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Famine averted in Africa for foreseeable
future
Global warming may change the circumstances by reducing food output, but
for now, natural or man-made famines appear to be under control by a more
alert international community.
By James Hall
types of famine: naturally occurring, when rains fail
to fall and crops cannot grow, such as occurred in
2017 in Kenya; and man-made famines. Of the latter,
warfare in Somalia and South Sudan and aggressions
by the Boko Haram terror group in Nigeria have
forced millions from both their homes and sources of
food. Neither cause of famine is indistinguishable to
an international community sensitised through news
and social media to human suffering.
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Credit must be given to social media for a new
intolerance toward mass suffering. The dissemination
of images of starving children carries a visceral impact
on Facebook, Instagram and Twitter. Men and women
debilitated from lack of food have their stories told
on the blogs of aid workers. International response to
these calamities in Africa are no longer solely driven
by UN bureaucrats in distant, developed world cities
but by on-the-ground activism shared with young and
middle-aged internet users worldwide. There are two

Somali refugees in Kenya await the distribution of food rations. A combination of armed conflict and poor rainfall have left three
million Somali’s unable to meet their daily food requirements and requiring urgent humanitarian assistance in 2017.
Photo courtesy Department of Foreign Affairs and Trade/Flickr
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The media has long played a role
ensuring that tales of African
famine are written about and
broadcast. The Biafran War of
the late 1960s was the first major
world famine of the TV age. Manmade by the Nigerian government,
with its blockade of the breakaway
territory, the tragedy was the first
such news story to strike a chord
of sympathy internationally. This
led to greater media scrutiny and,
in turn, led to active participation
by lay people worldwide to assist
through
financial
donations.
However, at the time, the
perpetrators of the calamity were
not held accountable. That has
changed. Social media postings can
now be used as evidence against

perpetrators of crimes against
humanity and war crimes, like the
Nigerian government against the
Igbo people of Biafra in the 1960s,
and South Sudan’s government,
which is now interrupting food
aid to rebel-held areas. Juba
has rescinded its policy of mass
starvation of civilians as a tool
of warfare due to international
pressure. The 24/7 news cycle is
on constant lookout for stories,
and no government can escape its
scrutiny. Crimes against humanity
are exposed, and while many
issues involving African conflict
can be complicated, the matter of
starving people to death is easily
understood by news consumers.
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While many issues
involving African conflict
can be complicated,
the matter of starving
people to death is
easily understood by
news consumers.
The media can be Africa’s
best defence against
mass starvation
It is fortuitous that simultaneous
with Africa’s population boom
since the independence era, the
international news media has also
grown. As millions of new Africans
face food insecurity, their images
and stories are broadcasted and
posted online and draw a response
that leads to mitigation of the
famine danger.
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Whereas famine crises
have been forestalled,
the widespread
condition of extreme
hunger has not been
as fully understood
or disseminated.
With the arrival of social media
in the 21st century, an even more
potent information dissemination
tool existed to connect potential
African famine situations with the
world. Many potential famines
have occurred in 21st century
Africa but none have been realised.
The international response has
become pre-emptive, fuelled by
online images and accounts from
Africa. However, whereas famine
crises have been forestalled, the
widespread condition of extreme

Famine exits and extreme
hunger enters
The dilemma of extreme hunger
presents a challenge to humanitarian relief organisations. People
do not die of extreme hunger as
they do with famine. However,
they cannot work properly, children
cannot be educated properly,
physical and mental development is
stunted and daily life is a perpetual
misery. The Biafran War resulted
in two positive outcomes. One
was the creation of Médecins Sans
Frontières (MSF). The organisation’s
founder, France’s Dr Bernard
Kouchner, was appalled that the
Nigerian government was using
starvation and denial of medical
care against civilians as a tool of
war. Mounting an international
campaign to expose the medicine
blockage, Kouchner succeeded in
having the Nigerian military agree
to medicine shipments into the
blockaded territory. The war ended
in 1970, and the following year, a
group of doctors and journalists,
led by Kouchner, founded MSF as
a group dedicated to delivering
medical services to endangered
or extremely impoverished groups
throughout the world. The second
result of the Biafran War was
medical knowledge of the effect
of extreme hunger. Humanitarian
groups measured the impact of
the forced famine and found that
babies born during the crisis who
had survived suffered from lifelong
ailments, such as diabetes and heart
disease. As these children grew
they were mentally and physically
stunted, all from the absence of
proper nutrition as infants. This
knowledge guided efforts by the
UN child welfare agency UNICEF
and other humanitarian groups
on programmes to ensure proper
nutrition for infants and children in
Africa.

Famine
caused
by
natural
calamities, like drought, has
become virtually a thing of the
past. The UN Food and Agriculture
Organisation (FAO) conducts
annual crop assessment surveys
in countries subject to food
shortages, and predicts where
hunger may strike. International
aid is arranged through the UN’s
World Food Programme. Food
relief NGOs provide logistics for
food distribution, working with
local authorities. While the system
can momentarily break down, as
happened in South Sudan in early
2017, international effort and
pressure on governments do get
food aid flowing.
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hunger has not been as fully
understood or disseminated.

The situation in drought- and
conflict-hit Somalia and South
Sudan looked grim in the first
months of 2017. On 20 June
2017, UN agencies reported that
famine had been averted due to
sufficient food aid. Kenya, also hit
by drought, and Nigeria, where
millions have been displaced by the
Boko Haram terror group, faced
mass starvation if food aid did not
come. With such aid, famine was
averted for the time being.

While the system can
momentarily break
down, as happened in
South Sudan in early
2017, international
effort and pressure on
governments do get
food aid flowing.
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Biafra was the world’s first mass
media famine, followed in the
1970s and 1980s by Ethiopia.
Images of suffering were beamed
into the living rooms of junk
food-satiated TV viewers in the
developed world, while same-day
pictures of pot-bellied, starving
Nigerians and Ethiopians shocked
readers of newspapers and news
magazines. The result was the
first popular outpouring of aid
to address a humanitarian crisis.
Collections were taken up in
American schools to bring food
that would help end the suffering
in Biafra. Every major UK pop singer
joined in the recording of a 1984
song for the charity Band Aid, and
the record raised US$ 16 million
for famine relief for Ethiopia. Two
months later, in February 1985,
American singers assembled to
record the song We are the World,
which sold 20 million copies for
the charity, United Support of
Artists (USA) for Africa, and raised
US$ 63 million for humanitarian
aid throughout Africa.

Climate change may bring
back famine
Global warming has impacted
African agricultural production by
making some marginal lands unproductive. If climate change worsens
food production, famine aversion
will become a more difficult process.
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James, an 18-month-old boy, has his mid-upper arm circumference measured as part of a programme that helps treat children
suffering from malnutrition as a result of the extended drought in Turkana, northern Kenya, 28 March 2017. The programme is a
multilateral effort involving UNICEF and local NGOS, supported by the UK government.
Photo courtesy UK DFID/Flickr

This is particularly true if grain
donor nations like Canada and
the US find their crop production
diminished.
For now, the main encumbrance
to famine relief efforts is sufficient
international financing. The Horn
of Africa, Kenya and Nigerian food

shortages of 2017 have been
mitigated through international
aid. The full amount required to
sustain this effort was not yet
acquired by June, prompting UN
officials to caution that famine
has been averted “for now.”
However, developed world donor
nations find the cost of financing

famine relief efforts cheaper than
interventions to end the warfare
and conflicts that have caused
food shortages in the first place.
Urged by social media activists
and a public sympathetic to human
suffering, the financial spigots will
stay open.
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Pre-emptive analysis of food shortages and co-ordinated food relief-efforts have virtually conquered natural and
conflict-induced man-made famine in Africa, although dependant on developed world food aid. The social media acts
as publicist to ensure action against African starvation.

Key points:
•
•
•

Serious threat of famine in the Horn of Africa, Kenya and Nigeria was mitigated by June through international aid,
although financial support must still be acquired for the remainder of 2017
Lack of rainfall in Kenya created a naturally induced famine threat; warfare in Somalia and South Sudan, as well
as Boko Haram aggressions in Nigeria, have caused fears of man-made famine
Social media disseminates news reports and images of African hunger to a sympathetic international readership,
prompting action by donor countries
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