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Introduction

Food security is defined as lasting access to the food that a person needs to be in good health and lead a normal, active life
. This definition, however, lacks the important aspect of a community’s self-governance of its food supply. Strategies that ensure the population’s food sovereignty will in the long run help prevent famines when climatic factors and other plagues hit already vulnerable regions.

Although there have been food shortages in the past, Cameroon (‘Africa in miniature’) is considered self sufficient in terms of food resources.  For the past several months, however, once again national and international media have been expressing concern over the critical nutritional situation that is taking place in the Northern provinces of Cameroon, principally in the Extreme North province
.  The different reports and analyses of the situation are truly alarming, and for the most part assert that if nothing is done in regards to this emergency, we will soon be speaking of a famine in the region.  

This is not the first time this phenomenon has occurred in the Northern part of Cameroon.  In fact, in the Extreme North, the most populated but also poorest province in Cameroon, food crises are a recurrent problem for rural populations.  The years 1972, 1985, 1994 and 1998, for instance, were very difficult from a nutritional standpoint.  According to the World Food Program, for the current year 2005, the most recent rural harvest registered a deficit of 200,000 tons of grain compared to the previous year. This year’s production will only be able to cover 36% of the needs of the Logone and Chari departments, which according to the media would be the areas the most affected by the situation.  In other regions, not more than 70% of needs will be met
. The consequence is that the price of cereals has increased by an average of 20% between March 2004 and March 2005, and by more than 50% in other regions. The Cameroonian government has called for international aid. 

Informed about the situation, RELUFA immediately contacted its partners in the US, notably the Presbyterian Disaster Assistance (PDA), a program within the PCUSA, which responds to emergency situations. An ad hoc group comprised of network member organizations operating in the Northern region and in the fertile South-West province was formed, in order to reflect on the most appropriate course of action for RELUFA, if the network decided to become engaged in the problem and bring its support to populations touched by the hunger. Finally, in addition to the documentation that was collected on the subject, a mission on the ground took place, with the objectives of collecting important information about the situation on the ground, to identify the actual needs of the populations, to familiarize itself with the different actors working on the situation, and in this way to be able to contribute to the reflections within RELUFA on the best approach for the network’s eventual program.  The team sent on this mission consisted of Birou Ruben Mbima, member of ACD-Sahel, and Valéry Nodem, RELUFA coordinator.  The mission took place from 2 to 7 May 2005 in the North and Extreme North provinces.  The activities in these two provinces will be compiled here, with other information to present the situation in a larger perspective.  

In addition to capitalizing on information collected during the field mission, this document serves as a global study of all the information RELUFA has collected on the subject, from articles, reports, studies, and all other documentation. It tries to put together its own analyses and recommendations with those from other sources.  It will present in the first section the problems and situation on the ground.  The second section will be an overview of the various responses to the problem, and the third section will be a review of the principal actors working on this question and the different approaches they use.  Finally, several initial recommendations will be formulated, which will potentially act as guides to RELUFA on its actions on the question of food sovereignty in Northern Cameroon.  

I- The situation on the ground

The reports and declarations of the government, as well as the media have not ceased to claim in recent months that the food security situation in the year 2005 has been very serious in the Extreme North province, particularly in the Logone and Chari division.  The risk of a consequent famine is described as extremely elevated in this region.  The minister of Agriculture and Rural Development himself recently stated to the media that ‘The food security situation is precarious in the Extreme North province in general, especially worrying in Logone and Chari, and the region of Darrack is the most affected.
’… and ‘We are leading ourselves unwittingly towards a very strained nutritional situation.’ The current situation can be explained by poor distribution of rain throughout the Extreme North province, which caused a considerable reduction in arable land.  According to the minister, the province received throughout the year 2004 635.6 mm of rain in 43 days, in contrast to 2003’s 831.2 mm of rain in 49 days. Additionally, some time after these governmental declarations, and while the government and World Food Program were already organizing aid, another well known and feared threat arose: the invasion of locusts, with the planting season on the horizon.  

During the mission of RELUFA’s team to the region, discussions with other people and organizations working on the ground confirmed the fact that the nutritional situation in the Extreme North was indeed seriously disturbed this year, but also that this fragility threatens the equilibrium of other provinces, notably the North and Adamaoua provinces.  Additionally, certain subdivisions close to Darrack would also be very affected and even more than other entire divisions in the Extreme North province.

It seems clear, then, that the threat of a famine is once again very strong in the Northern reaches of Cameroon, and it will quickly grab hold if nothing is done.  In general ‘the action of the authorities come mostly after the facts and concentrates on the distribution of emergency aid
’…The administration has intervened with emergency alimentary assistance, but until this day there exists no operating mechanism for preventing such crises.  In relation to the situation elsewhere, the government has promised to send 2000 tons of cereals in the next shipment to affected regions. As soon as it was called in to help, WFP organized a mission to evaluate the emergency, and decided to send 870 tons of corn to Makary, Goulfey and Hilé Alifa. 

For RELUFA, who is looking for long-term strategic solutions to problems of hunger, poverty and economic, social, and environmental injustice, it is fundamental to thoroughly understand the causes of the famine situation, which has been prevalent in the region. In that way the network will be able to better fight the roots of the problem, once it engages, rather than resolving only the visual problems that will arise with any late response.  

For lack of viable statistics, most arguments brought forward in this report to explain the current food shortages, are based on own observations and conclusions rather than on rigorous analysis.  From discussions with our partners in the North (FOSAL had gathered several other organizations), and with the staff of a number of other organizations brought together by RELUFA during the visit, as well as various expert reports RELUFA has identified some of the causes, as well as their impact on the lives of rural populations affected by this situation. 

A° Causes of food insecurity in the Extreme North of Cameroon

Not all causes addressed here are necessarily the most important in the critical situation of Northern Cameroon.  Some have directly led to the current situation, while others are more distantly related or episodic in nature.  In any case, at various points in time they have each in their way exacerbated the critical alimentary situation in the North.

1- Drought / weak rains / irregular rains / climatic instability 

The rainy season this year registered 209.2 mm less rainfall than the provincial average, affecting all divisions in the province. The months of August to September received less rain than usual, which did not permit the soil to become moist. As a consequence a disastrous situation developed around the dry season sorghum. Additionally, the hot temperatures in the month of December had a negative impact on production. According to most observers, the sustainable solution to cyclical threats of famine in the North would be to make the best of surface water as well as water from deeper sources.  

2- Family problems

During the harvest in September and October, farmers are obliged to sell their crops at low prices in order to compete with all of the other vendors.  They need money to be able to meet their basic needs, prepare their children for the new school year, hold their religious and traditional ceremonies, maintain family health, etc.  Since these prices are so low, speculators come to stock up on crops in order to resell for higher prices during the difficult season. (July, August, September)

3- Problems with organization in the management of harvests / lack of anticipation   

According to a report from network member organization TERDEL, and confirmed by many other organizations, ‘Cultural practices of certain local communities often drive the waste of cereal foods, and these practices expose populations to famine even when the harvests are good
’. 

4- Loss of soil fertility

This seems to be a major problem.  95.7% of families in Mayo Sava, 86.7 % of families in Mayo-Tsanaga and 54% of families in Mayo-Louti estimate that the soils they are using are not fertile
. This problem also includes a technical aspect that is often not addressed by villagers: how can the best production be achieved? How can arable land be maintained to give the best harvest? 

5- Usurers, speculators, and price fluctuations 

There are businessmen who go back and forth between the villages during the harvest time, to buy up food supplies at a low price. They then re-sell the cereals against a high price during the periods of food deficiencies, or export it to neighbouring countries (Chad, Nigeria, CAR, and even Libya). These businessmen are often blamed as being the principal cause of grain price fluctuations. 

Speaking about fluctuating prices, these are very often the consequence of the practices by usurers. The government instituted in 1973 a cereal agency, a service that deals with national food security.  This office is supposed to sustain grain markets during difficult periods from stocks constituted during good harvest years.  The office’s style of functioning, its effective clients, and its regulations do not seem to be well understood or integrated by the various actors (populations and NGOs) working around the question of food security. 

6- Insects and granivorous bird attacks, and destruction by elephant herds

In other years when the food situation was precarious, crickets and granivorous birds were pointed out as main causes.  Elephants were also blamed, coming in herds and plowing through hectares of crops. 

Very recently, while food aid from the government and WFP had already commenced, local and international media decried the fact that grasshoppers have posed a serious threat for the current planting season.
  Since 8 May 2005, pilgrim locusts have been noted in all divisions of the Extreme North.  Their presence has only contributed to the already difficult situation in this province. 

7- Carjackers 

When carjackers are not successful in their ambushes of travellers, they hurl to the villages and strip them of anything valuable.  In a good number of cases, after pillaging the village, they burned everything, including family and community grain cellars. This has plunged certain areas into unprecedented misery.  The most well-known example was a few years ago in Koza II.

8- Drastic reduction in raising livestock

Due to rising poverty, this activity is becoming increasingly expensive for poor farmers.  Additionally, livestock diseases affect 48 % of villages in the Extreme North that participated in a survey, and 41% of villages in the Northern Province
. Also, during the season of food scarcity, farmers sell off their livestock in order to feed their families.  As an expensive and unproductive activity, it is more and more abandoned by the rural population.  

9- Lack of consistent monitoring organs to follow the situation

The different approaches to fight for food security in the Extreme North and North provinces have found mixed results.  The interventions of the State are selective and don’t touch on prevention, those of populations are weak and insufficient. Several associations, NGOs and churches for who the first experience didn’t work are currently researching financing partners to help them recommence their activities.  Only a few organizations seem to be in touch with the situation and working effectively on the question. 

10- Production of ‘Bil bil’

Bil bil is a locally-made and consumed fermented drink that is cheap and has a high alcohol content. Its production takes significant amounts of corn, and many think that this activity, added to those of the Cameroonian bottling company, drain and consequently waste large quantities of cereal grains.  

11- High birth rate

“The bed of the poor is fertile”, according to a local saying.  Despite poverty, the idea of family planning does not seem to have produced results in the region.  The average number of children per household is 7.
 During the months of food scarcity, it is especially difficult to manage such a large family.  

 12- Isolation of villages 

The principal causes for village to be isolated are the rains, the lack of roads, and strong relief of the terrain.  During certain periods, notably the end of July through mid-September, the regular rains cause flooding, which make it difficult or impossible to access certain villages.  These rains leave small bridges and roads impassable
. 

B- The impact of the difficult nutritional situation on the lives of populations 

The principal consequence of this situation is poverty and vulnerability.  Entire families have changed their diets, and in certain regions, they are taking only one meal per day. For example, this story from the Cameroon Tribune
: ‘At Choloba, a town in the district of Goulfey, about 40km from Kousséri, live 40 households. Abouna Abdelkadr, 63 years, has 22 people to feed, including 2 wives, 13 kids and 7 grand children, all his responsibility. The sole meal of the day takes place at 6:30pm.  In order to deal with the situation, Abouna sold all of his livestock.  The children go to school only when they have eaten.  The rest of the time they look for wood to boil the pot.’ This situation brings about chronic malnutrition in children. 

Another notable consequence is the inflation on the grain market.  This has been in the order of 40-50% in Logone and Chari, and about 20% in the rest of the province.  Actually, quite often speculators maintain the food shortages, and market the stocks they’ve in the meantime built up at exorbitant prices during the period of scarcity.  

Thanks to certain initiatives like the one of WFP and its school canteen project, many children can have a midday meal at school, and girls who are enrolled in the three last years of the first cycle benefit from dry rations, including a bag of rice or corn each trimester.  But on a day-to-day basis, how are families organizing themselves to deal with this problem? 

C- Survival strategies of households

Here we will examine coping mechanisms used by people affected by famine to get out of the crisis situations. We base this principally on results of a recent study by WFP in 2004. 

1) Selling of animals 

To deal with food insecurity during the difficult period, people are obliged to sell part of their livestock. The most commonly sold livestock are: poultry, sheep, goats, and cows, respectively. The revenues from these sales do not only serve to cover food expenses, but also to meet other basic needs like health, education, and ceremonies.  

2) Consumption of less appreciated foods 

In difficult time, people are forced to be flexible about their eating habits, and often consume food that is both less expensive and less nutritious. 

3) Reduction in number of meals per day

This constitutes a common practice during the period of food shortages. Normally, for instance, the number of meals per individual is equal or greater than 3, in contrast to maximally 2 and sometimes only 1 during the period of food deficiency.
4) Parental self-sacrifice

The reduction in number of meals for the parents so the children have more is an expression of their self-sacrifice. This attitude is much more pronounced with mothers who have young children, especially children that were recently weaned. 

5) Loans (food, money) and exchanges

Very often, people who don’t have any food in store solicit loans in either money or food. In other cases, when the food aid is not appropriate in relation to alimentary habits of the household, the latter exchanges the donation against another type of better appreciated food.  Certain people simply sell their donated foodstuff.   

6) External financial aid and mutual support

In certain cases, the survival of a household is assured by the financial success of family members living outside the village (brothers, sisters or children living in cities).  There exists also mutual aid among households, and gifts in food are generally offered to the most needy. 

7) Management of stocks

An average of 64% of a household’s harvest is stocked for storage, although 77.9% of the surveyed families declared that no storage structure existed in their village.  According to the same study, 86.4% of households took a positive stance on storing their harvests in a community granary, if one was eventually constructed. They showed a willingness to contribute financially or materially for its construction.  In the majority of surveyed households, there are 2 kinds of storage. The first is the family granary that is exclusively managed by the head of household. It is well supplied, and the wife has no control over it. This granary is for the daily meals and it is the man who takes out each day the quantity of food to be prepared.  The second kind of granary is the woman’s cellar, where she keeps the harvest from her own small farming activities. 

Given this critical food situation, it is interesting to see how the different parties involved in the issue have responded, including the State, civil society and the local communities themselves. 

II- Different responses to the problem of food insecurity

We will highlight the reactions of respectively the State, of civil society (NGOs, churches) and of the local communities themselves. 

A- The response of the State

Up until now, public action has been based on the conviction that to assure food security in the Extreme North one must fight against disasters, modernize agriculture, and furnish food assistance from stocks managed by the state. Or, La régulation des marchés céréaliers grâce à des stocks nationaux de sécurité qui ont constitué un peu partout ailleurs l’ossature des politiques alimentaires, est restée inopérante dans le Nord Cameroun.
 This,while anywhere else national stocks have constituted a framework for food policies and regulated the cereal market prices, this control system has remained dysfunctional in Northern Cameroon.
 Additionally, when talking about modernizing agriculture in the North, this is often understood in terms of extending irrigated surfaces, without taking into account run-down surfaces of the existing plots.  Lastly, the efficiency of the struggle against disasters is linked to the functioning of phytosanitary services, which generally are insufficient or applied too late.  In general, however, the State has always manifested its presence in the form of emergency food aid, thus responding to the needs of the moment, without preventing the recurrence in the future. 

The imprecision of agricultural statistics makes it difficult to evaluate situations and to make decisions.  The quantities distributed by the government do not measure up against the actual deficits, and the misappropriation of aid happens at numerous levels. The aid is thus transformed into a publicity tool for the government and local elites, made possible by external funding. “Hope for political gains makes the idea of a vulnerable zone not accepted: one must serve the greatest number, no matter the gravity of the famine, to obtain maximum effects on ‘electoral recognition’.”
 

It is important to stand still for a moment by the structure created by the Cameroonian state the day after the very serious food crisis of 1973: the Cereal Office.  This organization has the mission of regulating the cereal market.  Its intervention is based on a balancing mechanism between the years, designed to support cereal markets during years of food crisis from the stocks built up during the years of excess.  The praiseworthy principle of that regulation ran into an implementation defiled by management irregularities, and led to the departure of most aid agencies over the last decade
. Embezzlements and vote-catching have harmed the credibility of this organ, which owes its maintenance to its indispensable character of a mechanism for emergency assistance in the case of exceptional famine. 

Thankfully, to counter these difficulties, international donors turn to well-established local NGOs that operate on the ground and that are able to precisely target the population groups responsibly manage the distribution. 

B- The response of civil society

These are mainly NGO’s, churches, associations, economic interest groups (EIG), etc. Faced with the failure of the State’s initiatives most have developed with their target groups in the villages storage mechanisms through community granaries. This system for storing cereals in the village has come from listening to farmers and observing their indebtedness, as they have to sell their commodities at low prices during the harvest period, in order to reimburse the debts they contracted at the beginning of the planting season.  These granaries are mostly initiated and funded by grassroots groups of cotton producers. They primarily serve to better ensure food security by having a storage place nearby, and to push for better remuneration for farmers who release their grain surpluses. Unfortunately, some of the approaches have not always produced the expected results. The ones that have been successful are particularly those that are based on a system of building up a savings of cereals rather than on the free distribution of food. To the contrary, those that have concentrated on the free distribution have nearly all resulted in the depletion of stocks until they no longer function. 
In brief, the approach that currently produces the best results is the self-financing of cooperative granaries.  TERDEL GIE is the organization that is using this strategy for the moment. The mechanism is defined as follows: ‘At the harvest, several producers decide to put together a part of their grain production. The group, of which these farmers are the members, buys the stocked cereals for a price that is slightly lower than the market price. The stock is kept till the time when prices hike on the market and the group members decide to open the granary. There are two options for the member: if his household has a shortage of sorghum, he reimburses the advance he got from the group, with a surcharge on the costs for the storage and then returns home with his sorghum; in the other case, the group sells the stock on the market or to a merchant, takes back what it had advanced and then gives back to the member the profits made by this operation. »
. The stock consists primarily of muskuwaari (counter-seasonal sorghum), of which the low water content makes it suitable for conservation. It further consists of sorghum grown in the rainy season, corn, or rice. 

B- The response of peasants

Faced with shortages, producers do not stay inert. They develop a series of strategies to anticipate and deal with the effects of the food crisis.  A very common strategy is the immigration towards the North province, where land is still available and rainfall more favourable. Each year this causes tension between migrating farmers, hunters and itinerant livestock herders.
 Certain plants are used each year by at least a part of the population, and others are only consumed in times when scarcity is the most severe. Furthermore, the extension of the cultivation of muskuwaari is among the many responses to the increased food needs. It ensures the spreading of the risks and the farming calendar. 
 Cultivating muskuwaari, however, requires considerable manual labor. In most cases the farmers enter into debts with brokers or traditional chiefs to be able to plant again in time, or they resell against a low price the livestock they had bought only a few months earlier. At harvest time they reimburse in kind, or they are obliged to sell their sorghum at a low price. This is when in general merchants take advantage of the situation and stock up on the produce, only to sell it off once the prices have increased. Certain local commercial activities (like brewing alcohol, husbandry, etc) that are often managed by women furnish monetary revenues and are partly used to meet a minimum of alimentary needs. In all, the development of tuber plants and the rapid expansion of the cultivation of dry-season sorghum, which is spectacular in the Extreme North, are probably the most pertinent responses to the increased food needs 

III-     Different actors and different approaches

During the trip of the RELUFA delegation, several institutions were visited, and it seems important to present the main ones, their mode of operations and the approaches they use in their fight for food security, as well as their successes and failures. 

TERDEL GIE (Territorial and Local Development)
TERDEL became engaged in the question of food security when it noticed that most producers were obliged to set aside a part of the income from their economic activity when they start cultivating karal (another type of sorghum), particularly to pay for the manual labour. And so, every year, animals are sold at a very low price, and the farmers can only get together again a herd of livestock at harvest time, when the animals are re-sold at a high price. This makes it difficult for them to accumulate and invest their money in other economic activities, tools or materials. This practice of annual reconstitution of livestock, and the debt caused by the purchase represents another obstacle of the population’s development, and at the same time it obliges them to consistently ask for help and credits. 
TERDEL’s program with community granaries is for the moment the most innovative and most fruitful, and has been described above. Begun in 1996, this operation dealt with 424 sacks of 100kg in 1996, and has gone up to 1773 sacks in 2000.  The operation is mostly financed by community base groups of cotton farmers. This is one of the limiting factors of the entire program, since these village groups use more and more their funds for agricultural tools and other development activities.  In consequence, the available funds are generally insufficient.  In order to organize food producers TERDEL encourages the organization of farmers into associations, which are called APROSTOC (Association of Producers-Stockers of Cereals). Such association is established on the division or district level and has a legal status.  The members of an APROSTOC are the village groups engaged in storing cereals.
 The financial resources of an APROSTOC come from the annual contributions of its members and from the taxes charged for each sack stocked.  

TERDEL has tried several approaches for the management of community granaries, and is opposed to programs that distribute food for free, programs which according to TERDEL’s leadership, are not sustainable and keep the beneficiaries in an eternally needy state.  The main recurrent problem in the execution of TERDEL’s work is the lack of funds for the operating costs by participating local communities.  The system is relatively new (1996-1997), and revolutionizes pre-existing systems.  The granaries are not open to the public, but just to members of the association of producers, which prevents usurers and speculators from buying up their own supplies. In most cases, if a member doesn’t want to take his stock back, it can be sold to other members of the community who are not part of the association, but still at a lower price than the market price. This model of storing uses management documents, among others deposit slips and sale slips, a complete list of names of members, the quantities and varieties of cereals, and finally a list of rules and regulations drawn up by the group with the support of the promoting organization. At this moment, TERDEL has helped establish about 300 community granaries in the North and Extreme North Provinces and provides follow-up activities to support the village groups in the management of the system.  Given the current emerging situation in these provinces, the organization signed a contract with the government and WFP to construct 300 more granaries.  

CDD (Diocesan Development Committee)

Better known under the name CODASC (Diocesan Committee for Charitable and Social Activities) in other villages, the Maroua branch prefers to keep the original name of CDD.  Each diocese has its own CDD. In partnership with SAILD, GTZ, MINADER, SNV, and INADES, CDD is active on questions of improving agricultural production and small-scale animal husbandry, harvest management, village water management, migrations and land disputes. Each parish has a CPH (Committee for Human Promotion), which reflects with the groups, accompanies them in their activities and coordinates development activities in the Parrish.  The CPH of Maroua is the organ that works on the stocking of cereal grains. Most CPHs have at least one community granary, and there exist for the moment 120 community granaries within the Diocese.  The idea is to avoid free distribution, because to perpetuate food security, one must loan.  

The CDD started its program of village-based storage at the beginning of the harvest in 98/99. Its approach is based on 2 systems of stocking: 

· Start-up “subsidies” of its operations

· Group storage
Concerning the subsidy for operating costs, CDD gave the CPH a grant for a stock of cereals. These cereals are kept at the parish store, and serve as guarantee stock for the rural population in the area covered by the parish. At the time of food shortages families address their request for credit in the form of cereals directly to the CPH. The cereals are released as a loan, to be repaid in kind at the next harvest period. When the stocks of the parish are not finished, the remaining quantity is sold at the market at the regular price to sabotage the exploitation by the usureres.

During the agricultural period 2003-2004, the CDD has assisted 1036 groups of which 123 are community base groups. It has stored 1604 tons in about 116granaries. Group storage or community granaries involve organized groups of between 5-15 farmers. Stocking takes place in the parish and each group pays the storage costs on the basis of the number of bags put in storage. In this type of operation, the members of the group decide in general on the unit quantity for the cereal in the form of shares to be stored per person, and the group leader is responsible for monitoring the shop’s stocks. After the store closes, the grains are stored until the moment when CPH announces the date for its reopening, he has the possibility of taking his stock out as a loan to be repaid in kind, 1 sack paid back against 1 and 1/8 or against 1 and ¼ sack, depending on the procedures followed.  

The CPH storage program is purely social in its mission.  The start-up funds for the operations were released by CDD in the form of a solidarity fund, which allows the constant renewal of stocks through the credit and repayment system. The CDD storage model uses management forms as well as a document that describes the internal rules and regulations.  It has several advantages: it essentially serves to guarantee food sovereignty for the rural populations; its originality lays in the fact that in certain cases, the peasants are able to mobilize stocks without external financial support. This form of storage integrates women in all links of the chain within this system. 

The downside of this system is that it is only explained and promoted in parishes, which makes only a part of the provincial population benefit. Further, by having the granaries built and the start-up funds provided for them it is feared that it may take away initiatives of the farmers themselves, since they know that either way they will get what they need. Also, this new form of savings is not yet well integrated into the habits and lifestyles of the peasants. 

CDD thinks that the real solution to the problem of hunger in the North lays at the national level, and depends for a great deal on political will.  Many countries receiving less rain than Cameroon (Senegal, northern Nigeria) fare better than Cameroon, because they develop preventative solutions and improve their agricultural techniques, etc. Cameroon’s agricultural policies seem to be very weak.  This solution must also integrate a better approach to the question of land ownership.  Awareness-building and workshops are very important, and need to take place at all levels. 

SAILD (Service to Support Local Development Initiatives) MAROUA

The question of food security figures among the central objectives of the SAILD office in the Extreme North, which began working on community granaries following the famine of 1988.  That year, SAILD was called by farmer’s organizations, and in turn it called the director of a Swiss development and cooperation society who accepted to finance a project of more than 200,000,000 CFA in 1992 and 400,000,000 in 1994.  These funds were designated to the construction of storage buildings and to the purchase of grains on local markets, while the target population was owner of the store as well as of the cereals. The system can be described as follows: groups supported by SAILD received a store full of grains, with a value between 8,000,000 CFA for the smallest and 25,000,000 for the largest stores.  A management committee was elected to manage the granaries.  At the start of the difficult season, the group distributed grains in the form of credits repayable in kind at the next harvest time.  But after the first stocking campaign, the program has had difficulties renewing itself, as the loan repayments were irregular. In other groups, the program was ruined because of misappropriation by management committees, which operated for their own accounts.  

The director of the Maroua branch confided to RELUFA’s team that at SAILD, they now believe that free distribution of grains does not resolve problems, and have subsequently engaged in constructing community granaries in Mayo Kani and Mayo Danay.  There they have constructed 45 granaries with different capacities, depending on the number of people involved.  The managers of these granaries have been trained on how to manage and replenish the stocks.  In the support contract that SAILD Maroua established with its foreign partners, the question was raised whether after a certain length of time, the local populations should manage the program themselves. This turned out to be a mistake because the lack of periodic monitoring trips on the ground has resulted in irresponsible management of stocks and the failure of granaries in all but 2 localities.  

In 2004, SAILD monitored 33 unions of Community Initiative Grooups (GIC), theoretically covering 5 out of 6 divisions in the Extreme North province.  Given the current difficulties there, SAILD Maroua was contacted by WFP to prepare emergency operations in Logone and Chari.

The difficulties encountered by this organization on the ground have mostly been the non-repayment of grains or money by members and the impossibility of creating stocks in the case of a bad harvest. 

As a proposed solution, the head of the branch in Maroua thinks the State should take charge of the situation and standardize irrigation systems in the region. 

UEBC MAROUA (Union of Baptist Churches in Camerooon)

After the famine of 1992, UEBC of Maroua became engaged in the problem of food security, pushed by the idea that Evangelism cannot thrive and spread in an environment where people are pre-occupied with the lack of food; consequently, Evangelism must accompany social work, notably provide food aid to populations during the difficult season. This church had asked for food aid and funds in 1984, to bring support to the populations, which suffered greatly from famine that year. The UEBC received 8,000,000 CFA from the European Baptist Mission (MBE), which helped the church to buy grains and distribute it for free to church members and other people in need during the difficult period. Next, leaders of the church thought of developing a “revolving” stock, i.e. to turn the cereals bought with the donations of 1984, into a credit during the difficult time, to have it paid back again in kind at harvest time. External aid became very irregular. A few years later, the stocks could no longer be renewed because of partial or no repayments.

And so, since 1987 management committees for the community granaries have been put in place in each district, with as main task to renew the stock each year.  Meanwhile, the church has continued to encourage peasants to save stocks themselves.  Distribution days were set and publicized, and other member churches sent sacks to the base in Maroua for distribution while local distribution continued.  Nowadays, the stocks are drained, and the granaries, at least in Maroua, are almost empty. The church is looking for partners to help re-launch its program.  

GIE OPCC (Organization of Cotton Producers in Cameroon), Mokong branch 

GIE OPCC is a union of 48 Community base groups (GIC’s) and Abdullaye is its leader. At least 45 of the GIC’s have community granaries.  Practically all peasants who are member cultivate cotton, sorghum and food crops, all at the same time.  The organization, which is also followed by TERDEL, uses at this moment an approach similar to TERDEL, but gives sometimes grain for free to pregnant women or women who are too old to work.  Abdoulaye has been in Mali, Benin and Burkina Faso on invitation from an organization working on the question of cotton, to discuss the mobilization of African states to stand up against American subsidies on cotton.  Unfortunately, OPCC is still a rather weak organization to be able to truly push the question of cotton, because it heavily relies on the services of SODECOTON, a parastatal company, which does not take to heart the peasant’s interests. 

Dr Djao Maitoka Rebecca

As leader of the project SOEVEN (Support for orphans and vulnerable children) of CARE International in Maroua, she has experience with granaries in the middle of the urban center of Maroua, and even with UEBC.  Several Baptist women groups received financial support from the Social Department of FEMEC for a small granary pilot project in Maroua. In its work with AIDS orphans, CARE saw their nutritional needs and decided to focus on their problems.  Today the organization has found funds, and is leading a census of children who are really suffering from hunger and poverty. 
On the basis of all of this information, how should RELUFA organize itself if it were to get involved in a food aid programme for population groups in the Extreme North of Cameroon? What preliminary actions would be necessary to assure that the network does not make the same mistakes that have caused the failure of other programs in the region?

IV- SOME GENERAL RECOMMENDATIONS 

Some are general; others are more specific. 

A- General recommendations 

1° Increasing the number and use of community granaries

The first recommendation would be to increase the number and use of community granaries in the Extreme North. For the action to be effective, it would be judicious, to find for each created granary project start up funds to be able to begin its own activities.  The main constraint met by most organizations working on the question of food security in the Far North is the gathering of working capital, even in places that are very interested in the idea of a granary.  Actually, even if this is a very fruitful approach, the major constraint that surrounds it and keeps it from optimal success is the insufficiency of financial resources among the cotton farmers. Only 25% of the group members have access to self-financing storage systems, and an important part of cereal production is always sold at the harvest.  Thus, additional funds are indispensable to strengthen the ability of these groups to buy up grain. 

2° Training and advise for farmers to strengthen their decision-making capacities

One of the training sessions could be about the basics of management (food security, management of funds and a program on how to forecast the outcome of any given agricultural season. This training will help the farmers to cover the food needs of their families throughout the year, which in its turn will help them determine precisely their needs and their resources. It will also makes them also familiare with technical and economic analysis, i.e. introduce them to economic calculations by keeping revenue-expenses accounts for each culture. 

B° Specific recommendations

1° On the necessity of putting our efforts on prevention  

Once more the Extreme North is threatened by famine, and the question that should guide all action in the region is to know why previously attempted approaches did not work. The answer is that the response has in most cases been late, i.e. when the disaster was already there and intervention was urgently needed.  To this day, despite all the past crises the region has known, there are no national strategies in place to prevent such crises.  The training programs for producers are very important: training in agricultural management, management of family revenues, management of stocks, etc. The main problems at the origin of this situation are known, and efforts should be geared towards preventing them to arise. 

2° On the approach to be taken

Of all of the approaches observed by the RELUFA team, the strategy that seems to produce the best results in the communities affected by hunger is the one used by TERDEL GIE, i.e. providing the farmers with enough money at harvest time to keep them from selling off all their produce.  In the difficult season, the same bags are returned to the same producers for the price they were originally paid to store it, with a modest charge for the storage. The advantage of this approach is that it gives more consideration and respect to producers, who can take charge of themselves and not depend solely on food aid.  But this approach also requires funds for the start up costs of the programme. On the other hand, RELUFA’s program being an emergency response, it should keep in mind that a considerable part of the population in the disaster-struck areas is economically inactive and truly in need (the elderly, pregnant women, handicapped people, the sick).

3° On the origin of the food to be distributed, and local dietary habits

As a general rule, the food used as food aid has many origins.  For example, it can come from:

· community granaries created by communities in other towns than those affected by the famine

· national or international food aid programs, which either import corn from abroad or find it locally in other areas that can produce more 

· the cereal office that constitutes its own stocks  and can make some available in difficult situations 

· other crops such as rice

But the discussions with the main actors met in the North and Extreme North provinces revealed that often, even in difficult situations, people are very suspicious of food coming from elsewhere, because of their dietary habits.  A few years ago, the population of a certain region in Extreme North, disregarded the corn sent by the government as emergency aid, because it tasted very different from the kind of corn they consume locally.  Also, rice is regarded in the region as “popcorn”, because it wouldn’t stay in the stomach like sorghum or corn
.  Several families who have received food aid that did not conform to their eating habits could be found in the market to exchange their food aid for local food.  The food choice seems to be directed towards muskuwaari and corn. 

4° On the villages that could benefit from pilot projects in food aid

One thing is clear: the government and the WFP have concentrated a good part of their intervention this year on the Logone and Chari division.  Almost 2000 tons of food have been sent there, and several hundreds of granaries will be constructed.  Even if it is true that these divisions are the most affected, it could be more judicious for RELUFA to concentrate its efforts on a few other departments in the Extreme North, and one division in the North Province. 
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