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Introduction  
 
The Lesotho National Vulnerability Assessment Committee (LVAC) was established in 2002. It is a 
government led multi-sectorial committee within the Office of the Prime Minister- Disaster 
Management Authority (DMA), Government of Lesotho.  The Committee is charged with studying, 
assessing and describing vulnerability in the country.  The mandate and membership of the 
committee draws from various Ministries and Non-Government Agencies. The LVAC was formed as 
part of the regional effort to respond to the food security crisis that faced six SADC countries at the 
time. The Regional Vulnerability Assessment Committee (RVAC) under the Regional Vulnerability 
Assessments and Analyses Programme Management Unit (RVAA PMU) assists governments to 
conduct vulnerability assessments to deal with the increasing demand for reliable and timely 
analysis of livelihood vulnerability. Since its establishment, the LVAC has been undertaking annual 
livelihood vulnerability assessments to inform decision making for interventions. 

Until recently, it was difficult to implement vulnerability assessments because of lack of an analytical 
framework to handle complexities of household-level analysis. Such a framework would have the 
capability of translating how people might gain access to food and cash incomes as well as how they 
might be affected by shocks (droughts, floods, diseases, market failure, etc) into practical 
information to guide policy and decision-making.  It is for this reason, that the LVAC was started to 
undertake vulnerability assessment and analysis (VAA) work in the country. The Household Economy 
Approach, which is a Livelihood-based Vulnerability Assessment Approach, has become an 
instrumental tool in aiding household-level analyses.  
 
To this end, the LVAC required livelihood baseline information on rural households as a reference 
point for modelling likely effects of such shocks.  Such shocks may severely affect people’s ability to 
maintain their livelihoods and any response needs to be based on information and analysis designed 
to give solid evidence for disaster mitigation and recovery as well as emergency assessment and 
early warning and monitoring initiatives. The essential target for any response would be the 
household, since this is the basic unit of economic operation, and the unit which must try to cope 
with shocks. 

Justification for updating Lesotho livelihood baselines  
In 2006 the LVAC updated its six livelihood zone baselines in the country. The updated livelihood 
baselines identified four wealth groups in each zone i.e. the ‘very poor,’ ‘poor’, ‘middle’ and ‘better 
off’ households and the corresponding livelihood profiles for each wealth group. These baselines 
were used thereafter for monitoring impacts of shocks such as poor crop and livestock production 
and high food prices. 

The updated livelihood baseline profiles were an improvement to the earlier baselines of 2003 that 
had major information gaps such as detailed income sources and expenditure patterns by wealth 
group. In addition, the baseline profiles depicted the ‘poor’ as 50% of the rural population thereby 
not distinguishing those households in the near destitute situation that would need social protection 
programmes from the rest of the ‘poor’ that would require other forms of assistance such as food 
security/livelihoods promotion programmes. The inadequate detail in the baseline profiles limited 
the level of analysis that LVAC could undertake and these issues were also picked up by the food 
security policy that was approved in April 2005.  

Secondly key innovations in Government programmes and policies, coupled with changes in 
economic context namely inflation and increase in food prices compelled the LVAC to update its 
livelihood baseline profiles in April 2011. 
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Methodology and Analytical Processes  
 
For the above reasons, the Household Economy Approach (HEA) has been the methodology of 
choice, giving both a geographical template of livelihood zones and within these zones an analysis of 
typical household’s within different wealth groups – given that these exhibit different levels of 
vulnerability to shocks. 

HEA is an analytical framework, that is used to predict the likely effects of crop failure or other 
shocks such as drought and floods on future food supply, access and livelihood patterns. The 
approach estimates the relative contributions of different food and income sources (e.g. own crop 
production and labour exchange among others) for different wealth groups over a normal/non crisis 
year. 

Survival and Livelihood Protection Thresholds  
 
Livelihood Protection Thresholds/Deficits: According to the LVAC analysis, livelihood protection 
threshold is the total income required to sustain local livelihoods, meanwhile the livelihood 
protection deficit occurs when households can afford to purchase the balance of food required to 
make up 100% of energy requirements, but cannot afford to purchase all items in the livelihood 
protection basket. The essential livelihood basket is comprised of items such as payment for 
education, health care, agricultural inputs such as quality seeds, fertiliser, ploughing services and 
livestock drugs among others.  
 
Survival Threshold/Deficits: The survival threshold is the total food and cash income required to 
cover the food and non food items necessary for survival in the short term. Survival deficit occurs 
when households cannot afford to purchase the balance of food required to make up 100% of 
energy requirements, in addition to not being able to afford anything in the essential livelihood 
protection basket. 
 
In each livelihood zone, the LVAC normally calculates survival deficits expressed as a percentage of 
the minimum per capita energy requirement based on the requirement of 2,100 Kcal per person per 
day. This information is also normally converted into staple cereal equivalent and cash for ease of 
interpretation, in this case maize is the most appropriate staple not grown in most communal areas, 
but purchased in the market. 
 
The LVAC calculates the livelihood protection deficit by multiplying the deficit per household with 
the total number of affected households. The total livelihood protection deficit is also converted into 
staple cereal equivalent to show the extent of resources required for a particular intervention or 
policy option. 
 
The key rationale underlying this modelling is that, there is a sequence in household response to 
effects of a particular shock such as crop failure due to floods or increase in food prices, which has 
resulted in missing of its minimum food requirements. The first response is normally to adapt 
normal coping mechanisms such as sell of livestock. In-case this does not cover the missing food 
requirement; the household will draw from discretionary expenditure such as clothes and transport 
expenses. However if this does not cover the missing food requirement, then the household will 
switch to income meant for accessing essential livelihood protection basket comprised of education 
and agricultural inputs among others. This will result to a livelihood protection deficit and if the 
missing food deficit is likely not to be covered, even after all essential expenditure has been used to 
buy food, then the household experiences both livelihood protection and survival deficits.   
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National Overview  
 
Lesotho is a democratic and sovereign country and a member of the Southern African Development 
Community (SADC) The country is about 30,355 Kilometres squares, with a population of 1,892,000 
people. The level of urbanisation is 17% with a national literacy level of 78% of the population. 
 
 It is one of the world's poorest countries with a GDP of US$929 (SADC- Report 2010). The economy 
is heavily dependent on cash remittances from migrant workers employed on South Africa’s mines - 
which contribute to around half of Lesotho's GNP and the overall economy is highly integrated with 
that of South Africa. As such the increasing number of redundancies over the past 6 years, from 
104,000 to 60,000 has compounded a massive unemployment problem estimated at about 35- 40 
percent. The national Gross Domestic Products (GDP) per capita is about US$ 1,112 with a real GDP 
growth rate of 2.0% with annual inflation rate of +3.6% (2010) 
 
Lesotho’s export is about U$ 0.784 billion compared with imports of about U$ 2.152 billion. The 

main natural resources are diamonds, wildlife, mohair, wool and natural water.  The Government of 

Lesotho has begun to transform its economic prospects with the exploitation of its rivers to sell 

water, and possibly also hydroelectric power, to South Africa. Economic growth is also being pursued 

through the development of export-oriented manufacturing, led by the clothing and footwear 

subsectors. Growth in construction has been twice that of manufacturing, but this has since levelled 

off with the end of the construction boom associated with the Lesotho Highlands Water 

Development Programme. 

The National Economy 
 
The Economy of Lesotho is based on agriculture, livestock, manufacturing, and the earnings of 
laborers employed in South Africa. Lesotho is geographically surrounded by South Africa and 
economically integrated with it as well. The majority of households subsist on farming or migrant 
labor, primarily miners in South Africa for 3 to 9 months. The western lowlands form the main 
agricultural zone. Almost 50% of the population earns income through crop cultivation or animal 
husbandry with nearly two-thirds of the country's income coming from the agricultural sector. 
 
Water is Lesotho's only significant natural resource. It is being exploited through the 30-year, multi-
billion dollar Lesotho Highlands Water Project (LHWP), which was initiated in 1986. The LHWP is 
designed to capture, store, and transfer water from the Orange River system and send it to South 
Africa's Free State and greater Johannesburg area, which features a large concentration of South 
African industry, population and agriculture. At the completion of the project, Lesotho should be 
almost completely self-sufficient in the production of electricity and also gain income from the sale 
of electricity to South Africa. The World Bank, African Development Bank, European Investment 
Bank, and many other bilateral donors are financing the project. 
 
The country’s economy is less developed compared with its sole neighbour South Africa with mainly 
agro processing industries for food and beverages. Other small scale industries include textiles, 
apparel assembly plant, hand crafts, construction and tourism.  
 
 
 
 

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Agriculture
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Livestock
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Manufacturing
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Lesotho
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/South_Africa
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Animal_husbandry
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Animal_husbandry
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Animal_husbandry
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Natural_resource
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Lesotho_Highlands_Water_Project
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Orange_River
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/South_Africa
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/South_Africa
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/South_Africa
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Johannesburg
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Industry
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Electricity
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/World_Bank
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/African_Development_Bank
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/European_Investment_Bank
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/European_Investment_Bank
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Bilateral_trade
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Geography and Climate 
 
Lesotho is a mountainous country with a unique topography and terrain ranging from High veldt to 
plateau and mountains. The mountainous nature of the country is associated with temperate 
climate mainly characterised by hot summers and extremely cold winters.  
Overall humidity is generally low and the rainy season is normally in summer period. The country has 
a unique characteristic of being totally surrounded by its neighbour, the Republic of South Africa. 
The formerly Basutoland was renamed the Kingdom of Lesotho upon independence from the UK in 
1966. In 1993 after 23 years of military rule, a new constitution was implemented leaving the King 
without any executive authority and proscribing him from engaging in political affairs. However 
Lesotho is one of three remaining monarchies in Africa. The local people are called the Basotho. 
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Foot Hills Livelihood Zone      

Main Conclusions and Implications 
 
The Foot Hills Livelihood Zone is one of the highly productive areas of the country and cuts across a 
number of districts from the north to southern parts of Lesotho. The main crops grown in the area 
include maize, sorghum and some beans. Although the zone is dependent on crops, there is also 
communal grazing of livestock such as cattle, goats and sheep. 
The main sources of household cash income include crop and livestock sales, supplemented with self 
employment in the form of petty trade among others. The above livelihood options have a number 
of implications for the local people’s survival. 
 
Firstly, the zone is relatively vulnerable to climatic hazards such as drought, livestock diseases and 
market related economic shocks such as low prices for local produce, i.e. maize due to the relatively 
cheaper sources especially from South Africa. The livestock sector is also frequently affected by 
cases of stock theft.  
 
It is therefore important to monitor drought conditions and ensure the promotion of crop 
diversification through the introduction of early maturity and drought resistant varieties coupled 
with agricultural innovations such as conservation farming, in order to reduce the risk of crop failure 
due to climatic hazards.   
The zone could therefore significantly benefit from measures such as promotion of crop 
diversification; introduction of drought resistant crop varieties and employment creation initiatives 
such as labor based rural feeder roads and other infrastructural development. 
 
At one level this could mean an agricultural development program with various components of 
improved seed production; subsidization of agricultural inputs; provision of veterinary services and 
branding of livestock in order to reduce cases of stock theft in the zone. 
 
Given the importance of crop and livestock production for the local economy, there is also a need 
for development of markets, so to enable local farmer’s sale their crops at relatively high prices. This 
might entail provision of reliable market price information and identification of lucrative regional 
markets beyond the borders with South Africa. 
 
It is important to note that, the Foothills livelihood zone has one advantage over the rest of the rural 
parts of the country. As an agriculturally productive area which covers a significant part of the 
country, adequate agricultural investment could turn the area into another national food basket, 
which feeds the population and making Lesotho to become food sufficient.  
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Zone Description 

The Foothills livelihood zone 

separates mountains and 

lowlands and mainly lies in 

the foothills of the Maluti 

Mountains. The zone is one 

of the highly productive 

agricultural zones of the 

country and cuts across a 

number of districts from the 

north to southern part of 

Lesotho. These districts 

include Butha Buthe, Leribe, 

Berea, Maseru, Mafeteng, 

and Mohale’s Hoek.  It’s 

comprised of the hills and low lying areas which provide suitable arable land and grazing conditions 

for both crops and livestock respectively.  The low lying areas are characterised with perennial river 

streams such as Mohokare, Makhaleng and Makhalaneng etc.  

The types of grasses found in the zone include; S. leucosidia, grasslands Themeda traenda, M.  
Distiga, and there are also natural resources such as sand stone and water. This zone is 
characterised by sandy loam soils making it suitable for growing crops such as maize, sorghum and 
beans using rain fed agriculture.     

The predominant livestock in the area are cattle, sheep and goats with donkeys and horses primarily 

used for transport purposes. The main sources of cash income are sale of livestock and livestock 

products, casual labour in the form of agricultural labour employment such as weeding and 

harvesting; construction labour mainly in the form of house smearing and self employment 

opportunities such as sale of local brew and fire wood. 

Trade and Markets  

There are no organised staple food markets in the area for purposes of buying and selling locally 
produced commodities.  The main form of local trade is informal and takes place within the villages, 
by households buying and selling among themselves.  The other alternative is mainly the buying of 
staple commodities such as maize meal and wheat flour from the local shops within or outside the 
zone. Other commonly traded food crops in the area include sorghum, beans and peas. 

The main source of external commodities is from South Africa and this has helped to ensure regular 
food supplies especially in the local shops located within the livelihood zone. However most local 
farmers believe this has affected prices of locally produced commodities. This has acted as a 
disincentive among local farmers, who are not stimulated to increase agricultural production. 

 

There is also lack of well developed market infrastructure mainly for the sale of crops, livestock and 
livestock products as evidenced by the lack of established markets, where farmers can sell their 
produce such as crops, livestock and livestock products. Overall locally produced commodity trade 
has not been well organised.   
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However it is only livestock products such as wool and mohair one of the main sources of household 
cash income which is traded through organised Government facilities inform of well constructed 
sheds. The only problem with the marketing system is the lack of a perfect market situation where 
prices are determined by the forces of demand and supply.  

  

Seasonal Calendar-Foothills Livelihood Zone 
 
There are two seasons in this livelihood zone; winter and summer. Winter season runs from April to 
July and this is 
known to be a dry 
season with little or 
no rains. Summer 
season runs from 
August to March.  
The first rains are 
received from 
September to 
November. Land 
preparation starts 
in September and 
ends in October, 
Meanwhile planting 
normally 
commences in late 
October. Weeding 
is done in 
November to 
January. Green 
consumption starts 
in February to March. Harvesting for sorghum is done in May to June, maize June to July and beans 
March to April. Crop sales take place all year round. Shoats give birth in June and October and cattle 
all year round. Milk production for cattle starts from August to April. Lean season is mostly 
experienced in December and January and food purchases happen throughout the year. Local labour 
for weeding starts from November to January, harvesting labour starts from March to July. However 
the season is fully utilized for agricultural production in this livelihood zone from November to 
March. This season is normally fully utilized by the farmers for the production of their millet and 
sorghum crops. The long seven months dry season is from April to October. Main source of milk is 
from cattle between the period January to June, when animals have adequate water and pasture to 
graze. Typically cattle give birth once a year, in December/January. The most difficult or “lean 
months” are considered to be September-December period. This is because households would have 
exhausted their cereal production normally harvested in April/May. Most activities in the zone are 
regular throughout the year, e.g. sales of livestock and purchase of staple foods.  
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Cattle Goats Sheep

Very Poor 4- 6(5) 0 - 1.2
 Maize, 

Sorghum,Beans
0 0 0 Hand hoe

Poor 4 - 6(5) 1 - 1.7
 Maize, 

Sorghum,Beans
0 -4 0-2 0 Hand hoe

Middle 5 - 7(6) 2 - 3.3
 Maize, 

Sorghum,Beans
2 - 10 8-10 8-10

Planter, ox-

plough,hand 

hoe,scotch 

cart

Better Off 5 - 7(6) 2 - 5
 Maize, 

Sorghum,Beans
4 - 12 60-68 20-40

Harrow,plante

r,cultivator,ox 

plough,scotch 

cart.

Wealth Groups Characteristics

Livestock Holding

HH size

Land area 

cultivated 

(acres)

Crops cultivated Other Assets

11%

29%

36%

24%

% of population

Wealth Breakdown 
 
Wealth distribution in the 
zone is primarily 
determined by the area 
of land cultivated and 
number of livestock 
owned mainly for 
purposes of 
consumption. The middle 
and better-off 
households cultivate 2-5 
acres compared with 0-
1.5 acres among the 
poorer households. 
There are four wealth 
groups found in the 
foothills livelihood zone 
namely the very poor, 
poor, middle and better off who represent about 24%, 36%, 29% and 11% of the households 
respectively.  The typical household size ranges from 5-6 people. However there are more people in 
wealthier than poorer households. The main reason is that, wealthier households employ additional 
people as domestic workers and herdsmen, meanwhile members of the poorer households normally 
migrate to urban areas and neighbouring South Africa in search of employment.    
 

Sources of Food (2009/10) 
All four wealth groups in this zone are able to 
meet their basic food requirements in most 
years. The main sources of food are own crop 
production; livestock products; labour 
exchange and direct market purchases 
supplemented with the Government supported 
school feeding program. The poorest 
household’s mainly rely on labour exchange 
and direct market purchases to obtain their 
annual basic food requirements, whilst the 
middle and better- off rely more on own crops 
and to some extent market purchases.  
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Sources of Cash (2009/2010) 
  

The main sources of household cash income in 
the livelihood zone are sale of livestock and 
crops; self employment and other gifts. Crop 
production is mainly at subsistence basis and 
primarily for household consumption. The 
livelihood zone has very limited sources of cash 
income and this is partly attributed to the high 
levels of unemployment and limited economic 
opportunities. Overall the typical annual cash 
income range among all four wealth groups is 
about US$ 200-230; 250-400; 675-725 and, 
000-1,200 among the very poor, poor, middle 
and better-off households respectively. This 
implies the population is highly vulnerable due 
to limited employment and other gainful 
economic activities. 

 

Expenditure Patterns (2009/2010) 

Overall expenditure patterns among all four 
wealth groups in the Foot hill livelihood zone is 
consumption related compared with investment. 
However the situation is more grieve among the 
poorer than relatively wealthy households. The 
main items purchased are staple and non staple 
foods, household items and other category of 
expenditure.  The main implication is that, the 
poorer households are unable to produce 
sufficient food for their own consumption needs. 
Secondly the over reliance on direct market 
purchases of food, implies the population, 
particularly very poor households are likely to be 
severely affected by any market related 
economic shocks, i.e. increase in food prices and 
unavailability of commodities.   

Hazards 
 

The main hazards affecting the Foothill livelihood zone are:  
 
Climatic hazards such as drought and livestock diseases: The subsistence farmers in the Foot hills 
livelihood zone depend heavily upon crops and livestock production for their annual food and cash 
income needs. This implies that, the local people are vulnerable to any climatic hazards, which affect 
crops and livestock production.                                                                                                                                           
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Failure of the maize and sorghum crop coupled with economic shocks such as increase in staple 
food prices: Anything affecting the main cereal crops production and supply of staple food to the 
Foot hills will have a negative impact on the livelihoods of the population, particularly the poorest 
households. 
 
Stock theft: Manmade problems such as stock theft is also impacting negatively on livelihoods 

Response Strategies 
The local people normally pursue a number of strategies in order to try and cope with a hazard. The 
main strategies employed by the p People will pursue a number of strategies in order to try and cope 
with a hazard. The main strategies for the Lowland livelihood zone are as follows: 
 
Consumption related strategies: 
 
Switching expenditure from non essential commodities such as beer, clothes etc to staple food: 
This is a common initial response in the event of a hazard that affects food access. All wealth groups 
spend considerable amounts on beer and other ‘luxury’ items, which they reduce in order to buy 
staple food. 
 
Reduction in number of meals per day: is the most common strategy that is employed by all wealth 
groups in difficult situations. Some of the households reduce the number of meals or quantity of 
food eaten per day for their food stocks to last longer than would otherwise be the case. This is 
especially common among the ‘very poor’ and ‘poor’ households. 
 
Increment of cash income related strategies: 
 
Kinship support:  A common response strategy, but with high risk and mainly practised by the  
poorer households, who recieve significant amounts of staple foods from the wealthier households. 
This is a common community support mechanism that happens both in crisis and non crisis years.  
 
Increased sale of livestock and livestock products: A common strategy especially for the wealthier 
households. The middle and better-off households do increase the number of livestock sold in order 
to obtain cash to buy food especially when faced with acute food shortage. 
 
Increased search for  casual labour employment opportunities:  is mostly done by the poorer 
households who even in normal times do a lot of casual labour to obtain cash income or food items. 
The availability of casual labour opportunities in the zone is limited especially given that majority of 
the poorer households depend on it as a main source of income. However, during bad years, there is 
increased search for casual labour and often this involves travelling longer distances in places such 
as South Africa.  

Indicators of Imminent Crisis 
 

 

Season Month Crisis Indicators 
Rainy season November-April Below normal rainfall 
 February-April Drought 
Dry Season April-May Failure of staple cereal crops (maize and sorghum) 
 April-May  Outbreak of livestock diseases e.g. lumpy skin affecting goats 

 June- onwards Food shortage/ general onset of hunger period 
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Recurrent droughts, livestock diseases and economic shocks such as increase in staple food prices 
coupled with stock theft among the population in the Foothills livelihood zone may have serious 
consequences for the population. The diagram above illustrates one possible sequence of events 
leading that may lead to a crisis in the Foot hills livelihood zone. These types of events need to be 
monitored for purposes of early warning and effective preparedness.  
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Mountains Livelihood Zone 

Main Conclusions and Implications 

The Mountains livelihoods zone is mainly in the Maluti Mountains and located in various parts of 
Mokhotlong, Botha-Bothe, Leribe, Berea, Maseru, Mohale’s Hoek, Quthing, Qacha’s Nek, and Thaba 
Tseka.  

Overall the local peoples livelihoods are dependent on mixed agriculture comprised of both crop and 
livestock production. The main crops produced in the area include cereals such as wheat, maize, 
sorghum and pulses such as beans and lentils supplemented with potatoes. The livestock kept by the 
in the area include cattle, sheep, goats, pigs and donkey, horses for transport purposes. These 
livelihood options have a number of implications for the local people’s survival. 
 
 The livelihood zone is equally vulnerable to climatic hazards such as dry spells, livestock diseases 
and market related economic shocks such as low market prices for crops such as maize due to the 
relatively cheaper maize from South Africa, unemployment and any reduction in wage labor rates in 
the medium term. The livestock sector is also affected by rampant cases of stock theft.  
 
The livelihood zone could benefit from a number of both policy and programme related 
interventions. The possible options among others include: 
 
Market interventions aimed at ensuring value for money through relatively higher local produce 
prices of livestock and livestock products, i.e. wool and mohair. This can be achieved through a fair 
pricing of commodities within the formal livestock marketing system of the country. 
 
The prevalent cases of stock theft can be addressed through improved policing and branding of 
livestock in order to reduce the significant losses of livestock, mainly sold in urban areas and 
neighboring areas of South Africa. 
 
Thirdly frequent outbreaks of livestock diseases such as sheep scab and black quarter could be 
controlled through more effective disease control mechanisms and timely provision of veterinary 
services by the Department of Livestock Services in the country. 
 
The fourth main intervention option could be an effective monitoring system of maize trade, so as to 
protect the local producers from extremely low market prices which have over the years 
discouraged increased production, by ensuring that importation of maize is based a detailed analysis 
of overall annual production. This should be aimed at ensuring adequate supplies of maize 
particularly for the poorest households and at the same time avoiding low prices for maize due to 
oversupply of the market. 
 
Finally the over reliance of poorest households on agricultural labor employment implies they may 
be affected by climatic hazards. This requires some continues effort aimed at employment creation 
in order to diversify household sources of income particularly among poorest households.  
 
The Mountains livelihood zone has its own advantage over the rest of the rural parts of the country 
– suitable for mixed agriculture; this implies it has some potential for diversification of livelihoods 
which could reduce the level of risk to climatic hazards.  In case some of the development needs are 
addressed this area could also become a food sufficient part of the country.   
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Zone Description 

The mountains livelihood 

zone is found in the districts 

of Mokhotlong, Botha-Bothe, 

Leribe, Berea, Maseru, 

Mohale’s Hoek, Quthing, 

Qacha’s Nek, and Thaba 

Tseka. This zone is a vast area 

and the most sparsely 

populated zone in the 

country with a population of 

about 417,895 people. 

The topography of the zone is 

predominantly mountainous 

with narrow valleys where 

rivers flow. The vegetation is 

mainly shrubs on the mountains, and some grasslands and marshlands mainly in the valleys. The 

mountains include the Drakensberg range (where the Thabana-ntlenyana Mountain, Sani top, etc. 

are found), Thaba Putsoa Range, the Senqu, Senqunyane, Maliba-Matšo, and Semonkong Rivers 

among others. The ’Maletsunyane falls, the Katse and Mohale Dams are also found in the 

mountains. The larger parts of the roads are gravel, connecting towns and villages and there are four 

major tar roads. The major tar roads lead to Mokhotlong, Katse Dam, Mohale Dam through to Thaba 

Tseka, and Qacha’s Nek. 

This livelihood zone also has some form of subsistence fishing in the big dams of the Lesotho 

Highlands Water Project (LHWP) which have a significant contribution to the economic activities of 

the area. 

 

Trade and Markets 

Generally the Mountains livelihood zone is isolated from the major markets in the Country; however 
local market systems within the zone seem to function fairly well.  

Local markets within the zone are accessible through the gravel and well constructed road networks 
of the area within the rugged terrains. This however, is not the case for all areas in the mountains 
and there are some areas, where physical access is limited due to the lack of roads and over flowing 
rivers during the rainy season. In addition, the terrain requires vehicles in good conditions, which are 
not easily affordable by the local traders. This has led to increased usage of horses and donkeys for 
transportation of food to local markets in the area.   

Overall supply of staple foods is reliable, thus market availability of food is throughout the year, but 
the demand is highest during the hunger season and this comes with high prices that fall during the 
harvest season. During the hunger period, most households rely on purchases from local markets for 
maize. The grain is mainly sourced from wholesalers in key national markets such as Maseru, Butha 
Buthe and Kwa Zulu Natal province of the Republic of South Africa. 
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The main market related problems are caused by the predetermined prices through the formal 
livestock marketing system of the Ministry of Agriculture and Food Security (MOAFS)  
This market system offers low prices, which are unfavourable to farmers. As a result, some 
households normally prefer to sell livestock elsewhere in places such as Maseru and neighbouring 
towns in South Africa. 

Seasonal Calendar for the Mountains Livelihood Zone 
 

The first rains in the 
mountains are received 
from October and the 
rains continue to fall 
until December. 
However because this 
zone is characterised by 
snowfall in the winter 
season, there is usually 
enough moisture in the 
soil to start land 
preparation and 
planting in August 
through to December. 
The main crops planted 
in this zone are wheat, 
maize, peas, beans and 
some sorghum for 
some farmers. Weeding 
for maize is done in 
November to January, 
while for sorghum 
starts from February 
and goes on until 
March. Green consumption occurs in February and March and harvesting of wheat is normally 
carried out from February to April and for maize in June to July. Beans are harvested between March 
and April, peas and lentils in January to March, and for sorghum in May. Crop sales take place all 
year round but the peak period is during or after harvest in June and July. Shoats give birth from 
September to October and some in the March and April period. As for calving it’s mainly from 
October to February and peak milking months are from October to March. The lean season which is 
characterised by food shortages is mostly between December and January, although higher food 
purchases start in August. Local labour employment in the zone is available throughout the year, but 
peaks during weeding and harvesting in the months of February to July. 
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Wealth Breakdown 
 
Similar to the neighbouring 
livelihood zones, there are 
also four wealth groups in 
this zone namely the very 
poor, poor, middle and 
better-off households 
represented by about 24%, 
26%, 29% and 11% of the 
households. The typical 
household sizes are 4-6,    
4-8, 5-8 and 7-11 people 
among the very poor, poor, 
middle and better-off 
households respectively.  
This implies the wealthier 
households have a larger 
household size compared with poorer households.  This is attributed to various factors such as 
employment of domestic workers and herds men, extend family members and in some cases rural 
urban migration among the poorer households.   

Overall the main determinants of wealth distribution among households include ability to cultivate 
land, livestock ownership and other determinants such as ownership and access to productive assets 
such as agricultural implements, employment and key economic activities. 
 

Sources of Food (2009/2010) 
All four wealth groups in this zone are able to 
meet their basic food requirements in most 
years. The main sources of food are own crop 
production; livestock products; labour 
exchange and direct market purchases 
supplemented with the Government supported 
school feeding program. The poorest 
household’s are slightly on the edge of the 
survival threshold compared with other wealth 
groups. This implies they are the most 
vulnerable population to any climatic hazards 
and economic shocks. This is particularly 
evidenced by their over reliance on agricultural 
employment and direct market purchases.  
 
 
 
 
 
 

Cattle Sheep Goats

Very Poor 4 - 6 0 - 2

Wheat, Maize, Beans, 

Peas, Potatoes, 

Sorghum

0 0-4 0-4 1-2 Hoes

Poor 4 - 8 0.5 - 3

Wheat, Maize, Beans, 

Peas, Potatoes, 

Sorghum

1 -3 0-8 0-9
1-2 Hoes,          

0-1 plough

Middle 5 - 8 3 - 8

Wheat, Maize, Beans, 

Peas, Lentils, 

Potatoes, Sorghum

3 - 8 10-30 6-34

1-2 Hoes ,              

0-1 plough,                  

0-1 cultivators,     

0-1 harrow

Better Off 7 - 11 6 - 13

Wheat, Maize, Beans, 

Peas, Lentils, 

Potatoes, Sorghum

5 - 20 90-150 15-60

1-2 Hoes,               

0-1 plough,                  

0-1 cultivator,     

0-1 planter,     

0-1 harrow 

Wealth Groups Characteristics

Livestock Holding

HH size

Land area 

cultivated 

(acres)

Crops cultivated Other Assets
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Sources of Cash (2009/2010) 

 The main sources of household cash income in 
the livelihood zone are employment especially 
among the very poor and poor households, sale 
of livestock and crops and self employment. 
The main form of employment is agricultural 
labour which is easily affected by climatic 
hazards such as long dry spells This tends to 
reduce the household cash income required for 
purchase of food.  Additional efforts aimed at   
employment creation would help to reduce 
over reliance on agricultural employment and 
mitigate the impact of climatic hazards in the 
livelihood zone.  Overall typical annual cash 
income range among all four wealth groups is 
about US$ 200-230; 250-400; 675-725 and, 
1000-1,200 among the very poor, poor, middle 
and better-off households respectively.  
 

Expenditure Patterns (2009/2010) 
  

Overall expenditure patterns among all four 
wealth groups in the Mountain livelihood zone is 
also consumption related compared with 
investment. However the situation is more grieve 
among the poorer than relatively wealthy 
households. The main items purchased are 
staple and non staple foods, household items, 
social services such as education and health care 
as well as clothes, gifts and others items such as 
local beer and tobacco. The main implication is 
that, the poorer households are unable to have 
adequate investment for the future. This will 
perpetuate the vicious cycle of poverty. It’s 
prudent for Government and other development 
partners to support these households with low 
capital investment initiatives such as increased 
access to agricultural inputs, income generating 
activities among others. 
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Hazards 
 
The main hazards affecting the zone are:  

Late on set of rainfall characterized by dry spells, drought conditions, crop pests and livestock 
diseases:  Subsistence farmers in the Mountain livelihood zone depend upon crop and livestock 
production and are therefore vulnerable to any climatic hazards affecting farming in general. 
Consecutive late onset of rainfall, dry spells and drought conditions are the major hazards for the 
zone, coupled with crop pests tassel worms and aphids and livestock diseases such as blue tongue 
are among common hazards. 

Early frost, dry spells and hailstorms:  The second sets of hazards which equally affect crops are 
early frost characterized by dry spells and hailstorms which normally destroy crops. 

Failure of staple cereal crops (maize, sorghum and wheat). Anything affecting the production of 
staple cereal crops in this livelihood zone will have a significant effect on the population in this zone, 
since a significant proportion of household food is locally produced. The most negative impact is 
normally on the maize and sorghum crops, of which the most likely cause is either late on set of 
rains, dry spells or drought conditions. This is normally exacerbated by frost, crop pests and livestock 
diseases.   

Response Strategies  
 
The local people normally pursue a number of strategies in order to try and cope with a hazard. The 
main strategies employed by the p People will pursue a number of strategies in order to try and cope 
with a hazard. The main strategies for the Lowland livelihood zone are as follows: 
 
Consumption related strategies: 
 
Switching expenditure from non essential commodities such as beer, clothes etc to staple food: 
This is a common initial response in the event of a hazard that affects food access. All wealth groups 
spend considerable amounts on beer and other ‘luxury’ items, which they reduce in order to buy 
staple food. 
 
Reduction in number of meals per day: is the most common strategy that is employed by all wealth 
groups in difficult situations. Some of the households reduce the number of meals or quantity of 
food eaten per day for their food stocks to last longer than would otherwise be the case. This is 
especially common among the ‘very poor’ and ‘poor’ households. 
 
Increment of cash income related strategies: 
 
Kinship support:  A common response strategy, but with high risk and mainly practised by the  
poorer households, who recieve significant amounts of staple foods from the wealthier households. 
This is a common community support mechanism that happens both in crisis and non crisis years.  
 
Increased sale of livestock and livestock products: A common strategy especially for the wealthier 
households. The middle and better-off households do increase the number of livestock sold in order 
to obtain cash to buy food especially when faced with acute food shortage. 
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Increased search for  casual labour employment opportunities:  is mostly done by the poorer 
households who even in normal times do a lot of casual labour to obtain cash income or food items. 
The availability of casual labour opportunities in the zone is limited especially given that majority of 
the poorer households depend on it as a main source of income. However, during bad years, there is 
increased search for casual labour and often this involves travelling longer distances in places such 
as South Africa.  

Purchase of livestock drugs: Livestock diseases such as black quarter in cattle and blue tongue in 
sheep are common. Most farmers buy drugs to prevent and control livestock diseases, though some 
rely on herbs. 

Establsihment of community policing groups: Stock theft is a major problem similar to other 
livelihood zones. The communities have established the anti stock theft community policing groups, 
although this has not yet helped to effectively control stock theft. 

Indicators of Imminent Crisis 
 

 
Recurrent late onset of rainfall, dry spells and droughts conditions coupled with livestock diseases 
and crop pests and stock theft among the population in the Mountain livelihood zone may have 
serious consequences for the population. The diagram above illustrates one possible sequence of 
events leading that may lead to a crisis in the Mountain livelihood zone. These types of events need 
to be monitored for purposes of early warning and effective preparedness.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Season Month Crisis Indicators 
Rainy season November-April Below normal rainfall 
 February-April Late on set of rainfall, dry spells and prolonged drought 

conditions 
Dry Season April-May Failure of staple cereal crops (maize and sorghum) 
 April-May  Outbreak of livestock diseases e.g. lumpy skin affecting goats 

 June- onwards Food shortage/ general onset of hunger period 
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Northern Lowlands Livelihood Zone               

Main Conclusions and Implications 

The Northern Lowlands livelihood zone is comprised of various parts of the three districts of Butha-
Buthe, Leribe and Berea.  The Zone occupies the most fertile and productive arable land in the 
country, as such it is regarded as the food basket of the Mountain Kingdom of Lesotho.  
The livelihoods of the people in the Northern Lowland livelihood zone is mainly dependent on mixed 
agriculture as a result of the productive soils and adequate rainfall in the area. The main crops grown 
in the area are maize, sorghum and beans.  Wheat is not produced on commercial scale due to 
limited access to crop finance and agricultural machinery. This is complemented by good road 
networks which have facilitated the effective marketing of agricultural produce in the area.  The 
livestock sector  also has a significant number of livestock particularly among the wealthier 
households. These livelihood options have a number of implications for the local people living in the 
area. 

The area is vulnerable to climatic hazards such as drought, floods, livestock diseases and human 
created problems such as stock theft. 

The livelihood zone could benefit from a number of intevention options aimed at addressing the key 
vulnerability issues and development challenges such as the following: 

Firstly agricultural production in the area could be boosted through improved access to to crop 
finance to enable local farmers acquire the required agricultural machinery for production of high 
value cereal crops such as wheat. 

The provision of adequate veterinary services through the Department for Livestock Services, so as  
to effectively control livestock diseases in the area. 
The provision of neccessary agricultural inputs and implements to improve drought power especially 
among  the poorest households inorder to  increase productivity beyond subsistence level. 
 

Zone Description 

The Northern Lowlands is 
comprised of the three districts 
of Butha-Buthe, Leribe and 
Berea respectively. The zone 
occupies the most arable land 
in the country as such it is 
regarded as the grain basket of 
Lesotho. 
The vegetation cover in this 
part of the country includes 
trees and shrubs.  

This zone normally receives 
very good rainfall both in terms 
of the timing and quantity 
making it suitable for 
agricultural production.  
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The land cover is much greener and characterised with high soil fertility compared to other 
livelihood zones in the country.  

Overall most agricultural production, particularly ploughing is carried out using tractors and ox 
ploughs. Economically the zone is dependent on crop and livestock production, employment 
opportunities and trade. The most important crops produced in the area include maize, sorghum 
and beans while wheat is rarely grown. Vegetable production is also on a large scale primarily for 
consumption and the excess is normally sold to earn some cash income. 
Agricultural labour employment is also a main source of household cash income particularly among 
the poorest households. The main forms of agricultural employment are during the season for 
weeding and harvesting of crops. 
 

Trade and Markets 
 

Similar to the other parts of the country, the main markets in the Northern livelihood zone are 

formal shops and organised super markets. Apart from these formal markets, households also buy 

and sell locally produced commodities among each other and with local traders from neighbouring 

livelihood zones such as the Foothills and major towns. This is especially for purposes of marketing 

livestock and livestock products. 

Compared with neighbouring zones, this area is highly populated and hosts some of the main 

industrial and urban workers of the country. This has created some reliable market for locally 

produced commodities in the area.  

The most prominent farmers in the area export some of their produce to markets in South Africa, 

although they are normally affected by the high cost of transportation. 

Informal cross-border trade is another opportunity utilised by the local population in order to 

expand their market including unskilled labourers who normally go to work in the commercial farms 

in South Africa.  
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Seasonal Calendar for the Northern Lowlands 
 
The Northern 
Lowlands livelihood 
zone has experienced 
normal rainfall most 
of the past ten years. 
This has allowed 
farmers to practice 
agriculture with less 
hindrance compared 
with neighbouring 
zones. Land 
preparation and 
planting normally 
takes place in the 
period October to 
December.  Weeding 
follows in the period 
December to March. 
Other major 
economic activities 
carried out by the 
local population 
include keeping of livestock, house smearing, and brewing. Livestock sales are normally carried out 
in the month of April to May. Overall the population in the livelihood is engaged in livelihood related 
strategies throughout the year.  
  

Wealth Breakdown 
 
This livelihood 
zone has four 
wealth groups 
identified as the 
very poor, poor, 
middle and 
better-off 
households who 
represent about 
18%, 40%, 28% 
and 14% of the 
households in the 
livelihood zone 
respectively. The 
typical average 
household size is 
about 4, 5, 6 and 
7 people 
respectively among the very poor, poor, middle and better-off households.   

Cattle Goats Sheep Chicken

Very Poor 3-5 0.5 - 1.5
Beans, Maize, 

Sorghum
0 0 0 1-5

2-4 Hoes,1-2 

Sickle, 0-1 Axe

Poor 4-6 1 - 3
Beans, Maize, 

Sorghum
1-3 1-3 1-2 3-7

2-4 Hoes,0-1 

Ploughs,0-1 

Axe

Middle 5-7 3- 7.5
Beans, Maize, 

Sorghum
4-7 4-8 3-6 8-12

2-4 Hoes,0-1 

Ploughs,0-1 

Axe,

Better Off 5 - 8 4 - 8
Beans, Maize, 

Sorghum
6 - 10 8-11 8-14 9-15

1-2 Ploghs,1-2 

Cart,1-2 

Planter,1-2 

cultivator          

Wealth Groups Characteristics

Livestock Holding

HH size

Land area 

cultivated 

(acres)

Crops cultivated Other Assets

14%

28%

40%

18%

% of population
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The trend of household size suggests that, the wealthier households have more people compared 
with poorer households.  The possible explanations include the tendency for poorer households to 
migrate to urban and neighbouring areas in search of gainful employment.  
Secondly the wealthier households have some employees such as domestic workers and herdsmen 
as part of their households.  
 
The main determinants of wealth are size of land cultivated and livestock owned by the different 
wealth groups. Overall the poorer households cultivate less land compared with wealthier 
households.  This is attributed to their limited access to resources such as drought power and 
agricultural inputs.  
 

Sources of Food (2009/2010) 
Overall all four wealth groups are able to meet 
their survival threshold. Crop production and to 
some extent livestock products are the main 
sources of food. However this is supplemented 
by labour exchange for food, commonly known 
as payment in kind and direct purchases from 
the market especially among the poorer 
households. Own crops contributed about 40-
80% of annual food needs during the baseline 
year. The middle and better-off households are 
able to produce more food compared with 
poorer households. All wealth group household 
food needs are complemented through the 
Government supported school feeding 
programme.  

However the household’s sending Children to primary schools which implement the school feeding 
programme is low as such the programme may not be benefiting a significant number of households 
within the livelihood zone. This is especially among the wealthier households who prefer to send 
their children to private schools. 
 

Sources of Cash (2009/2010) 

The main sources of household cash income vary 
from among the poorer and wealthier 
households.  The main sources of cash income 
include Sale of crops, livestock, self employment 
and others such as cash remittances.  The main 
limitations of the local people are limited 
employment opportunities.  Majority of 
households are dependent on subsistence 
agriculture, which makes them vulnerable to 
climatic hazards on two fronts. Firstly any crop 
failure will affect crop sales and secondly 
agricultural employment inform of weeding and 
harvesting especially among the poorer 
households. 
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Expenditure Patterns (2009/2010)  

Similar to patterns of access to food and cash 
income, expenditure patterns in the Northern 
livelihood zone indicate wide variations among 
the poorer and wealthier households. Overall the 
poorest households spend more on staple foods 
compared with wealthier households.  The 
second major expenditure is on non staple foods, 
followed by basic social services such as 
education and health care. Other items on which 
all wealth groups spend some cash income 
include clothes, gifts and others such as beer and 
tobacco. The only noticeable difference in 
expenditure patterns among wealth groups is 
agricultural investments particularly inputs.  
The wealthier households spend more cash income on inputs compared with poorer households. 
This implies poorer households are mainly consumption units with less productivity. 
 

Hazards 
The main hazards affecting the zone are:  

Crop pests and diseases:  Subsistence farmers in the Northern Lowland livelihood zone depend upon 
crop production and are therefore vulnerable to common crop pests such as harvester termites, 
stalkworm and avid as well as blight  and  pollen beetles which normally affect beans. Other crop 
pests include quilea birds, very destructive of cereal crops such as maize, sorghum and wheat. 

 Late onset of rainfall, dry spells and drought conditions:  This is another major climatic hazard 
which affects both crops and livestock in the livelihood zone. 

Livestock diseases: Frequent livestock diseases such as black quarter, anthrax  and blue tongue 
which normally affects cattle and sheep respectively  are some of the common diseases in the 
livelihood zone.  
 
Stock theft: This is also a major problem  affecting wll wealth groups in the livelihood zone.  
Hail storms: Severe hailstorms associated with the rainy season normally cause significant losses 
interms of crop and livestock destruction among farmers in the livelihood zone. 
 
HIV and AIDs: Another major problem and hazard faced by the population is the prevalent HIV and 
AIDs among the population. 

Failure of staple cereal crops (maize, sorghum and wheat). Anything affecting the production of 
staple cereal crops in this livelihood zone will have a significant effect on the population in this zone, 
since a significant proportion of household food is locally produced. The most negative impact is 
normally on the maize and sorghum crops, of which the most likely cause is either late on set of 
rains, dry spells or drought conditions. This is normally exacerbated by frost, crop pests and livestock 
diseases.   
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Response Strategies  
The local people normally pursue a number of strategies in order to try and cope with a hazard. The 
main strategies employed by the p People will pursue a number of strategies in order to try and cope 
with a hazard. The main strategies for the Lowland livelihood zone are as follows: 
 
Consumption related strategies: 
 
Switching expenditure from non essential commodities such as beer, clothes etc to staple food: 
This is a common initial response in the event of a hazard that affects food access. All wealth groups 
spend considerable amounts on beer and other ‘luxury’ items, which they reduce in order to buy 
staple food. 
 
Reduction in number of meals per day: is the most common strategy that is employed by all wealth 
groups in difficult situations. Some of the households reduce the number of meals or quantity of 
food eaten per day for their food stocks to last longer than would otherwise be the case. This is 
especially common among the ‘very poor’ and ‘poor’ households. 
 
Increment of cash income related strategies: 
 
Kinship support:  A common response strategy, but with high risk and mainly practised by the  
poorer households, who recieve significant amounts of staple foods from the wealthier households. 
This is a common community support mechanism that happens both in crisis and non crisis years.  
 
Increased sale of livestock and livestock products: A common strategy especially for the wealthier 
households. The middle and better-off households do increase the number of livestock sold in order 
to obtain cash to buy food especially when faced with acute food shortage. 
 
Increased search for  casual labour employment opportunities:  is mostly done by the poorer 
households who even in normal times do a lot of casual labour to obtain cash income or food items. 
The availability of casual labour opportunities in the zone is limited especially given that majority of 
the poorer households depend on it as a main source of income. However, during bad years, there is 
increased search for casual labour and often this involves travelling longer distances in places such 
as South Africa.  

Purchase of livestock drugs: Livestock diseases such as black quarter in cattle and blue tongue in 
sheep are common. Most farmers buy drugs to prevent and control livestock diseases, though some 
rely on herbs. 

Establsihment of community policing groups: Stock theft is a major problem similar to other 
livelihood zones. The communities have established the anti stock theft community policing groups, 
although this has not yet helped to effectively control stock theft. 

Indicators of Imminent Crisis 
 

Season Month Crisis Indicators 
Rainy season November-April Below normal rainfall 
 February-April Late on set of rainfall, dry spells and prolonged drought 

conditions 
Dry Season April-May Failure of staple cereal crops (maize and sorghum) 
 April-May  Outbreak of livestock diseases e.g. lumpy skin affecting goats 

 June- onwards Food shortage/ general onset of hunger period 
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Recurrent late onset of rainfall, dry spells and droughts conditions coupled with livestock diseases 
and crop pests and stock theft among the population in the Northern Lowland livelihood zone may 
have serious consequences for the population. The diagram above illustrates one possible sequence 
of events that may lead to a crisis in the Northern Lowland livelihood zone. These types of events 
need to be monitored for purposes of early warning and effective preparedness.  
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Southern Lowlands Livelihood Zone               

Main Conclusions and Implications 
 
The Southern Lowlands livelihood zone covers an extensive area from Maseru, Mafeteng and 
Mohale’s Hoek.  The livelihood of the area is based on mixed agriculture comprised of crop and 
livestock production. The main livestock reared include cattle, goats, sheep and pigs and crops 
produced by the local population include maize, sorghum and beans. Overall winter season is not 
fully utilised due to limited access to agricultural inputs and machinery. These livelihood options 
have a number of implications for the local people’s living in the area. 

As a result of over reliance on mixed agriculture and especially rain fed, the population are 
vulnerable to climatic hazards such as dry spells, floods, soil erosion and degradation and market 
related economic shocks such as high cost of agricultural inputs, limited access to agricultural 
machinery and down ward price changes, which tend to mostly affect the poorest households. 

As such the livelihood zone could benefit from a number of interventions aimed at improvement of 
agricultural productivity in the area.  

Among key interventions include a program to address soil conservation through various initiatives 
such as agro-forestry and crop diversification initiatives. This will enable control of soil erosion and 
reduce the risk of crop failure due to dry spells and floods. 

Secondly promotion of climate smart agricultural innovations such as conservation farming, in order 
to ensure effective utilisation of the limited and erratic rain water for crop production.  

Promotion of agricultural subsidy initiatives aimed at improving economic access to agricultural 
machinery and management of the high cost of agricultural production. 

Finally the area could benefit from a regulated marketing system, which can cushion the poorest 
farmers from wide price fluctuations especially when agricultural commodities prices spiral down 
wards. 

Zone Description 

The Southern Lowlands covers 
extensive parts of Maseru, 
Mafeteng and Mohale’s Hoek 
districts along the borders of 
Mohokare and Makhaleng 
rivers in the southern part of 
the country. This area supports 
the largest population 
compared with other livelihood 
zones estimated at about 
597,175 people, which 
represents about 25% of the 
national population. The zone 
is characterised by flat plains 
with desert-like characteristics 
like shrubs and rangelands. 
There is significant land 
degradation in the area partly 
due to poor conservation practices, which has greatly reduced prime arable land in the zone.  
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As a result of soil erosion and environmental degradation, the zone is mostly characterised by 
shallow and infertile soils especially in Mafeteng and Mohale’s Hoek districts. It is also one of the 
driest regions of Lesotho and even in period expected to have normal rains, the area always 
experiences a slow or late start of rain season characterised by rain shadows and dry spells.  It is 
quite common to find various climatic hazards affecting the zone in the same year. For example 
when some parts are affected by floods, other parts will be experiencing dry spells.   

Agriculture is the main source of livelihood for majority of the population across all wealth groups, 
who mainly use draught power and tractors for ploughing their land. However this livelihood zone is 
among the most food insecure areas of the country and may possibly be sliding into chronic food 
insecurity. 
 

Trade and Markets 

Over the past five to ten years, there has been a significant shift in the ownership of trade and 
markets and overall marketing system in the Southern Lowlands livelihood zone. Compared with the 
previous baselines, ownership of markets has changed from local people to foreign investors.  

There is no formal livestock marketing system in the livelihood zone; as such local traders have to 
directly contact any buyers and sellers in case of livestock sales. However livestock sales are mainly 
dominated by the wealthier groups. The most common livestock sold in the area include cattle, 
sheep and goats.  

As a result of general reduction in numbers of livestock owned by the local people, the cash income 
derived from sale of wool and mohair has significantly reduced among households. Again compared 
with previous baselines, the poorest households seem not to be earning any more cash income from 
sale of livestock and livestock products.  

It should also be noted that, overall sale of crops have also declined compared with previous 
baselines with minimal sales of maize and sorghum particularly among the wealthier households.  
 

Seasonal Calendar 

The peak rain 
season in the 
Southern Lowlands 
is normally 
between the 
months of October 
to January period. 
This indicates one 
of the shortest rain 
seasons in the 
country. Overall the 
agricultural season 
starts with land 
preparation, 
planting, weeding 
and harvesting in 
the same period as 
above.  
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Other major activities carried out by the local population include looking after livestock, milking and 
livestock sales. The nonfarm activities include making of local crafts and other forms of self 
employment.  

However local labour employment in the zone is available throughout the year, but peaks up during 
the agricultural season especially for weeding and harvesting activities in the months of February to 
July.  
 

Wealth Breakdown 

The key determinants of wealth 
distribution in this zone are 
land size cultivated and 
livestock ownership.  The four 
main wealth groups are the 
very poor, poor, middle and 
better-off households 
representing about 18%, 34%, 
31% and 17% of the households 
in the livelihood zone.  Overall 
trends show a 2% shift towards 
the wealthier groups as 
compared with the previous baselines. However majority of households are still categorised poor 
compared with very poor by the communities. However similar trends in neighbouring zones can be 
noted in this zone especially as regards household size.   

The level of education also seems to be increasing by wealth group. This is attributed the limited 
access to secondary education especially among the poorest households.  
 

Sources of Food (2009/2010) 

The main household sources of food are own 
crop production, livestock products, labour 
exchange or payment in-kind, direct market 
purchases supplemented with gifts and the 
Government supported school feeding 
programme. Overall three wealth groups are 
able to meet their minimum annual food needs, 
referred to as the survival threshold with 
exception of the very poor households.   The very 
poor households are the most vulnerable 
households who depend so much on direct 
market purchases compared with other wealth 
groups. However all four wealth groups have 
high levels of risk to climatic hazards due to their 
over reliance on rain fed agriculture.  

It should also be noted that, the school feeding programme does not benefit all wealth groups 
equally. The poorest households are the main beneficiaries, because wealthier households prefer to 
take their children in private schools compared with the free primary schools in which school feeding 
is being implemented. 

Cattle Goats Sheep

Very Poor 3-7 0.5-3
 Maize, Sorghum, 

Beans
0 0 0

0-4 chicken, 0-1 

pig

Poor 4-7 1.5-3.5
 Maize, Sorghum, 

Beans
1-2 0-3 0-3

0-4 chicken, 0-2 

pigs

Middle 5-8 2-6
 Maize, Sorghum, 

Beans
3-5 0-4 4-6

0-8 chicken,0-2 

pigs , 1 donkey

Better Off 5-9 3-7
 Maize, Sorghum, 

Beans
5-9 3-10 6-15

0-10 chicken, 1-3 

pigs , 2 Donkeys  & 

a  Horse

Wealth Groups Characteristics

Livestock Holding

HH s ize

Land area 

cultivated 

(acres)

Crops  cultivated Other Assets

17
%
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Sources of Cash (2009/2010) 
  
The main sources of household cash income in 
the Southern Lowlands zone are Local labour 
crop and livestock sales; self employment in the 
form of firewood and wild food sales, fishing 
among others;  and gifts/ cash remittances.  The 
main challenges faced by households include 
high rates of unemployment, unskilled labour 
and low wage rates. This has limited household’s 
potential to earn cash income. Mean while most 
farmers are unable to utilise the Government 
supported sheep shearing sheds because of the 
delays in payment and quality of their wool and 
mohair.  This has forced poorer households to 
sell their wool and mohair locally at very low 
prices, thus affecting their annual income. 
 It is important to diversify sources of cash income, so as to reduce the level of risk associated with 
both climatic hazards and market related economic shocks. 
 

Expenditure Patterns (2009/2010)  
Again similar to patterns of access to food and 
cash income, expenditure patterns in the 
Southern Lands livelihood zone indicate wide 
variations among the poorer and wealthier 
households. Overall the poorest households 
spend more on staple foods compared with 
wealthier households.  The second major 
expenditure is on non staple foods, followed by 
basic social services such as education and health 
care. Other items on which all wealth groups 
spend some cash income include clothes, gifts 
and others such as beer and tobacco. The only 
noticeable difference in expenditure patterns 
among wealth groups is agricultural investments 
particularly inputs.  
 

Hazards 

The main hazards affecting the zone are:  

Crop pests and diseases:  Subsistence farmers in the Southern Lowland livelihood zone depend upon 
crop production and are therefore vulnerable to common crop pests such as harvester termites, 
stalkworm and avid as well as blight  and  pollen beetles which normally affect beans. Other crop 
pests include quilea birds, very destructive of cereal crops such as maize, sorghum and wheat. 

 Late onset of rainfall, dry spells and drought conditions:  This is another major climatic hazard 
which affects both crops and livestock in the livelihood zone. 
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Livestock diseases: Frequent livestock diseases such as black quarter, anthrax  and blue tongue 
which normally affects cattle and sheep respectively  are some of the common diseases in the 
livelihood zone.  
 
Stock theft: This is also a major problem  affecting wll wealth groups in the livelihood zone.  
Hail storms: Severe hailstorms associated with the rainy season normally cause significant losses 
interms of crop and livestock destruction among farmers in the livelihood zone. 
 
HIV and AIDs: Another major problem and hazard faced by the population is the prevalent HIV and 
AIDs among the population. 

Failure of staple cereal crops (maize, sorghum and wheat). Anything affecting the production of 
staple cereal crops in this livelihood zone will have a significant effect on the population in this zone, 
since a significant proportion of household food is locally produced. The most negative impact is 
normally on the maize and sorghum crops, of which the most likely cause is either late on set of 
rains, dry spells or drought conditions. This is normally exacerbated by frost, crop pests and livestock 
diseases.   

Response Strategies  
The local people normally pursue a number of strategies in order to try and cope with a hazard. The 
main strategies employed by the p People will pursue a number of strategies in order to try and cope 
with a hazard. The main strategies for the Southern Lowland livelihood zone are as follows: 
 
Consumption related strategies: 
 
Switching expenditure from non essential commodities such as beer, clothes etc to staple food: 
This is a common initial response in the event of a hazard that affects food access. All wealth groups 
spend considerable amounts on beer and other ‘luxury’ items, which they reduce in order to buy 
staple food. 
 
Reduction in number of meals per day: is the most common strategy that is employed by all wealth 
groups in difficult situations. Some of the households reduce the number of meals or quantity of 
food eaten per day for their food stocks to last longer than would otherwise be the case. This is 
especially common among the ‘very poor’ and ‘poor’ households. 
 
Increment of cash income related strategies: 
 
Kinship support:  A common response strategy, but with high risk and mainly practised by the  
poorer households, who recieve significant amounts of staple foods from the wealthier households. 
This is a common community support mechanism that happens both in crisis and non crisis years.  
 
Increased sale of livestock and livestock products: A common strategy especially for the wealthier 
households. The middle and better-off households do increase the number of livestock sold in order 
to obtain cash to buy food especially when faced with acute food shortage. 
 
Increased search for  casual labour employment opportunities:  is mostly done by the poorer 
households who even in normal times do a lot of casual labour to obtain cash income or food items. 
The availability of casual labour opportunities in the zone is limited especially given that majority of 
the poorer households depend on it as a main source of income. However, during bad years, there is 
increased search for casual labour and often this involves travelling longer distances in places such 
as South Africa.  
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Purchase of livestock drugs: Livestock diseases such as black quarter in cattle and blue tongue in 
sheep are common. Most farmers buy drugs to prevent and control livestock diseases, though some 
rely on herbs. 

Establsihment of community policing groups: Stock theft is a major problem similar to other 
livelihood zones. The communities have established the anti stock theft community policing groups, 
although this has not yet helped to effectively control stock theft. 

Indicators of Imminent Crisis 
 

Recurrent late onset of rainfall, dry spells and droughts conditions coupled with livestock diseases 
and crop pests and stock theft among the population in the Southern Lowland livelihood zone may 
have serious consequences for the population. The diagram above illustrates one possible sequence 
of events that may lead to a crisis in the Southern Lowland livelihood zone. These types of events 
need to be monitored for purposes of early warning and effective preparedness.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  

 

 

Season Month Crisis Indicators 
Rainy season November-April Below normal rainfall 
 February-April Late on set of rainfall, dry spells and prolonged drought 

conditions 
Dry Season April-May Failure of staple cereal crops (maize and sorghum) 
 April-May  Outbreak of livestock diseases e.g. lumpy skin affecting goats 

 June- onwards Food shortage/ general onset of hunger period 
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Senque River Valley Livelihood Zone   

Main Conclusions and Implications 
 
Senqu River Valley is a thin strip that lies along the Senqu River. It cuts across four districts namely; 
Mohale’s Hoek, Quthing, Qacha’s Nek and Thaba-Tseka. Similar to other neighbouring livelihood 
zones, the main source of livelihoods in the Senqu River Valley is mixed agriculture comprised of 
crop production and livestock farming.  
The main crops grown in the area include cereals such as maize, sorghum and some wheat; pulses 
such as beans and green vegetables all produced at subsistence level for consumption. Most farmers 
do not use inputs, but those who do, use mainly manure due to high prices of agricultural inputs. 
Overall different types of livestock are kept by the local people and these include cattle, goats, 
sheep, pigs and donkeys and horses.  
The agricultural activities are supplemented with agricultural labour and formal employment among 
the poorest and wealthier households respectively. These livelihoods options have a number of 
implications for the local people’s living. Among them include the following: 
 
Persistent climatic hazards such as drought coupled with erratic rainfalls and dry spells; soil erosion 
and land degradation which has resulted into loss of fertile arable land have all negatively affected  
both crop and livestock production, thus made the zone among the most food insecure areas of the 
country.  
 
The market related economic shocks, which have exacerbated the livelihood vulnerability situation 
include the high cost of agricultural inputs, which has limited the poorest farmers from accessing 
agricultural inputs such as quality seeds and fertilizer for crop production. 
 
There is also the human problem of stock theft, which has reduced the number of livestock owned 
by the different wealth groups. 
However a number of effective policy options and programmes could be pursued to ensure food 
production in the area.  
The possible interventions include suitable agricultural programmes such as conservation farming 
and expansion of agro forestry practices to address the problems of drought/dry spells and soils 
erosion/land degradation respectively. 
 
Secondly to tackle the issue of high cost of agricultural inputs, a targeted agricultural subsidy 
program could be introduced through various mechanisms such as agricultural input seed fairs to 
enhance access to inputs by the poorest farmers in the area. 
 
Thirdly the main problem of stock theft needs to be addressed through a combination of strategies 
such as improved policing and branding of livestock. 
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Zone Description 
 
Senqu River Valley is a thin 
strip of land which lies in both 
sides of the Senqu River. It cuts 
across four districts namely; 
Mohale’s Hoek, Quthing, 
Qacha’s Nek and Thaba-Tseka. 
The soils are relatively poor and 
thinly covered with vegetation 
due to over grazing. The main 
type of vegetation is shrubs 
and rhus spp. The population of 
the zone is mostly dependent 
on crop production, livestock 
rearing and agricultural/non 
agricultural casual labour 
employment for their main 
sources of livelihoods. 
However, overall crop production is normally low compared with neighbouring zones due to poor 
soil fertility and unfavourable rainfall pattern.  
 

Trade and Markets 

Generally the functional markets in Senqu River Valley livelihood zone are local shops owned by the 
local population. However wealthier households tend to mainly purchase their commodities from 
the formal markets, characterised by supermarkets in urban areas both within Lesotho and South 
Africa.  

Similar to the neighbouring livelihood zones, there is no formal crop and livestock marketing system 
in Senqu River Valley livelihood zone, hence trade is mainly among the local people.  The only 
organized market system is for livestock products such as wool and mohair. However the poorest 
households have fewer livestock and can’t equally afford the delays in payment and associated costs 
of shearing at the Government constructed woolsheds. This has compelled them to mainly sell their 
wool and mohair in the un- legalized black market economy. 

Other commodities whose prices tend to fluctuate especially on a seasonal basis include the staple 
maize meal.  Due to several cross border routes with South Africa it appears informal trade is equally 
flourishing and might be the main reason for relatively stable staple food prices during some years in 
the livelihood zone.  
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Seasonal Calendar 
 

Rain season in 
Senque River Valley 
livelihood zone 
normally starts in 
the month of 
October and ends 
in April. However, 
the rainfall is 
normally erratic 
and characterised 
with dry spells. 
Planting also starts 
during the onset of 
rains in October. 
Not all farmers are 
able to plough 
because they 
cannot afford 
draught power for 
both ploughing and 
planting. Weeding 
is carried out 
between the 
months of 
December and January. Harvesting of most crops normally starts in April until July. Vegetable 
production is conducted throughout the year and the peak months in the wet season. Other 
activities such as brewing, cash remittances, food purchases and availability of casual labour are 
conducted throughout the year.   
  

Wealth Breakdown 
 
The main determinants of 

wealth distribution in the 

Senque River Valley livelihood 

zone are size of land 

cultivated and livestock 

owned.  The size of land 

cultivated varies among 

wealth groups due to limited 

access to ploughing services 

and drought power; 

agricultural inputs and share 

cropping practices. 

Livestoc

k

Sheep Cattle Goats Pigs Chicken

Very Poor 5-7 0-2

 Maize, 

Sorghum and 

beans 

0 0 0 0-1 2-5 Hoe

Poor 4-7 0.5-2.5

 Maize, 

Sorghum and 

beans 

2-4(2) 0 -1 (0) 2-5 0-2 5-8

1 plough, 1 

donkey and 

hoe

Middle 5-8 1-3.5

 Maize, 

Sorghum and 

beans 

4-15(14) 1-5(5) 10-19 0-4 7-9

1 Donkey, 1 

horse, plough, 

cultivater, 

planter and 

hoe 

Wealth Groups Characteristics

HH size

Land area 

cultivated 

(acres)

Crops cultivated Other Assets

26

%

33

%

26

%
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As such the communities identified four wealth groups namely the very poor, poor, middle and 

better-off households representing about 26%, 33%, 26% and 15% of the households in the 

livelihood zone.   

The poorer households (very poor and poor households) have an average typical household size of 
about 6 people compared with wealthier households (middle and better-off households) with about 
7 people.  
 

Sources of Food (2009/2010) 
 
All four wealth groups are able to meet their  
annual food needs, sometimes referred to as 
the survival threshold during the baseline or  
 year. The main household sources of food are 
own crop production, direct purchases from 
the market, labour exchange or payment in-
kind supplemented with the Government 
supported school feeding programme targeting 
the free primary education children in 
Government schools.  The labour exchange or 
payment in-kind is a major source of food 
among the very poor and poor households. 
Meanwhile the wealthier households 
supplement their food needs with livestock 
products such as meat and milk. Overall all 
wealth groups have similar level of risk to 
climatic hazards due to their over reliance on 
rain fed agriculture which contributes about   
30-75% of the annual food needs. 
 

Sources of Cash (2009/2010) 
The main sources of household cash income are 
crop and livestock sales, employment self 
employment and others such as cash 
remittances and gifts. However the contribution 
of these sources of cash income varies among all 
the four wealth groups in the Senque River 
Valley livelihood zone. The main sources of cash 
income are employment and self- employment 
across all the wealth groups. The main 
employment opportunities among the poorest 
household is agricultural activities such as 
weeding and harvesting. 
Meanwhile some middle and better-off 
households are engaged in the formal 
employment sector.  
Overall the population in Senque relies heavily 
on agriculture for their annual cash income. 
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   Expenditure Patterns (2009/2010) 
 
Similar to all neighbouring livelihood zones, the 
people in the Senque River Valley livelihood zone 
have the same expenditure patterns among all 
wealth groups. However there is a wide variation 
in expenditure priorities among the poorer and 
wealthier households. Overall the poorest 
households spend more on staple foods 
compared with wealthier households.  The 
second major expenditure is on non staple foods, 
followed by basic social services such as 
education and health care. Other items on which 
all wealth groups spend some cash income 
include clothes, gifts and others such as beer and 
tobacco. There are no expenditures on 
agricultural inputs among the poorest. However 
the wealthier households spend a significant 
proportion of their cash income on agricultural 
inputs classified as expenditure on investment.  
 

Hazards 

Crop pests and diseases:  Subsistence farmers in the Senque River Valley livelihood zone depend 
upon crop production and are therefore vulnerable to common crop pests such as stock borer which 
normally affect cereals such as maize and sorghumbeans.  

 Drought conditions:  This is another major climatic hazard which affects both crops and grazing 
conditions for livestock in the livelihood zone. It also impacts negatively on availability of agricultural 
labor employment opportunities. 

Livestock diseases:  Some livestock diseases such as blue tongue and red water normally affects 
cattle in the livelihood zone.  
 
Stock theft: This is also a major problem  affecting wll wealth groups in the livelihood zone.  
Hail storms: Severe hailstorms associated with the rainy season normally cause significant losses 
interms of crop and livestock destruction among farmers in the livelihood zone. 

Environmental degradation: This is caused by the over grazing resulting into by poor vegetation and 
diminishing arable land for crop production. 

Failure of staple cereal crops (maize, sorghum and wheat). Anything affecting the production of 
staple cereal crops in this livelihood zone will have a significant effect on the population in this zone, 
since a significant proportion of household food is locally produced. The most negative impact is 
normally on the maize and sorghum crops, of which the most likely cause is either late on set of 
rains, dry spells or drought conditions.  
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Response Strategies 
 
The local people normally pursue a number of strategies in order to try and cope with a hazard. The 
main strategies employed by the people in order to try and cope with a hazard in the Senque River 
Valley livelihood zone are as follows: 
 
Consumption related strategies: 
 
Switching expenditure from non essential commodities such as beer, clothes etc to staple food: 
This is a common initial response in the event of a hazard that affects food access. All wealth groups 
spend considerable amounts on beer and other ‘luxury’ items, which they reduce in order to buy 
staple food. 
 
Reduction in number of meals per day: is the most common strategy that is employed by all wealth 
groups in difficult situations. Some of the households reduce the number of meals or quantity of 
food eaten per day for their food stocks to last longer than would otherwise be the case. This is 
especially common among the ‘very poor’ and ‘poor’ households. 
 
Increment of cash income related strategies: 
 
Kinship support:  A common response strategy, but with high risk and mainly practised by the  
poorer households, who recieve significant amounts of staple foods from the wealthier households. 
This is a common community support mechanism that happens both in crisis and non crisis years.  
 
Increased sale of livestock and livestock products: A common strategy especially for the wealthier 
households. The middle and better-off households do increase the number of livestock sold in order 
to obtain cash to buy food especially when faced with acute food shortage. 
 
Increased search for  casual labour employment opportunities:  is mostly done by the poorer 
households who even in normal times do a lot of casual labour to obtain cash income or food items. 
The availability of casual labour opportunities in the zone is limited especially given that majority of 
the poorer households depend on it as a main source of income. However, during bad years, there is 
increased search for casual labour and often this involves travelling longer distances in places such 
as South Africa.  

Purchase of livestock drugs: Livestock diseases such as black quarter in cattle and blue tongue in 
sheep are common. Most farmers buy drugs to prevent and control livestock diseases, though some 
rely on herbs. 

Establishment of community policing groups: Stock theft is a major problem similar to other 
livelihood zones. The communities have established the anti stock theft community policing groups, 
although this has not yet helped to effectively control stock theft. 
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Indicators of Imminent Crisis 
 

 
Recurrent late onset of rainfall, dry spells and droughts conditions coupled with livestock diseases 
and crop pests and stock theft among the population in the Senque River Valley livelihood zone may 
have serious consequences for the population. The diagram above illustrates one possible sequence 
of events that may lead to a crisis in the Southern Lowland livelihood zone. These types of events 
need to be monitored for purposes of early warning and effective preparedness.  

 

  

Season Month Crisis Indicators 
Rainy season November-April Below normal rainfall 
 February-April Late on set of rainfall, dry spells and prolonged drought 

conditions 
Dry Season April-May Failure of staple cereal crops (maize and sorghum) 
 April-May  Outbreak of livestock diseases e.g. lumpy skin affecting goats 

 June- onwards Food shortage/ general onset of hunger period 
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