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Northwest Africa: Drought in Western Growing Areas, Favorable Conditions in the East 
 
Diverse weather conditions in Northwest Africa (Morocco, Algeria and Tunisia) during marketing year (MY) 
2019/2020 crop season led to different results across the region.  Drought reduced yields in Morocco and 
western Algeria, but favorable conditions in eastern Algeria and Tunisia improved yields.  Combined wheat 
production for these three countries is estimated at a near-average level of 9.9 million metric tons (mmt) (See 
Figure 1).  
 
Total Northwest Africa wheat area is estimated at 5.5 million hectares (mha); yield is estimated at 1.81 tons per 
hectare (t/ha). Estimated 2019/20 wheat production is 20 percent below the 2018/19 total. The barley crop is 
estimated at 3.7 mmt, 28 percent below 2018/19. (See Figure 2). Wheat in Northwest Africa is concentrated 
along and near the coast, where soils are the most productive and precipitation is highest. Barley is grown on 
the more marginal land further inland and upland. A generalized croplands map shows the extent of both crops. 
(See Figure 3).  
 
Abundant rainfall at planting during the fall of 2018 occurred in Morocco, Algeria and Tunisia.  The heavy 
autumn rains provided adequate soil moisture, enticing farmers to increase planted area and encouraged 
optimism at the start of the new season.  As the season progressed, however, rainfall diminished in Morocco 
and western Algeria. By the time rain returned to Morocco in late spring 2019, it was too late for significant 
recovery because crops had already begun to senesce.  MODIS Normalized Difference Vegetation Index 
(NDVI), which detects vegetation vigor, fell quickly and sharply in Morocco and eastern Algeria after rainfall 
abruptly diminished. (See Figure 4). Both the vegetation declines and the diminished precipitation resulted in 
poor yields in Morocco and western Algeria.   
 
In eastern Algeria and Tunisia, however, the abundant rainfall at planting was followed by timely and sufficient 
rainfall during the season. NDVI increased in Tunisia and central and western Algeria in March 2019 (See 
Figure 4), where favorable conditions included frequent and timely bursts of rain that kept crops growing 
throughout the season. Bumper crops have been harvested in eastern Algeria and Tunisia 
 
The 2019/20 harvest of wheat in Northwest Africa began in Morocco in May and finished in June 2019 in 
Algeria and Tunisia. Morocco typically produces about 60 percent of the region’s total wheat crop, but it can 
drop substantially in years like 2019/20 when there is drought. Morocco’s 2019/20 production is down 
significantly from last season (down 40 percent), while Algeria’s production is largely unchanged (up 2 
percent), and Tunisia’s crop is higher than 2018/19 (up 40 percent).  
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Morocco: Drought Cuts Expectations 
 
USDA estimates 2019/20 Morocco wheat production at 4.4 mmt, down 2.9 mmt (40 percent) from last year and 
28 percent below the 5-year average. Harvested area is estimated down 0.1 mha (4 percent) from last year and 7 
percent below the 5-year average. Yield is estimated at 1.60 t/ha, down 38 percent from last year and down 20 
percent from the 5-year average (See Figure 5). 
 
Autumn rainfall aided crop emergence and early development of wheat last autumn, leading to optimistic early 
expectations. Rainfall ended in mid-November however, and was negligible until mid-March, when the crop 
had already begun to senesce. The lack of almost any late fall, winter, and early spring precipitation 
significantly damaged the crop during the vegetative stage (See Figure 6). USDA’s Agricultural Affairs Office 
in Rabat reported in GAIN Report MO1912 that fields turned yellow prematurely and were underdeveloped due 
to the lack of soil moisture.  The central region, which is Morocco’s primary wheat area (See Figure 7), 
received less than half the normal seasonal rainfall.  
 
The rapid decline in the vegetation canopy can be seen by comparing the 4 months of December, January, 
February and March using MODIS NDVI anomaly maps (See Figure 8). Even more striking is the comparison 
of the 2019/20 crop to last year’s good crop (See Figure 9). Wheat in Morocco typically flowers in March and is 
harvested in May and June. MODIS Normalized Difference Vegetation Index (NDVI) depicts a crop that was 
most vibrant (typically correlating to flowering and reproduction stages) two and a half months before normal.  
 
The rapid acceleration in crop dry-down can be seen in the NDVI graph as the current 2019/20 crop (seen in the 
graph as 2018-19 because of its growing season) falls below the normal in mid-February (See Figure 10). 
Increased rainfall finally arrived in March and April, but it was too late to substantially boost yields. After 
farmers realized yields were going to be down significantly, it’s reported that input applications were minimal, 
leading to a significant amount of planted area diverted for livestock grazing. 
 
Algeria: Drought in West; Favorable in Center; Record in East  
 
USDA estimates 2019/20 Algeria wheat production at a record 4.0 mmt, just clipping last year’s record by 0.1 
mmt or 2 percent, and 55 percent above the moving 5-year average. Area is estimated at 2.1 mha, slightly 
higher than last year, and 20 percent above the 5-year average. Record yield is forecast at 1.90 t/ha, slightly 
higher than last year, and 30 percent above the 5-year moving average (See Figure 11). 
 
The 2019/20 crop conditions in Algeria varied greatly east to west. During autumn 2018, all regions started 
planting with ample precipitation and soil moisture. In the east, where wheat is most heavily concentrated, 
conditions remained excellent, with timely rainfall occurring throughout the growing season. Conversely, 
western Algeria experienced a severe drought during late fall of 2018 and early 2019 which diminished yields 
(See Figure 12).  
 
Central Algeria benefited from good rainfall at planting and frequent, but below-average rainfall later in the 
season (See Figure 13). MODIS Normalized Difference Vegetation Index (NDVI) shows exceptionally high 
vegetation vigor in eastern areas, above-average conditions in the central region, but poor conditions in the west 
(See Figure 14).  Algeria’s west is a relatively small wheat producing area when compared to its east. Like 
Morocco, NDVI in eastern Algeria, which was taken over a 4-month period, depicts a rapid decline in 

http://gain.fas.usda.gov/Recent%20GAIN%20Publications/Grain%20and%20Feed%20Annual_Rabat_Morocco_4-12-2019.pdf
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vegetation health (See Figure 15). Additionally, a comparison to 2018/19 shows much lower vegetation vigor 
(See Figure 16).   The larger areas to the east, however, are more influential for total Algeria wheat output.   
 
For a map showing average wheat production by province in Algeria please see Figure 17. The combination of 
exceptional conditions in the east, along with good conditions in central areas around the capital Algiers, should 
allow the national total to reach a record, despite the poor conditions in the west. Irrigation of cereals is minimal 
and is estimated at 0.3 mha. Most of the wheat crop is durum.   
 
Tunisia Wheat: Frequent Rains Drive Record Yield 
 
USDA estimates 2019/20 Tunisia wheat production at a bumper 1.5 mmt, up 0.4 mmt (40 percent) from last 
year and 36 percent above the 5-year average. Area is estimated at 0.6 mha, 16 percent above last year and 8 
percent above the 5-year average. Yield is estimated at a record 2.42 t/ha, up 21 percent from last year and 27 
percent above the 5-year average. (See Figure 18). 
 
The season in Tunisia began with above average precipitation in the country’s main northern growing regions 
(See Figure 19). Favorable conditions encouraged early planting and increased area. Rainfall remained 
abundant and frequent throughout the growing period. Season-long soil moisture allowed for proper fall 
emergence, strong development, good spring growth, and beneficial flowering conditions. Rainfall continued to 
be favorable into June with small but frequent bouts of rain. The harvest began in June and can last into July. 
MODIS NDVI depicts above-average vegetation conditions all season (See Figure 20). The crop is 
predominantly rainfed but includes an estimated 70,000 hectares of irrigated cereals. For a map showing wheat 
production regions in Tunisia, please see Figure 21. 
 
For additional information contact Bryan Purcell | bryan.purcell@usda.gov | 202-690-0138 
 
Current area and production estimates for grains and other agricultural commodities are available on  
IPAD's Agricultural Production page: 
Crop Explorer https://ipad.fas.usda.gov/cropexplorer/or  
Production, Supply and Distribution Database (PSD Online): 
http://apps.fas.usda.gov/psdonline/psdHome.aspx 
U. S. Department of Agriculture   
Foreign Agricultural Service  
Office of Global Analysis  
International Production Assessment Division Ag Box 1051, Room 4630, South Building  
Washington, DC 20250-1051  
Telephone: (202) 720-1662  Fax: (202) 720-1158 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

http://apps.fas.usda.gov/psdonline/psdHome.aspx
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                                                                                                                                                                            USDA/FAS/OGA/IPAD 
                                                                                                                                       Commodity Intelligence Report   - July 16, 2019 

                 
 

 
Page 6 

 
 
 
 
 
Figure 3 
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Figure 14 
 
 

 

 

 

MODIS NDVI Conditions in Algeria Vary by Location: 
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Figure 16 
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