
 
 
  

 

Farmer Mateo Sánchez Castañeda and FEWS NET 

agroclimatologist Mario Rodriguez consult the crop 

development tables as they inspect maize. 

 

 

 

Better data helps aid reach those in need 

“Before, farmers used informal 

terms, such as how many leaves 

the plants had, and it was difficult 

to understand what was really 

happening across a large area. 

The tables help us get a more 

accurate picture.” 
Otto Guzman  

MAGA extension service agent 

Department of Baja Verapaz 
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A simple innovation in 

data collection at the 

farm level helps the 

poorest households avoid 

food insecurity. 

 

 

 

In July 2014, the food security forecast in Guatemala looked grim.  After 

two years of poor harvests, there was drought, and the threat of crop 

failure in the “dry corridor,” where many subsistence farmers live. The 

country braced for a food emergency. 

 

Government officials stepped up assistance planning. Studying crop 

conditions, staple food prices, and weather forecasts, they began to identify 

where conditions were extreme—and likely to worsen. 

 

How did a simple, laminated table on crop development make their analysis 

more reliable? Farmer Catalino Ixpatac explains: “We use these tables to 

identify stages in the development of maize and beans, and then report that 

information to the agriculture extension services. Now, all the farmers use 

the same language to describe their crops.” 

 

Seemingly trivial, that common language is vital in helping analysts track and 

compare conditions, anticipating shocks and pinpointing areas at risk of 

acute food insecurity. The information enables government and relief 

agencies to be more precise in directing assistance to those who need it. 

 

First developed in 2009 by experts at USAID’s Famine Early Warning 

System Network (FEWS NET), the tables are now used widely by farmers 

in Guatemala and neighboring countries. Designed with text and photos, 

they are accessible to individuals who cannot read. 

 

The system in practice: Every 10 days, farmers report on crop development—

as well as rainfall, crop damage and prices—to Ministry of Agriculture 

(MAGA) extension agents. The information filters up to district officials, 

who enter it in an online database (supported by FEWS NET and FAO, the 

Food and Agriculture Organization of the United Nations) that is part of the 

national Crop Monitoring System, Sistema de Monitoreo de Cultivos, or 

SMC. 

 

Next, SMC analysts use the field data, weather forecasts, historical climate 

patterns, and other inputs to produce monthly reports for decision-makers. 

(See http://web.maga.gob.gt/smc/)  

The crop tables and the database are among several tools that have 

improved the quality of SMC’s analysis, providing early warning that helps 

agencies get ahead of an emergency. 

 

Established by FEWS NET in 2005, the SMC is now run by MAGA. Other 

participants include: FAO, INSIVUMEH (the national meteorological agency), 

SESAN (the national food security agency), and the World Food 

Programme. 


