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Addressing food and nutrition security through the implementation 
of national social transfer programmes
This question was at the heart of the regional seminar organised at the initiative of the European Commission from April 17–20 in Ouagadougou, Burkina Faso.[footnoteRef:1] This meeting aimed to discuss, with national and regional actors, on the establishment of permanent social transfer systems that could respond to cyclical and structural crises in the Sahel. This article discusses the key messages that emerged from the seminar and the recommendations formulated for a better future use of social transfers within integrated strategies to improve the resilience, food security and nutrition.  [1:  The seminar documents and a summary of the discussions are available from ROSA's website.] 

Why did the Commission organize this regional seminar and what was expected of it?
For several years, the European Union has been developing a comprehensive, multi-sector approach to food and nutrition security[footnoteRef:2]. The recent food crises have revealed the limitations of traditional responses to overcome the structural causes of food insecurity and malnutrition. In the Sahel, the situation for the poor has worsened in recent years. Today, the poorest households have low levels of productive assets. The increasingly frequent food crises do not allow poor households to restore their livelihoods before the next shock. Almost half of the rural population is facing structural food and nutrition insecurity, with difficulties accessing food and health care in particular. This situation calls for a paradigm shift in development aid. [2:  For more information, see the communication « An EU policy framework to assist developing countries in addressing food security » and the reference document « Addressing undernutrition in external assistance. An integrated approach through sectors and aid modalities ».] 

Moving from short-term responses during periods of crisis to long-term integrated programs requires the sustained implementation of a range of measures and interventions aiming to build households' capacities and those of national structures. In its new strategy called the "Agenda for Change", the Commission presents possible ways to increase the impact of EU development policy. It is important to discuss with national and regional partners on how to translate this into effective action in the Sahel.
To this end, the EU has undertaken a process of strategic reflection on the role of social transfers within integrated food and nutrition security strategies. The Commission recently drafted a reference document that presents the basic concepts and field experiences, and encourages wider use of this type of instrument.[footnoteRef:3] The aim of the Ouagadougou seminar was to discuss with partners the main points raised in the document and identify directions for the EC's future support in this area. [3:  In order to better support partner countries for the establishment of social transfer programs, the Commission has also recently set up an Advisory Service in Social Transfers (ASiST) managed by EuropeAid Unit C1.] 

The use of social transfers in the Sahel is on the rise, but is still below its full potential to date. What lessons have been learned from experiences in the region, and what are the main challenges remaining to be overcome?
Social transfers have great potential to ensure food and nutrition security in the Sahel where a large share of the population is consistently food insecure. Social transfers contribute to reduce deficits in food consumption of the poorest, protect them from shocks, and in some cases, strengthen their productive capacity. It is therefore important to examine the shift to wider use of social transfers in response to the chronic crisis that prevails in the Sahel.
Considerable progress has been made in recent years in the region. Many national and regional strategies now give a major role to social transfers. They are envisaged in a growing number of social protection, food security, and agricultural development strategies.
Several social transfer projects have been implemented, such as seasonal cash transfers, food vouchers, seed fairs, etc. These experiences made progress possible on technical aspects related to their use in the Sahelian context. Feasibility studies have also been conducted for the establishment of national social transfer programs on a multi-annual basis.
Nevertheless, considerable challenges remain to be overcome. First, national information and early warning systems need to be strengthened to ensure better understanding of the underlying causes and factors behind food and nutrition security (others factors than simply agricultural production and food prices). Early warning should make it possible to intervene prior to the crisis with prevention and mitigation policies. Second, the challenge of targeting must be addressed so that programs effectively reach the poorest and most vulnerable. Third, they must be scaled up. Most social transfers are currently implemented as limited projects, supported by international partners. The discussions revealed the importance of stepping up national consultation efforts by involving the populations more fully and of ensuring national funding, even minimal but increasing over the coming decade. Finally, complementary measures must be envisaged to enhance food and nutrition security, notably through improving markets and access to health care.
What are the main recommendations to emerge from the seminar in regard to expanding national social transfer systems in the Sahel?
The participants first encouraged all actors to adopt a new paradigm for development in the Sahel, first by becoming fully aware of changes in the situation of the poor in the region (structural food and nutrition insecurity, recurrent crises, exclusion of the poor from productive cycles, high dependency on markets, etc.), and second by moving beyond the dichotomy between relief and development to envisage responses within long-term programmes. This must be led by national governments and contribute to reinforce resilience within multi-annual and multi-sector approaches.
Among the other recommendations issued for the establishment of effective, extensive and viable social transfer systems in the Sahel, the participants called in particular for:
i) strong leadership from governments to produce a national vision, and ensure the coordination and harmonisation of existing and future initiatives;
ii) strengthening the role of regional organisations in advocacy in favor of better use of social transfers in the fight against hunger and malnutrition (notably through policy dialogue with States); and 
iii) better alignment of technical and financial partners and greater flexibility in development aid to foster the establishment of multi-annual social transfer programs that can be adjusted in the case of crises.
The discussions and recommendations from this seminar will contribute to the Commission's strategic and operational reflections. The programming of the 11th EDF (European Development Fund) is a crucial stage in this regard, one that should enable the EU to take an ambitious position. In the Sahel, initiatives to extend social transfers are already underway and must receive coordinated support. Other experiences in social transfer programs, notably in East Africa, can also fuel the reflections underway in the Sahel. Sharing experiences is in this way a key element in successfully overcoming operational challenges and ensuring greater effectiveness, coverage and visibility for social transfer programs to improve resilience, food security and nutrition in the Sahel.  
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