Drought May Affect 49 Million in Southern Africa
by MacDonald Dzirutwe
Feb. 15, 2016: Harare – As many as 49 million people in southern Africa could be affected by a drought that has been worsened by the most severe and longest El Niño weather pattern in 35 years, the United Nations World Food Program (WFP) said on Monday.
The WFP, which has already said 14 million people face hunger in the region, said the El Niño conditions had caused the lowest recorded rainfall between October and December since 1981.  The forecast for January to March indicated a high probability of below-normal rainfall in southern Africa.  This would result in one of the worst droughts on record, it added.
"It is estimated that 40 million rural people, and 9 million poor urban people, who live in drought-affected areas could be exposed," the WFP said in its latest report.
The drought has hit much of the region, including the maize belt in South Africa, the continent's most advanced economy and the top producer of the staple grain.  In Lesotho, Swaziland, Zambia and Zimbabwe, planting delayed by 2 months or more has severely impacted maize yields.  Malawi is experiencing its first maize deficit in a decade, pushing the price 73% higher than the December 2015 average.  In Mozambique, prices were 50% higher than last year.
The WFP said food production in Zimbabwe had fallen by half, compared to last year and maize was 53% more expensive.  Zimbabwe last week said it needed nearly $1.6 billion in aid to help pay for grain and other food after the drought.
El Niño events typically bring drier conditions to southern Africa and wetter ones to East Africa.  The dry, hot conditions are expected to persist until the start of the southern hemisphere autumn in April or May.
www.reuters.com/article/us-africa-drought-idUSKCN0VO1DG

