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Background 

 

During the 1980s, the “Permanent Inter-State Committee for Drought Control in the Sahel”(CILSS) and 
the “Club du Sahel” conducted an analysis and consultation process that resulted in the adoption of the 
Food Aid Charter in 1990 by CILSS member countries and the main donors of food aid to the Sahel. This 
tool inspired the London Food Aid Convention (1999) and foreshadowed the principles of the Paris 
Declaration on Aid Effectiveness (2005). It is a code of good conduct aimed at improving the co-
ordination of aid delivery to reduce its adverse effects and ultimately make obsolete the need for food 
aid.  
 
Food crises today are increasingly more complex and multidimensional than those of the past. The 
region’s population has doubled since the early 1980s and the proportion of urban dwellers has risen 
from 25% to nearly 50%. Free trade has generated a high degree of regional market interdependence. 
While food security previously depended primarily upon a country’s ability to produce its own food, it is 
now monetary income that largely determines access to food. The world market has a strong influence 
on the region’s markets in the context of a greatly changing institutional landscape. Decentralisation 
unlocked a door which local actors have pushed open in order to make their voices heard. Farmers’ 
organisations and NGOs have become crucial discussion partners for food security policy 
implementation. Regional organisations (ECOWAS, UEMOA and CILSS) are playing an evermore decisive 
role in food crisis prevention and management and the addition of new players such as Brazil, China and 
India, non-signatories to the Charter, have also changed the food security landscape. Within this 
context, it became clear that the Charter needed to be revised and updated. 
 
Between 2007 and 2011, under the auspices of ECOWAS, CILSS and the Sahel and West Africa Club 
Secretariat, conducted a consultation process involving all stakeholders. Together, they drew up a new 
Charter, entitled Charter for Food Crisis Prevention and Management. The revised Charter goes beyond 
its original text, evolving from co-ordinated food aid management towards a food crisis prevention and 
management tool advocating mutual responsibility. It also opens itself up to regional organisations and 
non-state actors, and expands its geographic coverage from the Sahel to all of West Africa. National 
consultations workshops were conducted in the 15 ECOWAS member countries, with the addition of 
Chad and Mauritania, complemented by experts’ meetings at the international level in order to ensure 
ownership by all stakeholders – government representatives, farmers’ organisations, civil society, 
private sector representatives, technical and financial partners. This draft version of the new Charter, 
submitted for examination by experts and for approval by Ministers, is the fruition of this extensive 
consultation process. 
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I. I. FOREWORD 
 
On 10 February 1990, upon a proposal made by the Food Crisis Prevention Network (RPCA), the member 
countries of the “Permanent Interstate Committee for Drought Control in the Sahel” (CILSS) and the donor 
members of the “Club du Sahel” adopted the Food Aid Charter. This code of good conduct intended to 
minimise the adverse effects of food aid and to ultimately phase-out the need for food aid. 
 
Building upon an inclusive and participative revision process conducted between 2007 and 2011, the 
revised Charter, renamed the Charter for Food Crisis Prevention and Management, was formally 
approved by Ministers of Agriculture on 16 September 2011 at a ministerial meeting held in Conakry 
(Guinea). 
 
The parties concerned: governments1, Intergovernmental organisations (IGOs), civil society organisations 
(CSOs)2; Technical and financial partners (TFPs) 3,  

 

Considering: 
 

1. That the right to food is included in the Universal Declaration of Human Rights (United Nations – 
1948) and in the International Covenant on Economic, Social and Cultural Rights which has been 
in force since 1976, and that it may be implemented more easily by recourse to the "Voluntary 
Guidelines to support the progressive realization of the right to adequate food in the context of 
national food security" approved by the FAO; 

2. That food security, as defined by the World Food Summit (1996), includes: (i) physical availability 
of food; (ii) economic and physical access to food; (iii) food utilization and; (iv) stability of the 
other three dimensions over time; 

3.  The commitment made by the international community at the World Food Summit (Rome - 1996) 
which was broadened by the United Nations General Assembly in its Millennium Declaration to 
commit to “Halve, between 1990 and 2015, the proportion of people whose income is less than 
USD 1 a day (...)" (MDG 1); 

4. The commitment of the member countries of ECOWAS, UEMOA and CILSS to foster regional 
integration through appropriate national/regional  agricultural and food security strategies; 
particularly by the establishment of  a customs union to facilitate free movement of food 
commodities within the region and a common trade policy; 

5. The aims of the ECOWAS Regional Agricultural Policy (ECOWAP), which are "guaranteeing food 
security and safe food for West Africa’s rural and urban populations, through initiatives to attain 
food sovereignty for the region, reducing the reliance on imports by giving priority to food 
production and food processing, by leveraging and exploiting complementarities and comparative 
advantages within the region" ( ECOWAS Summit of Heads of State and government, January 
2005); 

6. The aim of the Food Security Strategy Framework (FSSF), which is "to ensure access to adequate 
food for all Sahelians at all times so that they can live a healthy and active life by the year 2015" 
and to this end: "(i) to develop a sustainable, productive, diversified and integrated agriculture at 
regional level; (ii) to develop, facilitate commodity trade and integrate national markets in the 
sub-region; (iii) to improve the access of vulnerable groups and zones to food and basic social 

                                                      
1 The term ‘governments’ refers to the governments of the 17 countries (15 member countries of ECOWAS plus Mauritania and Chad). 
2 The term 'SCOs' includes farmers’ organisations, trade unions and employers’ federations, non-governmental organisations (NGOs), 

professional associations, charities, grassroots organisations, organisations that involve citizens in local and municipal life, the private 
sector, etc. 

3 TFPs include bilateral and multilateral donors and international organisations (UN system and other). 
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services in a sustainable way; (iv) to improve mechanisms for preventing and managing 
situational/temporary crises in line with the achievement of structural food security; (v) to build 
stakeholders' capacities and promote good governance in food security" (CILSS Summit of Heads 
of State and government, November 2000); 

7. Donor and beneficiary country commitments to improving development aid effectiveness by 
complying with the following basic principles: (i) partner countries exercising effective leadership 
over their development strategies; (ii) donors aligning with these strategies and their partner 
countries’ institutions and procedures; (iii) harmonised, transparent interventions; (iv) aid 
management for results and (v) mutual accountability for development results (Paris Declaration 
on Aid  Effectiveness, OECD 2005); 

8. The main donor countries’ commitments under the  Food Aid Convention (London Convention) 
(April 1999); 

9. The main codes of conduct in force in the field of humanitarian aid (notably SPHERE, Good 
Humanitarian Donorship – GHD) to which aid agencies, humanitarian NGOs and the United 
Nations humanitarian agencies are committed; 

Aware:  

10. That food crises in the Sahel and West Africa can result from a combination of structural, cyclical, 
natural and other factors;  

11. That these crises occur in a situation where the region is intrinsically vulnerable: with some 
sections of its population living in endemic poverty; where climate change and socio-political 
change generate risk; and where profound changes are occurring as a result of population 
growth, urbanisation, increasingly fragile natural environments, the opening up and globalisation 
of economies, etc.;  

12. That these crises, more complex and multidimensional than in the past, are causing a 
deterioration in diets, undernourishment, malnutrition and sometimes famine, and that these 
crises affect the most vulnerable – pregnant and breast-feeding women, small children, the 
elderly, the chronically ill and handicapped – but also specific groups such as small farmers and 
herders; 

13. Of the increasing role played by civil society and local authorities or local government in 
managing public goods and food security; 

14. That whatever efforts they make, no country can be completely safe from cyclical food crises, and 
that food aid and adaptation or mitigation strategies (mobilisation of local stocks, off-season 
cropping, income generating activities, asset creation, etc.), are important tools for increasing 
access to food and meeting the food and nutrition needs of vulnerable population groups hit by 
crises; 

15. That in recent decades the background to and the practice of food aid have changed significantly, 
due in particular to a drop in surpluses and global stocks, increased use of local and triangular 
purchases, the food aid donors' adoption of codes of good conduct and the existence of 
innovative mechanisms such as monetary transfers and vouchers as well as direct purchase from 
farmers; 

 
Hereby declare their adherence to the following provisions: 
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II.  GENERAL PRINCIPLES 
 
The provisions of this Charter are intended to improve the effectiveness and efficiency of food crisis 
prevention and response mechanisms in ECOWAS member countries, Chad and Mauritania. 
 
The parties concerned adhere to the following principles: 
 

- Respect for human dignity and particularly the dignity of people facing a food crisis, no matter its 
scale; 

- The need to give priority to supporting local food production (crops, livestock, forest products, 
fishery) and the smooth running of markets as an appropriate, sustainable strategy for food crisis 
prevention and management; 

- Recognition of the key role of local, national and regional institutions in defining, implementing and 
assessing food security strategies and policies; 

- The need to involve the population's social and economic organisations and civil society in 
assessing the food situation, identifying actions to take and implementing and monitoring the 
action taken; 

- The need to involve local actors in the development of intervention strategies that are  co-
ordinated by national and regional institutions. These strategies should be based on reliable 
information that is recognised by the parties concerned and regularly provided by national and 
regional authorities. 

- Coherence, with interventions (development actions or emergency operations) consistent with the 
policies and mechanisms of governments, communities and regional institutions; 

- The duty to intervene through emergency humanitarian actions when a crisis poses significant risks 
for people's basic human rights and lives, with actions appropriate to the local socio-cultural 
environment and dietary preferences;  

- The need for transparency by means of independent assessment of interventions; this should 
stimulate discussion about practice and encourage all stakeholder categories to comply with the 
principles of this Charter. 

 
Based on these principles, the parties concerned recognise that any food crisis prevention or 
management action, whatever the instrument used, must rest on the following three pillars: 

 
- Pillar 1: Prior knowledge and analysis of the food and nutrition situation; 

- Pillar 2: Consultation among all stakeholders; 

- Pillar 3: Priority on prevention and consensual analysis.  
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III. FOOD SECURITY INFORMATION AND ANALYSIS SYSTEM 
 

3.1.  Specific principles 
 
The parties concerned recognise the need: 
 

- To collect, process and analyse data from whatever source, using criteria and methodologies 
chosen with and recognised by the States;  

- To have sustainable operational information and analysis tools  for providing complete, thorough, 
timely diagnoses of food insecurity, the risks facing different population groups and their ability to 
respond to them. This includes farm surveys and various monitoring activities (seasonal crop 
monitoring, market monitoring, monitoring of household’s vulnerability, monitoring of the 
nutritional situation, etc.), using recognised methodologies; 

- To create synergies between the parties that will allow them to conduct shared analyses, building 
upon  the diversity of information sources and analyses from national, regional and international 
players; 

- To complement short-term diagnoses with regular information and more in-depth analyses making 
it easier for governments, intergovernmental organisations and technical and financial partners to 
make decisions.  

 

3.2.  Commitments 
 
The governments and IGOs undertake to: 
 

- Regularly produce reliable information that is needed for decision-making; 

- Co-operate to support the establishment or reinforcement of efficient, operational information 
systems within national and regional institutions; 

- Provide these information and early warning systems with long-term funding and institutional 
anchorage; 

- Improve the reliability, independence and accessibility of the information by  

o drawing up a consensual set of guidelines on producing, verifying and disseminating 
information; 

o Implementing a procedure for assessing information quality, based on an independent 
certification structure; 

- Promote research to improve the understanding and forecasting of risks, extend knowledge of local 
adaptation strategies and improve analysis of household, community and country vulnerabilities; 

- Promote dialogue and exchange of views on the above issues among stakeholders and institutions. 
 

The governments, TFPs and CSOs undertake to: 
 

- Co-operate in order (a) to prevent duplication of information production, particularly between 
national, regional and international information systems and (b) to produce joint vulnerability 
analyses based on harmonised, consensual methodologies. This closer co-operation should enable 
the players to make well-targeted recommendations  to national and regional decision-making 
bodies, NGOs and  UN agencies;  
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- Share the information produced primarily within consultative and co-ordination structures, in order 
to harmonise the resulting analyses before they are disseminated more widely, particularly to the 
media. This sharing should also involve information about any actions a player intends to carry out 
in response to a crisis situation identified in compliance with national and regional decisions; 

 
The TFPs undertake to: 
 

- Support the initiatives of governments, IGOs and CSOs for harmonising the information produced 
and improving its quality; 

- Focus their interventions on governments’ and IGOs’ priorities and co-ordinate them so as to 
strengthen government efforts to establish sustainable, effective information systems. 

 

IV.   DIALOGUE AND CONSULTATION SYSTEM 

4.1.  Specific principles 
 
The key factors for effective collective action in food crisis management are synergy, coherence between 
interventions and quick decision-making. 
 
In this regard, the parties concerned recognise the need to improve the governance of food crisis 
management by combining the following principles: 
 

¶ Principle of accountability: governments and IGOs are responsible for making decisions on the 
necessary interventions and for ensuring their effective implementation. 

¶ Principle of participation: All government and non-government players, particularly CSOs, 
should be involved in the process of discussion, consultation and decision-making. 

 

4.2.  Commitments 
 
The parties concerned undertake to: 
 

- Provide technical and financial support to set up sustainable dialogue and consultation structures 
and to promote the diversity of stakeholder categories within them to make them more 
representative; 

- More specifically, ensure that each Sahelian and West African country has a single, readily 
identifiable national consultation body or structure that is responsible for disseminating 
information. All parties undertake to act in compliance with the decisions taken by that body; 

- Take part at least twice a year in peer reviews of the food and nutrition situation   to be conducted 
within national consultation systems. 

- Promote transparency in the preparation of recommendations to be approved by the national 
consultation bodies; 

- Strictly comply with decisions taken by the national consultation bodies to ensure the effectiveness 
of collective action.  
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V.  STRATEGY FRAMEWORK FOR FOOD CRISIS PREVENTION AND MANAGEMENT 

5.1.  Strategic policy framework for food crisis prevention  
 

- The parties concerned recognise the need to make prevention a high priority, to be pursued 
through sovereign food policies. In this regard, 

  
The governments and IGOs undertake to: 
 

- Look for sustainable solutions to the structural causes of food and nutritional insecurity. They 
particularly undertake to: 

¶ Ensure that each country has a policy and an operational strategy for food security along with 
implementation programmes drawn up on a bottom-up participative basis and validated by all 
stakeholders; 

¶ Implement overarching development and investment policies that encourage local food 
production (national and sub-regional), including policies on agricultural education, farmer 
support, strengthening national and sub-regional food markets and increasing the incomes of 
vulnerable population groups; 

¶ Foster nutrition research and training and strengthen food safety through measures including 
legislation and regulation; 

¶ Fund from their own financial resources at least 50% of the cost of implementing food security 
policies and programmes identified as priorities;    

- Prohibit the implementation of any agricultural and/or trade policy, or the making of any 
commitment, that would hamper efforts towards the goals pursued by the countries and the 
region with regard to sustainable prevention and management of food and nutrition crises; 

- Gradually, and in accordance with national priorities implement the right to food, particularly 
through new laws and action plans and by financing such actions. 

 
The TFPs undertake to gradually channel via government and IGO budgets the funds earmarked for 
designing and implementing food security programmes. 
 

5.2.  Operational food crisis management strategy framework 
 
The parties concerned agree on the following definitions: 
 

- "Food crisis management" aims to  end food insecurity, whether temporary or chronic;  

- There are two types of food insecurity, affecting both rural and urban populations:   

a. Temporary or transitory food insecurity: limited over time, caused by a specific event and 
affecting a significant proportion of the population. It can vary in severity and extent. It is 
short-term and often consists of a sharp decline in food accessibility and consumption 
compared to usual conditions.  

b. Chronic food insecurity: persistent incapacity to access sufficient or sufficiently nutritious food. 
This persistent type of food insecurity is caused by structural factors and generally associated 
with extreme poverty.  

 
On the borderline between temporary and chronic food insecurity lies cyclical food insecurity, generally 
experienced by rural communities who suffer a difficult “hunger gap” each year before harvest. This type 
of food insecurity is both temporary and, because repetitive, persistent. 
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The parties concerned recognise: 
 

- That the two types of food crisis often coincide in time and place; that chronic food insecurity 
provides favourable conditions for a temporary crisis to arise and that temporary crises increase 
chronic food insecurity and increase a population’s vulnerability; 

- That the response must be specifically tailored to each food crisis situation, according to the 
severity, extent and possible evolution of the crisis and its proximate, underlying and structural 
causes; 

- The consequent need to define, prior to any intervention, an operational food crisis management 
strategy framework specific to each crisis situation. This strategy framework should be drawn up 
on a participative basis under the national consultation system of the country concerned. It should 
be done in the following stages: (i) Analysis of the situation and the response depending on the 
causes and available instruments; (ii) Response planning; (iii) Response implementation; (iv) 
Response monitoring and assessment. The strategy framework should address the crisis from the 
following angles: (a) Reduce the immediate effects; (b) Protect the livelihoods of the vulnerable 
population groups directly affected and; (c) Address the structural causes of food insecurity.  

 
 
The parties concerned therefore undertake to: 
 

- Ensure that all interventions are designed under the national strategy framework for food crisis 
management are unanimously agreed upon and designed to guide the choice of suitable tools for 
each crisis; 

-  Define the response options or instruments (“response analysis”) using the operational food crisis 
management strategy framework according to the origin or causes of the crisis; 

- Support the Food Crisis Prevention Network (RPCA) which produces and regularly updates a 
“toolbox” containing options to facilitate all types of intervention; 

- Define by consensus the criteria and tools for assessing the effectiveness of the response;  
 

- Include in post-conflict programmes actions to help structurally vulnerable households gradually 
escape from the vicious circle of poverty and food security.  
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VI.  FOOD AID AND ASSISTANCE IN RESPONSE TO FOOD AND NUTRITION CRISES   
 

6.1.  Aims 
 
Food aid is one form of emergency interventions that help to resolve food crises.  It is intended to provide 
a timely, appropriate response to situations of shortage or deficit.  
 
However, a wider range of tools is needed to respond to the specific features of each crisis. This set of 
tools is called “fƻƻŘ ŀǎǎƛǎǘŀƴŎŜέΦ  
 

6.2.  Assessing needs and supplying food aid or assistance 
 
The parties concerned recognise that: 
 

- The assessment of food aid requirements should be jointly carried out by all stakeholders, and 
should exclusively aim at improving the beneficiary countries’ food security. It should be conducted 
through the national consultation system on the basis of information supplied by the information 
systems. It should take into account the strategies adopted by affected communities and should 
rely on structures set up by the governments concerned; 

- To make sure responses match needs, assistance operations must comply with the 
recommendations of the national consultation systems. 

- Except in the event of a humanitarian crisis that disrupts State structures, the determination of 
needs is ultimately the government’s responsibility and within its remit; 

- Consultation among stakeholders is essential for ensuring that the response matches the identified 
needs and for avoiding interventions likely to disrupt the smooth operation of markets (price 
slump, speculation, etc.). 

 
 

Consequently, the parties concerned undertake to: 
 

- Improve and harmonise their criteria for assessing food and nutrition aid requirements by including 
analyses of:  

¶ Food availability (domestic output, stocks, imports, exports and aid); 

¶ Markets (supplies, prices, trade flows, state of market operation at national, sub-regional and 
international levels);  

¶ Access to food resources by households and affected communities (local production, food 
prices in the affected area, people's purchasing power and sources of income, household 
coping strategies and mechanisms, socio-cultural barriers to access to food, etc.); 

¶ The conditions of food use and nutrition in affected areas (health, water, hygiene, education, 
dietary habits and practices), particularly for the most vulnerable groups (children under five, 
pregnant and breastfeeding women, the elderly, refugees, displaced persons, etc.). 

- Promote first and foremost the setting up or strengthening of smoothly-running emergency food 
reserves at the local, national and regional level;  

- Meet the specific nutritional requirements of pregnant and breastfeeding women, children under 
five and the elderly by providing sufficient, safe nutritious food; 

- Earmark food aid primarily for emergency situations and for the most vulnerable groups, identified 
according to the vulnerability analysis criteria, whether there is an emergency or not; 
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- Choose alternatives to food aid wherever possible and use it only when it is the most effective and 
appropriate means of assistance for the crisis in question. In such cases: Use local purchases and 
triangular operations by preference. For triangular operations, use sub-regional and regional 
markets by preference. Pay particular attention to the impact local purchasing can have on food 
prices and hence on vulnerable population groups; except in emergency situations use only foods 
that match the dietary habits of the beneficiary communities; respect the “Duty to inform 
beneficiary countries on food safety and the traceability of food aid and their right to accept or 
ǊŜƧŜŎǘ ǎǳŎƘ ŀƛŘΦέ 

 
The governments undertake to: 
 

- Supply information on existing or expected surpluses and on food prices in the country’s markets, 
as this will facilitate local or triangular purchasing; 

- Refrain from any restriction of local or triangular trade between surplus and deficit areas, and allow 
free regional trade in food. 

 

The IGOs undertake to: 
 

- Strengthen governments' actions through regional assistance mechanisms for managing food and 
nutrition crises and other natural disasters; 

-  Promote policies conducive to application of the principles and commitments of this Charter. 

 

VII. ASSESSING AND MONITORING THE APPLICATION OF THE CHARTER 
 

The Food Crisis Prevention Network (RPCA) shall co-ordinate the monitoring and assessment of the 
Charter’s application. Assessment is based upon criteria adopted by the parties concerned at the national, 
regional and international levels. It is bases upon: 
 

¶ Permanent in-site monitoring of indicators by national food security information systems; 

¶  Yearly independent reviews of the Charter’s application. 
 
The annual RPCA meeting shall examine these assessments, draw conclusions and make consensual 
recommendations. 
 
The parties concerned agree to: 
 

- Incorporate the Charter application criteria in national and regional food security information 
systems; 

- Conduct independent annual reviews of the Charter’s application and implications for the food and 
nutrition situation; 

They also agree to: 
 

¶ Systematically disseminate the results and recommendations of the independent annual review 
of the Charter’s application; 

¶ Support the establishment by governments and IGOs of independent mechanisms/frameworks/ 
committees (including CSOs, local elected officials, members of parliament etc.) for monitoring 
and assessment-making at the national and regional level; 

¶ Implement local, national and regional programmes to strengthen the capacities of CSOs in order 
to enable their participation in the review of the Charter’s application. 


