
EL NINO 2015-2016: AN AVOIDABLE CRIS IS

Let’s take a chance to address its impacts now and in the long run

El Niño southern oscillation conditions have had detrimen-
tal impacts on vulnerable populations worldwide since 
September 2014. As of April 2016, 60 million people have 
been impacted, whether by increased food insecurity or wa-
ter stress. The peak needs are anticipated to occur between 
July and December 2016 depending on location. However, 
impacted populations will suffer the consequences of this cri-
sis much longer, as they will need to recover from their loss 
of livelihoods and assets. Furthermore, more than one million 
children were already affected by severe acute malnutrition in 
February 2016 and will suffer from the consequences of this 
disease for the rest of their lives. 
Sadly, much of the devastation could have been avoided. 
Indeed, early warning systems and meteorological agencies 
forecasted the intensity of El Niño as early as spring 2014, 
when the condition were beginning to change over the Pacific 

Ocean; and civil society organizations began to immediately 
raise the alarm on the potential impacts on vulnerable popu-
lations unless urgent action was taken. After almost two years 
of inaction by the international community - despite ample 
warnings from a variety of sources - people around the world 
are in the midst of a humanitarian crisis, and governments and 
humanitarian organizations are presently struggling to assist 
severely food insecure populations. Indeed the lack of early 
action taken at a time when social protection measures could 
have mitigated the worst impacts of the El Niño phenomena 
remains a significant question and has been the subject of 
much discussion. The current policy brief is a call for compre-
hensive adaptation and resilience support to vulnerable com-
munities to mitigate climate risks in light of the unpredictable 
yet chronic phenomenon of El Niño Southern Oscillation.

The many faces of El Niño, 
impacting the lives of the 
most vulnerable
As of April 2016, roughly 60 million people are experiencing 
food insecurity in Eastern and Southern Africa, Latin America, 
the Caribbean, South East Asia and Oceania, and at least 
1 million children have been affected by severe acute malnutri-
tion as a result of El Niño. El Niño impacted countries in a vari-
ety of ways — drought, flooding, typhoons, as well as exces-
sive heat and cold – depending on the region.

“This year, the drought is much worse than 
previous ones. Due to the failed rains last 
year, we have very limited availability of water 
and grass. Daily chores such as feeding our 
animals and family, fetching water for their 
consumption… all of these are now very difficult 
compared to previous years.”

Titua Walde, 35. 
Wag Himra zone of Amhara, Ethiopia
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 Farmers affected by El Niño in the Dry Corridor of Guatemala 
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Drought is the main impact of El Niño in Ethiopia and 
Guatemala, leading to food insecurity for respectively 10.2 
and 1.5 people. In Indonesia, the heat wave led to fires and 
water stress inducing food insecurity for probably more than 
22 million people, increasing numbers of severe acute mal-
nutrition cases, water borne diseases and already more than 
300 000 death. In Papua New Guinea, it is a cold wave that de-
stroyed half of the sweet potatoes expected harvest. In Kenya 
and Peru, El Niño resulted more rains, floods and landslides. 
In India, it led to the three weeks long flooding of Chennai in 
November and now suffocates the Maharashtra region with 
drought. In spite of skyrocketing figures, the crisis remains 
seemingly unnoticed. The media coverage is almost absent. 
There is no political leadership either from a particular coun-
try or by the UN. 

A decade promoting early 
warning systems and 
disaster risks reduction
The Sendaï Framework of Action for Disaster Risk Reduction 
2015-2030 was signed in March 2015. It follows the Hyogo 
framework (HFA) which lasted from 2005 to 2014, which 
was a continuation of Yokohama strategy agreed to in 1994. 
The HFA aimed at ensuring that disaster risk reduction was 
both a national and a local priority. For most of the actors in-
volved, HFA was a success. It contributed to increase prepar-
edness and reduce risks in many communities. The UNDP 
spent 1.7 billion USD on Disaster Risks Reduction under the 
HFAi1. Nonetheless, HFA mostly targeted rapid onset disas-
ters and ignored slow onset – for example, drought – and their 
impacts on communities, which was passed on to resilience 
agendas such as AGIR in western Africa and SHARE in east-
ern Africa. At the same time, early warning systems were de-
veloped to monitor food insecurity: the Famine Early Warning 
System network (FEWS NET) and the Integrated Food 
Insecurity Phase Classification (IPC). In some countries, as-
sessments are run by the government on a regular basis such 
as the annual ZimVAC (Zimbabwe Vulnerability Assessment 
Committee) or the SETSAN (Technical Secretariat for Food 
Security and Nutrition) in Mozambique.

If these early warning systems are adequately funded and 
staffed, the international community and local governments 
are supposed to have access to both weather previsions and 
food security risks monitoring, which enables them to prepare 
the response accordingly. Moreover, preventive measure are 
always said to be more cost efficient, and if it is well applied 
in disaster risks reduction – with the ratio of 1USD invested 
in DRR avoids 7 USD to spend on humanitarian response 
according to the UNDP, social protection is still underfund-
ed. According to the World Bank report “Shock Waves – 
Managing the Impacts of Climate Change on Poverty” issued 
in early 2016, climate change increases main poverty factors 
for vulnerable populations such as food prices shocks, rapid 
onset natural disasters, and water or vector borne diseases. 
Affordable solutions exist for governments to protect the most 
vulnerable in case of a shock: safety nets, social security, and 
health coverage. These programs fall under the scope of so-
cial protection and consist in providing assistance to the most 
vulnerable affected people prior to the shock or at the begin-
ning of it so that they don’t need to deplete their assets try-
ing to cope. The agreed International Labor Office (ILO) rec-
ommendation 202 stipulates that countries should provide 
“social protection floors” to their population. Such programs 
would represent an average of 2.9% of the countries’ GDP.

—
Timeline of El Niño and La Niña 
intensity and expected needs peak 
in Southern Africa – OCHA March 
17th 2016
—

page 02

©
AC

F,
 S

an
jid

a 
Ta

w
hi

d 
– 

Et
hi

op
ia



EL NINO 2015-2016: AN AVOIDABLE CRIS IS

Let’s take a chance to address its impacts now and in the long run

Early warnings 
and growing figures
El Niño is not a new phenomenon; it has been studied in 
Central America and in Asia since the 1920’s and is broad-
ly known since the 1982-1983 and 1997-1998 major episodes, 
which brought severe drought followed by food insecurity and 
even famine in some of the affected countries. The interna-
tional community knows it is a chronical weather phenomenon 
which can occur every 3 to 7 years and have major impacts on 
people and their livelihoods.
In fact, the current episode was forecast to be strong since 
its very beginning in April 2014. NGO’s raised concerns about 
possible impacts on populations. El Niño continued to grow 
and the various food security early warning systems kept 
sounding the alarm throughout 2015. In June 2015, FEWS NET 
already announced many regions of Ethiopia were “stressed” 
in terms of food security, following IPC standards, that the 
rains had failed for the current cropping season and that peo-
ple were already using coping mechanisms for most of their 
non-food needs2. They sent another alert roughly at the same 
time for Central America and Haiti, with spring rains having 
failed and fall rains forecasted to be below average and one 
million people already at the “crisis” phase of food insecurity 
in the sub region3. 
The numbers of those affected by food insecurity have 
continued to grow since then and all along 2015 and 
spring 2016, reaching nowadays 60 million in Southern 
and Eastern Africa, Central America and Oceania, with 
new countries being added to the list every month. 
Now, El Niño affects Guatemala, Honduras, El Salvador, 
Nicaragua, Haiti, Peru, the Philippines, Indonesia, Papua 
New Guinea, Fiji and other Pacific nations, Myanmar, 
Vietnam, Thailand, Somalia, Ethiopia, Uganda, Malawi, 
Mozambique, Zimbabwe, South Africa and the list will 
continue to grow with the coming La Niña.

If early warning systems 
functioned, then why wasn’t 
the crisis tackled from 
the beginning?
Two primary reasons for the lack of response can be identi-
fied according to the area or the context: States’ preparedness 
and Donor response. The degree of preparedness of govern-
ments of affected countries and their capacity to respond to 

the crisis varies greatly from one country to another. Their de-
lay in declaring the emergency is also to be taken into account.
Among the affected countries, some already have effective 
safety net programs - which are key to effective emergency 
programming according to the World Food Program4. In its 
report on El Niño and Resilience, the WFP also explains that 
“most countries have operationalized strategic reserves” to 
stabilize food prices (for example in Malawi and Zambia) and 
to “support on-going government run food-based social pro-
tection and safety net programs, as well as emergency food 
relief distributions”. The breadth of social protection programs 
“differ by country, and include direct welfare programs such 
as conditional and unconditional cash transfers, food assis-
tance, productive safety nets, and public works”. Ethiopia for 
example, was able to quickly mobilize its Productive Safety 
Net Program (PSNP) - which brought assistance to 7.9 million 
peoplei5 since the beginning of El Niño crisis. 
Other countries activated response plans following vulnerabil-
ity or impact assessments. This is the case in Malawi6, but 
the country has struggled to get the funding to implement it 
since September 2015. According to OCHA, in March 2016, 
only 50% of the needed amount had been allocated by do-
nor agencies.
Indeed, funding gaps are estimated at 2 billion USD in April 
2016 by the United Nations Office of the Coordination of 
Humanitarian Affairs7. This was calculated according to the 
funds that governments requested in order to be able to re-
spond and the amounts actually pledged by donor agencies. 
Very few countries received more than 20% of the funds they 
require to address the impacts of El Niño, and Mozambique 
and Zimbabwe haven’t received any funding yet, despite in-
creasing needs.
Donor agencies have been very slow to answer the needs due 
to El Niño and still aren’t very involved in responding to the 
global crisis. OFDA began supporting the Ethiopian govern-
ment in July 2015, and is working in 7 countries8. DFID has pro-
vided Malawi with 10 million £ for emergency food assistance9. 
And CERF globally spent 95 million USD on food assistance 
as of March 15th10. The European Commission and the African 
Development Bank only began responding in December 2015 
and March 2016, respectively. But most of this support arrived 
late: instead of protecting assets and livelihoods and there-
by insuring the resilience of vulnerable people, the assistance 
arrives at an “emergency relief” stage, providing food assis-
tance to people who have already lost everything and entered 
irreversible coping mechanisms. Affected people will be driv-
en into poverty and will take much longer to go back to their 
situation.
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                                                          A disaster in 
coming… 

Are early 
warning systems 

functioning? 

Are early 
response 

mechanisms and 
social protection 

programs 
reactive ? 

Can the 
Government 

mobilize enough 
funds to act 
accordingly? 

Did the 
Government call 
for emergency or 

international 
assistance ? 

Are the Donors 
responding 

accordingly in 
time and 
amounts? 

Are the needs 
of the most 
vulnerable 

addressed ? 

—
An effective 
humanitarian 
response is the 
result of a chain 
of actions!
—
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What needs to happen?
Taking immediate action to cover people’s needs and create 
conditions for the most vulnerable to be able to cope with fu-
ture El Niño and La Niña episodes.

1 UNDP 2015. UNDP and the Hyogo framework of Action. 10 
years of reducing disaster risk. 

2 http://www.fews.net/east-africa/ethiopia/alert/june-26-2015

3 http://www.fews.net/central-america-and-caribbean/haiti/
alert/july-2015 

4 http://reliefweb.int/sites/reliefweb.int/files/resources/
WFP%20-%20El%20Nino-Undermining%20Resilience-%20
Implications%20of%20El%20Nino%20in%20Southern%20

Africa,%20February%202016.pdf 

5 http://allafrica.com/stories/201512151149.html 

6 https://docs.unocha.org/sites/dms/Documents/Malawi%20
2015%202016%20National%20Food%20Insecurity%20
Response%20Plan.pdf 

7 https://docs.unocha.org/sites/dms/Documents/OCHA_
ElNino_Overview_13Apr2016.pdf

8 https://www.usaid.gov/sites/default/files/
documents/1866/1.13.16_El%20Ni%C3%B1o.pdf

9 https://www.gov.uk/government/news/preparing-for-el-nino

10 http://reliefweb.int/sites/reliefweb.int/files/resources/
CERF_el-ni%C3%B1o_20160315.pdf 
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1. Act with greater urgency in responding to the current cri-
sis in order to prevent avoidable death and assets losses 
With more than 60 million people severely affected by food 
insecurity at 3 to 8 months from the expected peak of needs, 
the response cannot wait any longer. Affected people must 
be provided with either emergency food assistance or with 
cash transfers in order to protect their productive assets 
(seeds, equipment, livestock), the loss of which would drive 
them into poverty and increase their vulnerability to future 
extreme events. 

2. Pledge funds to provide a quick response to cur-
rent and future crises
Development Agencies, Relief Funds and Bilateral and 
Multilateral cooperation Agencies must pledge funds in a 
common effort to contain the crisis and its effects on people 
and fill the 2 billion USD gap.
They should also draw lessons learnt from the international 
response to previous such events like the El Niño episodes 
of 1997-1998 and 1983-1984, and define possible mecha-
nisms to quicken their capacity to answer the needs, espe-
cially those forecasted long ago.

3. Create comprehensive solutions to address future El 
Niño impacts for the realization of the SDG 2030 Agenda, 
Paris Agreement and Sendaï Framework of Action
As emphasized above, the response to the current crisis 
must aim to address the long term resilience of vulnera-
ble population. This includes preparedness (early warning 
systems and rapid response mechanisms and contingen-
cy plans as stipulated by the Sendai Framework of Action 
for disaster risks reduction), social protection (food security 
and productive safety nets) and climate change adaptation 
(in agriculture, in water use…) at national level along with a 
responsive donors’ mechanism. 
The sustainable development goals won’t be achieved if the 
most vulnerable are not able to cope with climate change 
and its impacts on the intensity and frequency to extreme 
weather events such as El Niño. This means they must be 
accompanied in adapting their livelihoods to a changing en-
vironment and get sufficient insurance not to lose their as-
sets when facing a shock.
This also highlights the necessary achievement of Sendaï 
framework of action of disaster risks reduction and the trans-
lation of the UNFCCC’s Paris Agreement into acts: mitigating 
climate change, financing adaptation of the most vulnerable 
and addressing loss and damages.

In light of the current El Niño episode adverse impacts on vulnerable populations throughout the world, 
we are calling donor agencies and governments to:


