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ZIMBABWE:  Nelta, a smallholder farmer from Mwenezi in Masvingo Province, shows how her field was affected by the El Nino-induced drought, May 2024.

CONCERN LEVEL COUNTRIES

Very high concern Madagascar, Malawi and Mozambique

High concern Zimbabwe, Zambia and Angola

Other countries of concern Lesotho, Namibia, Eswatini, Tanzania and Botswana. 

Monitoring only South Africa, Comoros, Mauritius and Seychelles

Source: FSNWG Regional and Country Risk Tracker (17 June 2026) and FEWS NET Southern Africa Food Security Outlook (June 2026 to January 
2027). This will be updated after the release of the SARCOF-33 climatic outlook.
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Southern Africa 

Current climatic conditions
A rapidly intensifying El Niño has developed 
in the Pacific Ocean and is forecast to reach 
exceptional strength at a critical time for 
Southern Africa. El Niño is projected to 
persist from July 2026 through March 2027, 
with a greater than 90 per cent likelihood of 
reaching very strong intensity. There is also 
a 70 per cent chance that October–
December rainfall deficits will exceed those 
recorded during any El Niño year since 
1950[1].

Below-normal rainfall is expected across 
much of Southern Africa during the October–
April rainy season. 

The timing is particularly concerning [2]. El Niño is expected to peak during the October–April rainy season, coinciding with planting 

[1]. The United States National Oceanic and Atmospheric Administration NOAA, Climate Prediction Center (2026, August 13).
[2]. DJF rainfall tercile frequency during El Niño: all events (A) against moderate-to-strong events only (B). Red indicates the share of past events 
in which rainfall fell in the driest third of the 1981–2025 record; blue, the wettest third. Source: FEWS NET and the UCSB Climate Hazards Center, 
presented to the RIASCO meeting of 6 August 2026; analysis performed in the ENSO Explorer (enso.ubramplab.org).

EL NIÑO STATUS AND OUTLOOK 2026–2027

NOAA CPC ENSO strength probabilities, issued August 2026
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and the critical crop-growing period. The major El Niño droughts of 1982/83, 1991/92, 1997/98 and 2015/16 were all associated with 
strong to very strong events, and current forecasts suggest the 2026/27 event could be even stronger. Strong El Niño events have 
historically been associated with below-normal rainfall in Southern Africa about 80 per cent of the time. While forecasts will continue 
to be refined, the strength of the signal and historical evidence provide a compelling case for early preparedness and anticipatory 
action.

El Niño is not the only climate driver influencing the outlook. The Subtropical Indian Ocean Dipole (SIOD) can reinforce El Niño's 
drying influence over Southern Africa when in its negative phase [3]. As of mid-August, the SIOD is near neutral but is forecast to turn 
negative through early 2027. The interaction of these climate drivers could further suppress rainfall in vulnerable areas, although 
uncertainty remains over the timing and geographical distribution of impacts. Continued monitoring and adjustment of preparedness 
measures as forecasts evolve will therefore be essential.

Expected climatic impacts
Historically, strong El Niño events have been associated with below-normal rainfall in Southern Africa in approximately 80 per cent 
of cases while six of the past eight moderate-to-strong events produced predominantly hot and dry conditions across much of 
the southern part of the region. El Niño does not determine rainfall outcomes uniformly, however, and impacts are likely to vary 
considerably between countries and within countries.
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If these conditions materialize, the principal climatic impacts would 
include delayed or erratic rainfall onset, prolonged dry spells, below-
average seasonal rainfall and above-average temperatures. These 
could reduce soil moisture, river flows and reservoir recharge; increase 
evaporation and water stress; and raise the likelihood of agricultural 
and hydrological drought. Repeated dry spells during planting, crop 
establishment and grain-filling periods would be particularly damaging 
to rain-fed agriculture, while hotter and drier conditions could also 
increase pressure on pasture and water resources and elevate wildfire 
risk. The combination of rainfall deficits and higher temperatures, 
rather than El Niño intensity alone, will ultimately determine the severity 
of impacts across the region. 

The 2023/24 El Niño triggered one of Southern Africa's worst droughts 
in decades, devastating agriculture and livelihoods and driving hunger, 
malnutrition, water scarcity and humanitarian needs across the region. 
Poor harvests pushed more than 29 million people into crisis-level 
hunger, while an estimated 61 million required humanitarian assistance 
by late 2024. Drought devastated crops, pasture and water supplies 
across a region where 70 per cent of people depend on agriculture, 
undermining livelihoods and contributing to acute malnutrition. 

An estimated 3.9 million children experienced wasting, including 1.1 
million severely wasted. Water and pasture shortages also caused livestock losses, while worsening water scarcity heightened 
cholera and other disease risks. Despite widespread 
drought, floods and tropical storms caused displacement 
and infrastructure damage in parts of Madagascar, Malawi, 
Mozambique and Zambia. Zimbabwe, Zambia, Malawi, 
Mozambique and Madagascar were among the hardest hit, while 
Botswana, Lesotho, Malawi, Namibia, Zambia and Zimbabwe 
declared drought-related states of disaster.

[3]. Hoell, A., Gaughan, A. E., Shukla, S., & Magadzire, T. (2017). The hydrologic effects of synchronous El Niño–Southern Oscillation and subtrop-
ical Indian Ocean dipole events over Southern Africa. Journal of Hydrometeorology, 18(9), 2407–2424.

In 2024, several countries in Southern Africa declared drought-related 	
national disasters. Source: OCHA

Food insecure people by country, as of November 2024. Source: IPC
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As of mid-2026, the humanitarian outlook in Southern Africa 
had improved following stronger 2025/26 harvests, but 
vulnerabilities remained high. Food insecurity, malnutrition, 
disease outbreaks, displacement, conflict, the lingering effects 
of floods and cyclones, and the emerging 2026/27 El Niño all 
threaten to increase humanitarian needs.

An estimated 13.3 million people are experiencing acute food 
insecurity (IPC Phase 3 or above) across Southern Africa, 
despite improved seasonal conditions and harvests in parts 
of the region during the first half of 2026. Malawi (4 million), 
Mozambique (3.5 million), Madagascar (2.6 million) and 
Zambia (1.7 million) account for nearly 90 per cent of the 
regional caseload, with additional needs reported in Tanzania, 
Namibia, Lesotho and Eswatini. The lingering effects of the 
2023/24 drought, successive poor harvests and persistently 
high food prices continue to limit household access to food. 
Acute malnutrition also remains a major concern, affecting an 
estimated 652,000 children aged 6-59 months, particularly in 
Angola, Madagascar and Mozambique.  

Above-average rainfall during the 2025/26 season improved 
agricultural production but also caused significant 
humanitarian impacts. Between December 2025 and April 

2026, cyclones and flooding affected more than 2.6 million 
people, including around one million in Mozambique, 681,000 
in Madagascar, 368,000 in Malawi and 280,000 in Zambia. 
Recovery from major flood and cyclone events, including 
Fytia and Gezani, remains incomplete in some areas. Disease 
outbreaks continue to compound vulnerabilities, with more 
than 17,000 cholera cases and over 200 deaths reported 
across Angola, Malawi, Mozambique, Namibia, Tanzania, 
Zambia and Zimbabwe during the first half of 2026. Mpox 
transmission has also persisted, with approximately 2,000 
reported cases during the same period. 

Conflict, insecurity and climate-related shocks continue to 
drive displacement and humanitarian needs. Some 662,000 
internally displaced people are recorded in Mozambique, 
primarily in Cabo Delgado, where insecurity remains a 
major driver of vulnerability. Southern Africa also hosts 
approximately 586,000 refugees and asylum-seekers, with 
the largest populations in Tanzania, South Africa, Zambia 
and Malawi. Displaced people and refugees are particularly 
exposed to food-price increases, disruptions to basic services 
and reductions in humanitarian assistance, given their limited 
access to productive assets and livelihood opportunities.

CURRENT HUMANITARIAN SITUATION AND REGIONAL 
RISKS OUTLOOK
Current humanitarian situation

IPC Food Insecurity Phase
1: Minimal
2: Stressed
3: Crisis
4: Emergency
5: Famine
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The boundaries and names shown and the designations used on this map do not imply official endorsement or acceptance by the United Nations.
Creation date: 08 July 2026  Last updated: 14 July 2026    Sources 1; All food insecurity data is sourced from IPC  (Eswatini: Projection for Oct 2025 - Mar 2026, Lesotho: Projection for Oct 2025 - Mar 2026, Madagascar: Projection for Mar- May 2026, Malawi: Oct 2025 - Mar 2026, Mozambique: Projection for Oct 2025 - Mar 2026, Namibia: Projection for Apr - Jun 
2026, Tanzania: Jun - Jan 2027, Zambia: Projection for Oct 2025 - Mar 2026), 2: All Malnutrition data is sourced from FSNWG,  3: OCHA, GOV/NDMAs - Flood Affected, 4: Refugees and asylum seekers data from IOM/DTM, UNHCR, as of May 2026  5:  IOM/DTM as of Dec 2025,  6; WHO Global Cholera and Acute Watery Diarrhoea (AWD) Dashboard,   7: WHO Global 
Monkeypox Trends (Jan - May 2026),  8: GDACS - Cyclone tracks,, FEWSNET Seasonal Rainfall Performance Percent of Average (Oct 2025 - Apr 2026), 
Feedback: ocharosea@un.org     www.unocha.org     www.reliefweb.int
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KEY FIGURES FOR THE REGION
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Regional humanitarian risks outlook
Given the projected impacts of the 2026/27 El Niño, 
governments and humanitarian partners across 
Southern Africa should prioritize areas where 
drought, extreme heat, water scarcity, food insecurity, 
and malnutrition are likely to compound existing 
humanitarian needs.

The principal threat is below-average rainfall combined 
with extreme heat during the October 2026 to March 
2027 rainy season. The strongest historical links 
between El Niño and rainfall deficits are observed 
in Zimbabwe, south-central Mozambique, southern 
Malawi, and southern Zambia, while southern Angola 
also faces elevated risk. Lesotho, Namibia, Eswatini, 
Tanzania, and Botswana are projected to be moderate 
concern, while South Africa, Comoros, Mauritius, and 
Seychelles require close monitoring.

The most immediate impacts are likely to be felt 
through water supplies, agriculture, and livelihoods. 
Reduced rainfall and declining dam levels could limit 
water availability for households, farming, and industry. 
Rain-fed farming communities are particularly exposed, 
with drought and extreme heat likely to reduce crop 
production, food availability, and incomes. Hotter and 
drier conditions could also increase wildfire risk and 
heat-related health impacts, particularly among older 
people, young children, and those with pre-existing 
conditions.

Food security, nutrition, and public health conditions 
are likely to deteriorate as the season progresses. 
Reduced planting is expected from late 2026, with 
crop losses becoming clearer by mid-2027. Food 
insecurity and malnutrition are likely to increase as 
household food stocks decline. Current analyses 
already project Crisis (IPC Phase 3) outcomes in parts 
of southern Malawi and Angola by late 2026, with 
needs also expected to rise in Mozambique. Water 
shortages could also increase population movements 
and complicate cholera prevention efforts. Economic 
pressures could worsen the situation beyond directly 
affected areas. Rising fuel prices have increased 
transport and production costs, while a poor 2026/27 
harvest could drive food prices higher and erode 
household purchasing power, reversing recent recovery 
gains. 

Although drought is the dominant risk, localized 
flooding and cyclones remain possible, particularly 
in northern Mozambique, northern Malawi, north-
eastern Zambia, and Tanzania, highlighting the need 
for country-specific monitoring. The coming months 
are critical for anticipatory action. Priorities include 
protecting crops and livestock, strengthening water 
security, pre-positioning food and nutrition assistance, 
reinforcing health and WASH services, and improving 
early warning and preparedness measures to prevent a 
broader humanitarian crisis.

The compounding risk stack, Southern Africa. 
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COUNTRY CLIMATE SIGNAL (OND–MAM) CASELOAD AND EXPECTED IMPACTS

Madagascar Below-normal, irregular rainfall in south 
and centre; above-normal in north. 
Comparable to 2015/16.

1.9 million Phase 3+ (Jun–Sep 2026 projection; Phase 4 TBC). Early lean season 
in Grand Sud, rapid stock depletion, Crisis conditions expanding from October, 
rising acute malnutrition, continued cyclone recovery, northern flood risk.

Malawi High probability of prolonged dry spells 
in the south; near- to above-average in 
centre and north. Cereal losses above 30% 
forecast.

1.9 million Phase 3 (Apr–Sep 2026), rising to 2.6 million (Oct 2026–Mar 2027; no 
population is Phase 4 and 5). Rising food insecurity, disease outbreaks and acute 
malnutrition; protection concerns including school dropout, GBV and child labour.

Mozambique INAM forecasts strong El Niño Nov 2026–
Apr 2027: below-normal in south and 
centre, above-normal in north.

No validated 2026 round; 0.5 million Phase 3+ carried from the IPC SADC 
snapshot to 31 Mar 2026. Drought risk in the south, continued displacement in 
Cabo Delgado and Nampula, elevated prices, cholera, disrupted agriculture.

Zimbabwe Extensive dry spells and drought likely; El 
Niño years historically below-average.

No validated caseload. Stressed (Phase 2) in deficit areas, deteriorating to Crisis 
(Phase 3) from Oct 2026 to Jan 2027 on reduced production, declining access and 
high fuel and transport costs.

Zambia Below-average rainfall most likely in 
south and south-west with above-average 
temperatures; northern Zambia tends 
wetter.

No validated 2026 round; 2.0 million Phase 3+ from an earlier analysis of 
unconfirmed vintage. Among the largest caseloads but with a moderating 
trajectory; livestock and fishing livelihoods most exposed; maize stocks buffer the 
short term.

Angola Drier than normal in the south-east, wetter 
in the north-west.

Not covered by an IPC round. Crisis outcomes expected from November; 
worsening pasture, declining livestock productivity and milk availability, rising 
malnutrition risk in agropastoral areas.

Lesotho, 
Namibia, 
Eswatini, 
Botswana

Drier than normal across Lesotho, Eswatini 
and much of Namibia and Botswana.

Lesotho 234,000 Phase 3+ (May–Sep 2026, rural only) rising to 311,000 (Oct 
2026–Mar 2027). Namibia 408,000 (to 31 Mar 2026), no 2026 round. Eswatini 
222,000 rising to 264,000, pending verification. Botswana not IPC-covered.

Tanzania Tendency for wetter-than-normal 
conditions during El Niño.

500k Phase 3+ (Jun 2026–Jan 2027; Phase 4 TBC). Heat stress among vulnerable 
groups; off-season rains raise flood and waterborne-disease risk around Lake 
Victoria, including cholera and mpox.

Overview of potential impacts per country

photo : ©  WFP/Arete/Caleb Tembo

ZAMBIA
Phefious Silokomela son of  Evelyn Kambulo, a smallholder farmer who is training in sorghum production and post-harvest loss management through a WFP 
programme, loads the threshing table with sorghum in Mufuzi village, Kazungula District, Zambia. 11 June 2025.
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OVERVIEW OF ANTICIPATORY ACTION EFFORTS

The 2026/27 El Niño presents a stronger opportunity 
for anticipatory action than previous major events. has 
improved, El Niño's link to rainfall deficits across Southern 
Africa is well established, and likely impacts are increasingly 
predictable. Drought is expected across much of the region, 
while anticipatory action frameworks now exist in countries 
including Madagascar, Malawi and Zimbabwe. Evidence 
suggests every dollar invested early can generate up to seven 
dollars in avoided losses and response costs.  Preparedness 
is advancing, but readiness remains uneven. Zimbabwe and 
Mozambique have activated drought anticipatory action, while 
Malawi, Zambia, Madagascar, Lesotho and Eswatini have 
protocols or preparedness plans in place. 

Across 13 countries, 84 planned actions aim to reach nearly 
12 million people at a cost of US$111.3 million.  Around 80 per 
cent of planned activities are unfunded, and only 13 actions 
have triggers, interventions and pre-arranged financing in 
place. Cash and food assistance, drought-tolerant seeds, 
livestock support, water access and early warning must largely 
be delivered before the October–December planting season to 
protect production and livelihoods. The immediate priority is 
to finance ongoing activations in Zimbabwe and Mozambique 
and secure pre-arranged funding in other high-readiness 
countries before the window closes.
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Anticipatory action readiness status by country, August 2026. 
Source: RAAWG

Regional anticipatory action plan against available financing, as of 5 August 2026. Source: RAAWG
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Source: FAO. 2026.
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Anticipatory action window against the agricultural calendar for priority countries, July 2026 – June 2027, SOURCE: FAO

THE NEED TO ACT NOW — KEY MESSAGES

A very strong El Niño is emerging as Southern Africa 
approaches a critical agricultural season, and the window 
for preparedness is narrowing. El Niño is projected to persist 
from July 2026 through March 2027, with a greater than 90 per 
cent likelihood of reaching very strong intensity. There is also 
a 70 per cent chance that October-December rainfall deficits 
will exceed those recorded during any El Niño year since 1950. 
Below-normal rainfall is expected across much of the region 
during the October-April rainy season.

Southern Africa has an important but temporary preparedness 
advantage. Strong 2025/26 harvests in several major producing 
countries have improved the regional food-security outlook, 
creating an opportunity to build grain, fodder and water 
reserves before conditions deteriorate. The next two to three 
months are critical: drought-tolerant seeds and agricultural 
inputs, livestock protection, water harvesting and irrigation, 
anticipatory cash assistance, and strengthened early-
warning systems should be prioritized ahead of planting. The 
SARCOF-33 climatic outlook to be released at the end of August 
will provide a key opportunity to translate forecasts into early 
action.

Millions of people remain vulnerable, and another major 
shock could quickly reverse recent gains. An estimated 13.3 
million people are facing IPC Phase 3 or higher levels of acute 
food insecurity, alongside 652,000 acutely malnourished 
children, 662,000 internally displaced people, and 586,000 
refugees and asylum-seekers. Madagascar, Malawi and 

Mozambique have some of the region's largest food-insecurity 
caseloads and a history of severe El Niño impacts. Drought 
could also strain health and WASH services, disrupt education, 
increase displacement and heighten protection risks. Cholera 
outbreaks are already active in seven countries, while previous 
El Niño events have been associated with increased child 
wasting, school dropout and gender-based violence.

The systems for anticipatory action largely exist; financing 
is the critical gap. Across 13 countries, 84 anticipatory 
actions are planned to reach 11.9 million people at a cost of 
US$111.3 million. Around 80 per cent of planned activities are 
unfunded, and only 13 actions have triggers, interventions and 
pre-arranged financing in place. Timely, flexible financing is 
therefore essential to translate established plans into action 
before impacts materialize.

Southern Africa still has a window to act, but October 
represents a critical threshold. Seeds, agricultural inputs, 
water interventions and climate advisories must reach 
communities before planting begins. Governments, 
humanitarian and development partners, and regional 
organizations should use current agricultural gains and 
available lead time to build reserves, finance and scale 
coordinated early action and protect livelihoods and essential 
services. Funding after October can still save lives, but it may 
come too late to prevent avoidable losses to crops, livestock 
and livelihoods, resulting in greater humanitarian needs and 
higher response costs in 2027.
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ACRONYM FULL NAME

AA: Anticipatory Action

CPC: Climate Prediction Center

DJF: December–January–February

ENSO: El Niño–Southern Oscillation

EPRP: Emergency Preparedness and Response Plan

FAO: Food and Agriculture Organization of the United Nations

FEWSNET Famine Early Warning Systems Network

FSNWG Food Security and Nutrition Working Group

GBV Gender-Based Violence

IFRC: International Federation of Red Cross and Red Crescent Societies

INAM: National Institute of Meteorology (Mozambique)

IOM: International Organization for Migration

IPC: Integrated Food Security Phase Classification

NOAA: National Oceanic and Atmospheric Administration

OCHA: United Nations Office for the Coordination of Humanitarian Affairs

RAAWG: Regional Anticipatory Action Working Group

RIASCO: Regional Inter-Agency Standing Committee

RONI: Relative Oceanic Niño Index

ROSEA: Regional Office for Southern and Eastern Africa (OCHA)

SADC: Southern African Development Community

SARCOF: Southern Africa Regional Climate Outlook Forum

SASSCAL: Southern African Science Service Centre for Climate Change and Adaptive Land 
Management

SIOD: Subtropical Indian Ocean Dipole

UCSB: University of California, Santa Barbara

UNICEF: United Nations Children's Fund

WASH: Water, Sanitation and Hygiene

WFP: World Food Programme

ACRONYMS AND ABBREVIATIONS
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