Conflict, Climate Super-Charge Forces Behind African Famine, Food Insecurity
by Georgina Gustin
June 12, 2022 (abridged) – While there’s no doubt that a warming planet makes food security more challenging, calling a famine “climate-induced” is complicated and recently controversial.
Jeffrey Maganya has spent the last 3 decades of his professional life trying to prevent people from going hungry.  But in all those years, something beyond his control has crept into the work, slowly growing like the heat.
Now, he’s battling another hunger crisis.  In 4 counties of northern Kenya, rural farmers are facing near-famine conditions after repeated droughts.  Their crops have withered.  More than 1.5 million cattle carcasses are disintegrating into the region’s dusty soils.  The trucks that used to come with food have stopped making the trek on terrible roads.  It’s not worth their time.
Maganya, a regional advisor with the aid organization Oxfam, calls it “a really dire humanitarian situation.”  “It’s long-term climate change,” placing blame where he sees it.  “The rains are failing.”
When Maganya started his career at 21, famine was largely seen as a failure of government—the consequence of war or weak government, made worse by the occasional year of dry weather or flooding or storms.  But now climate change has scrambled once-reliable weather patterns, making it impossible for rural farmers to decide what to plant and when.
“There’s just too little rain or too much rain.  Abnormality is the new normal,” Maganya said.  “Human beings are adapted to patterns, and if we don’t have patterns, we don’t know how to respond.  We’re still using the old memories.  But there’s something big happening here, under our feet.”
Food insecurity and famine are the result of a complex mix of problems, making one cause difficult to disentangle from the next.  Conflict, poverty, lack of infrastructure, weak government, and inflation all can be factors.  Recently the global pandemic has destabilized communities, depleted personal financial resources, and upended supply chains, making food more expensive. 
Conflict—in eastern Africa and beyond—has made reaching people impossible, and cut off supplies of staples.  Kenya, Somalia and Ethiopia depend on Ukraine for wheat, as does the World Food Program, which gets half the wheat it distributes from the country.  Food and fertilizer prices are at record highs.
In this complicated tangle of cause-and-effect, it’s becoming increasingly clear that climate change intersects with all of these challenges and is super-charging conditions that result in famine and food insecurity.
But officially calling something a climate-induced famine remains complicated, controversial and even fraught, given the promises that wealthy nations have made under the Paris climate accord to compensate developing countries for losses related to global warming caused by greenhouse gas pollution.
Attributing mass starvation to climate change, one resilience expert says, opens a “Pandora’s box” of responsibility. 
The numbers this year are staggering.  Conflict, Covid and climate change-fueled weather conspired to bring 193 million people toward “crisis levels” of hunger in 2021, nearly double that of 103 million 5 years ago.  That figure will climb when the effects of the Russian invasion of Ukraine are taken into account.
Nowhere is the crisis more acute right now than in these 3 African countries, where the “fingerprints” of climate change are especially obvious.
“With climate change, there’s a new challenge every year, every month,” said Moses Emalu, a manager for Save the Children, covering Kenya and Madagascar.  “It used to be that you talked about drought every 10 years.  Now it’s become so frequent.  Every year communities lose their livelihoods.”
Some advocates and development specialists have argued for a U.N.-led “Food Systems Stability Board” that would attempt to manage the intersecting crises of climate change, biodiversity loss, poverty, and poor governance that lead to hunger and growing levels of food insecurity.  
This, advocates say, could be especially critical as the global population reaches a projected 10 billion by 2050 and there are 2 billion more people to feed.
In the past 2 decades, food aid organizations have shifted their focus toward building resilience in communities, to help them better bounce back from food crises.  But right now, the major aid organizations are overwhelmed, so that essential work isn’t happening.
“We don’t have enough money to meet the food needs of people who are acutely food insecure today,” said Gernot Laganda, head of climate and disaster risk reduction programs at the World Food Program.  “We can’t feed people fast enough.  We can’t catch up.”
In neighboring Somalia and Ethiopia, similar situations are playing out.  In May, researchers from Oxfam and Save the Children said that, in these 3 drought-depleted countries in the Horn of Africa, a person is likely dying every 48 seconds and a major humanitarian catastrophe is unfolding.  The number of critically hungry people in these countries has doubled since last year, to about 23 million now.
The latest projections say the region could see yet another drought this fall, extending the conditions to an unprecedented 5 or even 6 successive seasons.
“There is no doubt that so many of these droughts and famines that are happening, and are going to be happening, are climate related,” said Colleen Kelly, CEO of Concern Worldwide, a network of humanitarian aid groups.  “It’s on the brink of being one of the worst situations in history.”
A Political Problem
Ask humanitarian agencies and aid groups what their biggest emerging challenge is, and they’ll point a finger directly at the changing weather.
“In that part of the world, for 1,000s of years, there was a very predictable pattern—dry seasons and wet seasons,” Kelly said.  “People planned for them.  Now the droughts are getting longer and more severe, and when it does rain, they’re violent and shorter.”
But despite the mounting pile of research, including from the Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change and United Nations, that climate change will threaten the world’s ability to feed its growing population, actually calling an event a “climate-change induced famine” is significantly more complicated. 
The layperson’s idea of “famine” is pretty straightforward: it means people in a certain region don’t have enough food and are malnourished or starving to death.  But defining “famine” officially is a politically fraught and difficult proposition.  “Avoiding the famine label has often been convenient for those seeking to justify slow or failed responses,” said researchers from the U.K.-based Overseas Development Institute, in a 2005 report.  
In an effort to provide neutral guidance, the United Nations Food and Agriculture Organization (FAO) uses a scale called the Integrated Food Security Phase Classification (IPC) to define the severity of food emergencies and what, exactly, constitutes a famine.  A review committee makes the specific classifications. 
Under the IPC system, famine is defined as an “extreme” lack of food, with specific critical levels of malnutrition and mortality. 
“The situation in Somalia and Northern Ethiopia and parts of South Sudan can deteriorate into famine because, in addition to the drought, there are deliberate decisions by government to prevent getting food to people or to cover up the problem, or in other malign ways, let people perish,” said Mark Lowcock, former U.N. Undersecretary-General for humanitarian affairs and author of the book “Relief Chief,” which covers his years working in the Horn of Africa.  
In Kenya, Lowcock added, “I think what we’ve got is a climate-induced food insecurity problem.  It would require very substantial neglect by the government for that to be allowed to turn into a famine.  A famine is very extreme.”
Adding “climate change” to the famine label means meeting yet more criteria—via scientific analysis and attribution—and is becoming equally controversial.
Last summer and fall, in southern Madagascar, more than one million people were on the brink of starvation after successive droughts.  Conditions were so parched that people resorted to eating dead locusts and cactus, until those, too, shriveled and died.
Officials at the World Food Program said the island nation of 27 million was experiencing the world’s 1st climate change-induced famine.  David Beasley, the head of the WFP and former Governor of South Carolina, told reporters that 38 million people were displaced because of “climate shocks, climate change.”  
A spokesperson for the WFP told the BBC: “These are famine-like conditions and they’re being driven by climate not conflict.”
Soon after, a group of scientists called that statement a mistake.  In December a group of researchers with World Weather Attribution—a project that aims to identify the impacts of human-caused climate change on weather events—published a paper effectively saying the opposite.  “Based on observations and climate modeling, the occurrence of poor rains as observed from July 2019 to June 2021 in Southern Madagascar has not significantly increased due to human caused climate change,” the authors wrote.  
“Climate change has an impact in this region, but it’s not the major cause or origin of famine,” said Thierry Razanakoto, one of the authors of the World Attribution Attribution paper, based in Madagascar’s capital, Antananarivo.  “If you can furnish food for a population, if a population has income, it’s not a problem if there’s a minor variation.”
Anyone paying attention to the conversation felt whipsawed....
Those wealthier countries pledged $100 billion to help developing countries transition their energy systems and adapt to climate-related problems, from bolstering infrastructure to reducing poverty and hunger.  According to the most recent estimates, the pledge is $20 billion short and the money spent so far hasn’t gone to the adaptation measures that developing countries need most. 
“We know that, even if all things worked as they should and donors gave money for feeding people and for the capacity for preemptive action in the future, it wouldn’t be enough,” said Ertharin Cousin, former head of the World Food Program.  “We need new investment vehicles.”
“Farmers are business people.  If we gave them the capital today for new seeds, new biological tools, they’d adapt,” Cousin added.  “Those financial vehicles don’t exist.”
Most of the people living at the edge of famine live in countries that contributed least to the climate crisis.  In northern and eastern Kenya, farmers may not fathom the idea that pumping CO2 into the atmosphere has contributed to one failed rainy season after another. 
“Now nobody knows when they come—sometimes 3 or 4 months later,” Maganya said.  “The elders that used to predict these things and urge everyone to plant their crops—all that has gone totally haywire....”
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