security that
arise from many 'survival strategies', will be important. Informing the public about these
issues is likely to make it easier in future to undertake and gain public support for relief
operations which are explicitly aimed at more than saving lives. To this end, Oxfam needs
to publicise the 'costs' of survival strategies. The 'green angle' — highlighting the ways
in which effective relief can prevent degradation of the environment — appears a
particularly promising one. Migration, it should be stressed, is not a sign of impending
famine; rather, it is a clear indication that other responses have failed. In the meantime,
given that many people are likely to equate famine with mortality for some time to come,
it is important that agencies redouble efforts to carry out mortality surveillance,
particularly in villages where deaths may be relatively 'invisible', in order to provide
valuable 'ammunition' against those who wish to insist that crises have been exaggerated.

The developmental benefits of relief also require careful thought. It has become
fashionable to talk about switching resources from relief to development as soon as
possible. And certainly, throwing grain after successive famines can seem a rather
dispiriting, even ultimately pointless exercise. However, it is possible that one of the best
ways to promote development is to prevent (or at least ameliorate) the periodic shocks to
African economies that erode people's productive resources and degrade the natural
environment. The best way to do this may be through effective emergency relief of a kind
that takes people's survival strategies into account. It seems quite possible that, if rural
people can be protected from these setbacks, then increases in living standards will follow
as a result of their own efforts and initiatives. A contrary current of opinion at the
moment comes close to the view that, while agencies concentrate on helping people with
'development', rural people can be left to themselves during emergencies, because of the
strength of their 'survival strategies'. This paper suggests that this is rather a dangerous
and unhelpful view, not only because of the immediate suffering it may entail but also
because of the likely damage to long-term developmental goals. Indeed, one of the best
ways of moving forward may be by assisting rural people's own efforts to prevent
themselves, during a famine, from slipping backwards.
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