
Overview
Supporting anticipatory action to prevent or reduce conflict-induced food insecurity in Mali’s Gao region
•	 Anticipatory action involves “acting ahead of predicted hazardous events to prevent or reduce acute humanitarian impacts before they fully 

unfold” (Risk-informed Early Action Partnership 2022). It includes actions taken by humanitarian actors to release pre-agreed financing when 
an expected crisis trigger point is reached, as well as more informal mitigation measures, including those taken by affected communities. 

•	 To support anticipatory action, this briefing provides 
analysis of reported incidents of food-related violence 
in Mali’s Gao region from 1 January 2023 to 11 October 
2024. These incidents included the looting of livestock; 
violence at markets and directly affecting people travelling 
to and from markets; and, in at least one incident each, 
the killing of fishers and the looting of staple foods from 
granaries. Blockades imposed by armed groups have 
also disrupted transport along key roads and undermined 
access to food. 

•	 By considering the foreseeable consequences of violence 
for food security, the briefing discusses the knowledge that 
humanitarian actors and communities need in order to 
employ an anticipatory action mindset and take action to 
mitigate the worst effects of the violence on food security.

For further information on conflict and hunger in Mali, data categorisations and recommendations, see Insecurity Insight’s report, Conflict-
Induced Food Insecurity in Mali: Examining the Links between Conflict and Hunger.
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Map 1: Food-related violence in the Gao region (1 January 2023-11 October 2024) and projected IPC outcomes (October 2024-January 
2025) Blockades due to armed group activities have disrupted the transport of essential goods along key transport routes in the Gao region and linking the region to 
other areas of Mali. Food-related violence has primarily been reported along the River Niger in Ansongo and Gao cercles. 

Background  
The Gao region is one of the most heavily conflict-affected 
areas of Mali. According to the Armed Conflict Location 
& Event Data project, between 1 January 2023 and 11 
October 2024 almost 1,000 people were killed in incidents 
of political violence in the Gao region.1 Around two-fifths 
of these killings were attributed to IS Sahel, which is the 
dominant armed actor in the region. As shown in Map 
1 and detailed on page 4, blockades imposed by armed 
groups on key transport routes have also seriously affected 
the region. In some cases, government authorities have 
responded to the security situation by imposing curfews 
and movement restrictions. For example, in November 
2023, local authority orders stipulated that vehicles 
– buses and smaller vehicles – were not authorised to 
transport passengers to Gao. 

For the main staple foods of millet and rice, the region 
depends on supplies from Mopti, Ségou, and Sikasso. 
This underscores the importance of functioning transport 
routes for its food security. 

With the start of the main harvest season in October and 
the end of the lean season, much of Gao (see Map 1) is 
projected to experience IPC Phase 2 (“Stressed”) for the 
period October 2024 to January 2025. As the map shows, 
the lowest levels of food insecurity are expected to be in the 
areas on either side of the River Niger.  
1 Armed Conflict Location & Event Data. Access date: 23/10/2024	
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Conflict events leading to a likely impact on food security

Sources: Insecurity Insight and the Famine Early Warning Systems Network (FEWSNET)
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https://acleddata.com/
https://acleddata.com/
https://acleddata.com/2023/01/13/is-sahels-tactics-cause-mass-indiscriminate-violence/
https://www.studiotamani.org/149633-a-gao-le-couvre-feu-en-vigueur-jusqua-nouvel-ordre
https://www.studiotamani.org/151406-suspension-du-transport-entre-douentza-et-gao
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https://fews.net/west-africa/mali


Incident analysis
1 January 2023-11 October 2024
Download data on the Humanitarian Data Exchange (HDX). 

Foreseeable consequences for food 
security

Opportunities

Conflict parties were reported to have looted livestock in at least 
91 incidents. They were most frequent in Gao and Ansongo cercles, 
especially in the areas surrounding the River Niger, where human 
populations tend to be concentrated due to the greater access to water. 
In some of these incidents, over one hundred animals were taken. The 
incidents often occurred as part of wider armed group attacks. In one 
incident in September 2023, armed men reportedly emptied granaries 
storing millet and rice and also looted livestock and killed six people 
in Gabero, Gao cercle. According to the Global Initiative Against 
Transnational Organized Crime, armed groups have sold livestock 
looted in Gao for profit in Niger and Burkina Faso.  

Livestock looting: By removing communities’ 
livelihood sources, large-scale livestock looting 
could produce forced displacement, especially 
among vulnerable communities. This could in 
turn increase pressures for access to essential 
resources in communities hosting displaced 
people. Negative coping strategies such as the 
selling of livestock and other productive assets 
may also result.

Identify ways of supporting affected herding 
communities in Gao and Ansongo cercles 
that strengthen their resilience, foster 
independence, and reinforce positive coping 
mechanisms. 
Conduct focus groups to understand how 
families and communities adapt to the loss 
of their livestock and how to support them to 
avoid displacement or malnutrition. 

At least nine violent incidents were reported at markets or directly 
affected people travelling to or from markets. Incidents included a village 
market being burned by IS Sahel militants in Ansongo cercle in November 
2023; the abduction and killing of people at markets (including individuals 
described in reports as combatants); and physical assaults of people 
travelling to and from markets. 
Under-reporting due to limited internet availability and access restrictions 
makes it likely that the documented incidents only partially reflect the 
situation. 

Market-related violence: The opportunity costs 
to market stallholders increase when there is a 
risk that violence will disrupt markets. People 
may visit markets less frequently due to security 
concerns, which could disrupt market functionality 
and food supply chains. The incident in which a 
village market in Ansongo cercle was burned in 
November 2023 may also have destroyed staple 
food supplies and reduced food availability.

Engage with security forces to ensure people’s 
safety at and access to markets.
Conduct focus group discussions with market 
stallholders, suppliers, and shoppers to 
understand how to improve their safety and the 
functioning of markets.

Blockades: Blockades: During the analysed period, movement within and 
into and out of Gao has been intermittently restricted along key transport 
routes due to armed group activity. Between December 2023 and February 
2024, this is reported to have restricted the supplies of food from Algeria 
to Gao due to blockades imposed on the routes linking the Algerian border 
to Gao and Timbuktu. Route Nationale 16 linking Douentza to Gao city 
and supplying the latter with food, pharmaceuticals and petroleum 
has also been particularly heavily affected. At times in September 2023, 
no vehicles were reportedly able to safely use this route. In Gao region, 
transport on Route Nationale 17 linking Gao city to Ansongo has been 
disrupted as recently as October 2024 due to insecurity (as shown on 
Map 1). 

Blockades: These will likely continue to affect 
food supply chains in Gao, especially given that 
the region typically receives large quantities of 
staple foods such as millet from southern Mali. 
Extorted charges imposed by armed groups are 
likely to result in higher prices for staple goods and 
undermine people’s ability to access affordable 
food, especially among the most vulnerable 
communities. In September 2024, FEWSNET 
reported that the average price of staple goods in 
the Gao region had increased by 76% compared 
with average prices in the rest of Mali. This was the 
second highest increase in the country.

Engage in humanitarian dialogue to address 
blockades.
Maintain contact with communities affected 
by blockades to understand their needs, and 
supply items that are particularly needed as 
soon as an opportunity to do so arises.
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Mitigating the consequences of conflict events that impact food security and identifying opportunities to intervene

https://data.humdata.org/dataset/819ed927-c593-40fc-bda2-1e1e72ab69ff/resource/6c000f61-dd6b-428a-93f7-ed874b340ddb/download/fivc-gao-linked-to-anticipatory-action-briefing.xlsx
https://www.studiotamani.org/145904-linsecurite-ne-faiblit-pas-a-gao
https://globalinitiative.net/wp-content/uploads/2023/03/Flore-Berger-Locked-horns-Cattle-rustling-and-Malis-war-economy-March-2023.pdf
https://globalinitiative.net/wp-content/uploads/2023/03/Flore-Berger-Locked-horns-Cattle-rustling-and-Malis-war-economy-March-2023.pdf
https://bit.ly/MLIFoodAug2024
https://www.studiotamani.org/142819-douentza-boni-gao-le-trafic-reprend-apres-la-levee-du-blocus-des-hommes-armes
https://www.studiotamani.org/143708-blocus-sur-les-routes-de-gao-et-tombouctou-des-voyageurs-commencent-a-manquer-de-tout
hhttps://www.studiotamani.org/174000-le-troncon-ansongo-gao-de-nouveau-operationnel
https://fews.net/sites/default/files/documents/reports/ml_fullmap_millet_norm.pdf
https://fews.net/sites/default/files/documents/reports/ml_fullmap_millet_norm.pdf
https://fews.net/west-africa/mali/key-message-update/september-2024
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Past patterns of reported violence in Gao affecting Mali’s food supply system (1 January 2023-11 October 2024) 

Figure 1: Timeline of Mali’s agricultural calendar and reported incidents of food-related violence
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●	 Attacks affecting food security have been a feature of the Gao region for some time. The reduction in reported incidents in recent months may result from 
limited telecommunications access  and physical access restrictions imposed on aid agencies and other outsiders that reduce the number of reports that 
become available (in other words, the number of incidents may not have actually decreased in reality). Given the likelihood of continued violence and 
blockades in the Gao region, it is crucial to evaluate the cumulative effects of these attacks and blockades to fully understand their broader implications for 
food security.

●	 To reduce the impact of recurring violence on food security, a comprehensive strategy to prevent and mitigate the consequences should be developed. 
However, analysis of past violent events related to food security has not provided sufficient data to build predictive models for when and where specific types 
of conflict-related events will arise.

●	 Despite this limitation, reported incidents can serve as early indicators, prompting timely interventions to prevent disruptions from spreading throughout the 
food production and distribution system.

insecurityinsight.org
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Preventing violence: assessing opportunities for humanitarian dialogue with conflict parties to prevent conflict-
related violence that directly impacts food security

Figure 2: Sankey diagram showing the conflict parties to which incidents of food-related violence in the Gao region were attributed 
(1 January 2023-11 October 2024)

Figure 2 illustrates reported incidents involving conflict parties 
committing violence at markets, or directly affecting people 
travelling to or from markets, or looting livestock. 

Constructive engagement   with conflict parties can help break 
the cycle of conflict-related food insecurity by encouraging 
conflict parties to put precautionary measures in place to 
reduce the impact of their actions on food security, in line with 
international humanitarian law. For further details regarding 
tangible measures that conflict parties can take to mitigate 
the impact of their actions on food security, see InterAction’s 
Practical Measures to Prevent and Mitigate Conflict-
Induced Food Insecurity. 

Although in practice constructive engagement with many 
of these groups is difficult to achieve, this option should be 
considered if security conditions permit. 

Blockades are not shown in Figure 2 due to the difficulty of 
quantifying them as “numerical events”. 

Subscribe

https://www.interaction.org/wp-content/uploads/2024/05/Practical-Measures-English.pdf
https://www.interaction.org/wp-content/uploads/2024/05/Practical-Measures-English.pdf
http://eepurl.com/gPFd0v


Figure 3: The negative cycle of conflict and food insecurity in the Gao region: opportunities for communities and humanitarian 
actors to intervene with anticipatory actions 
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●	 Incidents of food-related violence in the Gao region produce negative outcomes (shown in the green boxes in Figure 3) that undermine food availability and 
physical and economic (i.e. affordable) access to food. 

●	 These negative outcomes are foreseeable and interlinked. One negative outcome triggers more negative outcomes to form a cascade. In some cases, this also 
produces further violence in a negative feedback cycle that causes conflict and the resulting food insecurity to continue. 

●	 However, periods of time occur between when the initial incidents of violence happen and when their worst effects are felt on the affected communities’ food 
security. These time periods provide opportunities for communities and humanitarian actors to intervene with anticipatory actions that mitigate the worst effects 
of the violence on food insecurity before these effects fully materialise, which could help break the negative feedback cycle of conflict and food insecurity. 

Preventing violence: assessing opportunities for communities and humanitarian actors to intervene with anticipatory actions

insecurityinsight.org
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Conclusions and recommendations

Anticipatory approach to reduce food insecurity
●	 In the face of growing food insecurity and limited resources for direct food aid, the anticipatory approach provides a way of intervening early by 

promoting resilience, independence, and positive coping mechanisms among affected communities to prevent the further deterioration of food security 
and future dependency on direct aid.

●	 An anticipatory mindset requires the undertaking of needs assessments and focusing on factors that enable communities and families to cope with 
adverse events that could potentially have a devastating impact on food security.

●	 The successful implementation of this approach requires humanitarians to make use of best practices in their communications with conflict-affected 
communities, adopt acceptance-based security risk management methods, and take steps to develop strong community support.

Conflict sensitivity in anticipatory action programmes
●	 Anticipatory action programmes are increasingly recognising the importance of being sensitive to and aware of the different types of conflict that can 

occur in a particular environment and how they can have specific humanitarian impacts. Attacks on civilians and infrastructure in particular disrupt 
complex systems, significantly affecting sectors such as food security, health, and protection. Conflict-sensitive approaches should take into account 
how these events impact both affected populations and the societal structures they rely on for their well-being.

insecurityinsight.org

Conflict-Induced Food Insecurity in Mali
This report forms part of a series examining the links between conflict and hunger. It focuses on reported conflict incidents of 
food-related violence in Mali between 1 January 2019 and 15 June 2024. These incidents included the looting of livestock; the 
burning of granaries and markets; and the killings, abductions and physical assaults of people at and travelling to and from 
markets. Other factors undermining food security included blockades by armed groups on transportation routes and access 
restrictions on agricultural and pastoral land due to insecurity, improvised explosive devices and unexploded ordnance. The 
report demonstrates clear links between recurrent and specific forms of food-related violence and negative consequences for 
food access and availability among affected communities. By considering the foreseeable consequences of specific conflict 
actions for food security and actions to mitigate these consequences before their worse effects fully materialise, the report aims 
to support anticipatory action. The analysis is based on the Food Insecurity and Violent Conflict (FIVC)-Mali dataset, an event-
based dataset compiled by Insecurity Insight from open sources and partner contributions, and available for download on the 
Humanitarian Data Exchange (HDX). It is supported by desk research and key informant interviews. In English and French

http://bit.ly/MLIFoodAug2024
https://insecurityinsight.us12.list-manage.com/track/click?u=6ca1f5d2d10a8ab5e9333c51f&id=817b27032a&e=4b5ade5e34
https://bit.ly/MLIFoodAug2024
https://bit.ly/MLIFoodOct2024FR
http://bit.ly/MLIFoodAug2024
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Food security in conflict and anticipatory action: assumptions and approach

Assumptions Approach 
Conflict violence is varied and takes different 
forms, each with distinct humanitarian impacts on 
access to food, health care, education or protection 
needs. 

This document discusses a distinct form of conflict events that directly affect food security.  The 
focus is not on military engagements, but on conflict actions with foreseeable impacts on food 
security. Download dataset.

Predicting conflict is complex and context-
specific. Anticipatory action to deal with human-
made hazards should not rely on forecasting specific 
conflict events.

This document does not predict conflict. It indicates that, unlike natural hazards, there is no clear, 
predictable connection between seasons and conflict-related events affecting the food supply 
system in the Gao region. 

Conflict events that impact humanitarian needs 
highlight the need for early interventions to 
prevent or mitigate further harm.	

This document proposes conflict events with humanitarian impact as the trigger indicator for 
intervention. 

The anticipatory approach can aim to 
prevent violent events through humanitarian 
dialogue.	

This document identifies conflict actors and their actions that are likely to have directly impacted the 
food supply system. It encourages considering the feasibility and potential focus of humanitarian 
dialogue.

The anticipatory approach can seek to mitigate 
the humanitarian impacts of violence. 	

This document outlines opportunities to intervene in reducing food insecurity risks arising from 
conflict events. 

The anticipatory approach aims to break the 
chain of events that lead from shocks to food 
insecurity. 

This document concludes with key insights on adopting an anticipatory mindset to address food 
security and strengthen conflict sensitivity in anticipatory action programmes designed to prevent 
or mitigate the consequences for the food supply system of natural hazards and conflict-related 
events.

https://data.humdata.org/dataset/819ed927-c593-40fc-bda2-1e1e72ab69ff/resource/6c000f61-dd6b-428a-93f7-ed874b340ddb/download/fivc-gao-linked-to-anticipatory-action-briefing.xlsx
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Further resources

Mopti Region Ménaka Region Ségou Region Timbuktu Region

https://bit.ly/MLIFoodMoptiOct2024
https://bit.ly/MLIFoodMenakaOct2024EN
https://bit.ly/MLIFoodSegouNov2024EN
https://bit.ly/MLIFoodTimbuktuNov2024EN

