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After years of doom and gloom about the 
prospect of Africa being able to feed itself, the 
Africa Agricultural Status Report 2016 published 
by AGRA finds many signs to suggest the 
continent is turning a corner. The report, 
launched in Nairobi, Kenya, in September 
2016, highlights numerous indicators that 
agriculture in many countries is transforming 
from subsistence to more commercialised and 

productive farming, with growing off-farm employment.
Agricultural productivity has grown consistently in many countries 
since 2005, with Ethiopia leading the way with an annual growth 
rate of 8.35% from 2005 to 2012, closely followed by Mali (6.34%), 
Mozambique (6.31%), Nigeria (6.15%) and Burkina Faso (6%). The 
number of medium- and large-scale farms is increasing rapidly, 
opening the door to a more commercial approach to agriculture. 
Agribusiness and related sectors are burgeoning. These are the 
foundations of agricultural transformation and hold much promise  
for the future.
But many challenges still remain and several countries lag behind in 
their agricultural performance. In particular, Africa’s population is 
growing rapidly and will quadruple to nearly 4 billion people by 2100. 
By then, more than 40% of the developing world’s youth aged under 
15 years will live in Africa. And while urban populations are increasing 
rapidly, Africa is the only continent where rural populations are also 
growing.
This has huge implications for Africa’s food systems. Contrary to 
the perception that Africa has abundant arable land, recent studies 
indicate limited availability of fertile land for agricultural expansion. 
And while in 1990 there were three African farmers for every urban 
dweller, by 2020 each full-time farmer will have to feed two urban 
dwellers in addition to his or her own family. 
Some 220 million young people will enter the labour market between 
now and 2035 and 70% or more of these will have to find employment 
in the agricultural sector, both on farms and in the agri-food sector, or 
become self-employed.
This implies the need to make agriculture and the agri-food sector 
as a whole much more attractive to young people, including women. 
This is an area that CTA has long been addressing through many of its 
activities, from the development of value chains to supporting young 
ICT innovators and emerging technologies, such as the use of drones in 
small-scale agriculture.
It is gratifying to see African agriculture moving towards a promising 
future, and I am proud of the role that CTA is playing in this new vision.

EDITORIAL

Africa poised for agricultural 
transformation
Michael Hailu, director - CTA
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N early 2 billion people suffer 
from iron deficiency, while  
one-quarter of the world’s  

people are at risk from insufficient die-
tary zinc or vitamin A. Eating a more 
varied diet provides a greater intake of 
micronutrients, but this may not be pos-
sible for many poor families. However, 
by using a process called biofortification 
to improve the nutrient value of specific 
staple crops, scientists can help farm-
ers grow more nutritious food using the 
same land and resources.

Biofortification uses biotechnology, 
conventional plant breeding or agron-
omy to improve nutritional quality of 
food. Examples include boosting iron 
in rice, sweet potato, cassava and leg-
umes; vitamin A in cassava and maize; 
zinc in wheat, rice, beans, sweet potato 
and maize; and protein in sorghum 
and cassava. The method is already  
well-established around the world – 
about 20 million people have access to 
enriched beans, rice, wheat, pearl mil-
let, maize, sweet potato and cassava. By 
2030, more than 1 billion people could 
be eating biofortified crops. For farm-
ers with limited ability to produce more 

Magali Reinert

crops, growing biofortified crops on the 
same land could have a highly beneficial 
effect on health.

A dedicated approach
Getting biofortified food onto the 

world’s dinner plates has been a long 
journey, requiring flexibility, persistence 
and dedication. Dr Howarth Bouis and 
the team at HarvestPlus have led the 
way and were recently awarded the 2016 
World Food Prize for their efforts over 
20 years. HarvestPlus has played a key 
role in developing and distributing bio-
fortified crops and in educating a range 
of stakeholders about the advantages of 
crops that are higher in zinc, iron and 
vitamin A.

Biofortified crops have so far been 
released in 30 countries and tests are 
underway in 25 more. “The crops have 
been tried, tested and proven effective in 
improving nutrition for people in devel-
oping countries,” states Dr Bouis. “The 
huge job now is getting the farmers to 
take them up and getting the consumers 
to eat them.”

Like consumers everywhere, farm-
ers and their families can be cautious 

about trying new varieties. Persuading 
them to do so requires targeted informa-
tion campaigns and time for results to be 
seen and word to get around. An added 
complexity is that some biofortified 
crops look and taste different. But this is 
not the case in zinc and iron-rich crops, 
such as beans. In Rwanda, 10 varieties 
of iron-rich beans have been released, 
and they are the same in appearance 
and taste as beans currently on the mar-
ket. The beans have higher yields as well 
as higher iron content and researchers 
hope that they will become the preferred 
product.

Other crops such as cassava, maize 
and sweet potato do take on a differ-
ent taste and appearance when fortified 
with vitamin A, with the crops turning 
from white to orange. Communities need 
the chance to learn about the new prod-
ucts before they decide to grow them or 
buy them, so information activities must 
target both farmers and consumers.

 
Engaging women

In many countries, women are key to 
improving nutrition and health in their 
families. For communities to accept the 

Combatting 
malnutrition

Developing more nutritious crops through 
biofortification is providing much needed nutrients 

and helping to provide better quality diets  
for rural communities.

B I O F O R T I F I C A T I O N
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new biofortified crops, women must be 
engaged at every stage of the process. For 
example, local people may be employed 
to spread the word, sometimes holding 
blindfolded tastings where women are 
asked which sweet potato or other food 
they prefer, and whether or not they 
would buy the enriched product for the 
sake of their family’s health. If the price 
is the same and they like the taste – 
and the word is that the crops are well 
accepted - women choose the vitamin 
A-enriched food for their family.

In Namwenda, in eastern Uganda, a 
group of women wearing distinctive 
orange t-shirts are spreading the word 
about nutritious crops, good hygiene and 
sanitation practices. Known as Mama 
Ndhisa, the women deliver their messages 
through activities such as community 
meetings and visits to local villagers, 
using pictorial story cards and other aids. 
The name Mama Ndhisa reflects commu-
nity affection for these mothers and for 
the vitamin A-rich orange sweet pota-
toes they promote.

All the women take part with the sup-

Six varieties of vitamin A-enriched cassava and six varieties of vitamin A-enriched 
maize have been developed and released in Nigeria to help address malnutrition 
in children and blindness and reproductive problems in adults. Launched in 2013, 
vitamin A-enriched cassava is now grown in 20 of Nigeria’s 36 states, while vitamin 
A-enriched maize – released in 2015 – will be growing in most states by 2017. 
“While the public sector – government, NGOs and donor agencies – multiply and 
distribute starter packs of quality stems to the rural poor, the private sector sells 
stems to larger farmers planting on larger areas,” says Paul Ilona, HarvestPlus Nigeria 
country director. Farmers receiving free stems are encouraged to give stems to other 
farmers when they harvest. The direct (public sector), indirect (farmers who receive 
stems from other farmers) and commercial channels contributed approximately 68%, 
30% and 2%, respectively, to total number of farmers reached in 2014, compared 
with 26%, 56% and 18%, respectively, in 2015. The significant growth in the seed 
sector (commercial channels) indicates that the project is on track to sustain seed 
delivery by 2018, states Ilona. Five seed companies have now been engaged in 
multiplying vitamin A-rich maize seed. Unlike vitamin A cassava, the multiplication and 
delivery of vitamin A maize seeds will be managed primarily by the private sector.   
                                Oluyinka Alawode

 For more information: http://bit.ly/2ex9R1b 

ing, because they are exemplary,” he 
says. “They also teach others about 
nutrition … they are moving forward to 
motivate these people.” Olweny states 

port of their husbands. They are held in 
high regard, explains Aloysius Olweny, 
Namwenda’s sub-county chief. “Take 
note of the ladies who are participat-

Biofortified seeds boost 
farmers’ income in Nigeria
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HarvestPlus has only used conventional  
breeding, not genetic modification, to develop  
its nutrient-enriched crops
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that encouraging men to support their 
wives was important for the success of 
the information campaign. “Men want 
to be involved in cash crop growing and 
things like that, but when they see the 
improvement in income, in health with 
fewer diseases, they get motivated to 
help their wife.” 

Support from leaders at all levels
For a country to embrace bioforti-

fied crops, there needs to be support at 
every level – locally, as in Namwenda in 
Uganda, as well as nationally, regionally 
and internationally.

The Global Panel on Agricul-
ture and Food Systems for Nutri-
tion has urged policymakers to adopt 
biofortification as one element of a  
nutrient-sensitive national agricultural 
research and investment strategy. “Pol-
icymakers have a key role to play in 
tackling hidden hunger,” says Sir John 
Beddington, Global Panel co-chair. “Bio-
fortification complements the exist-
ing mix of micronutrient interventions 
available to governments.”

In the Global Panel report, Biofor-
tification: An Agricultural Investment for 
Nutrition, micronutrient malnutrition is 
shown to be associated with the rap-
idly growing problem of obesity and  
non-communicable diseases. The 
authors state that low-quality diets 
based heavily on highly processed, 
nutrient-poor foods lie at the core of 
the problem. “When biofortified crops 
are combined with interventions that  
promote dietary diversification, real  
progress can be made to bene-
fit millions of households. In Nige-
ria for instance, with the strengthened  
regulatory and legal framework and 
infrastructural support, Nigerian mul-
tiplication programmes are expected to 
allow 80 million Nigerians to have access 
to more-nutritious diets in the coming 
four years,” the report said.

The Global Panel emphasises that bio-
fortification should not be looked at in 
isolation. “Policymakers should not see 
it as an alternative to other nutrition- 
enhancing interventions, but consider it 
as one component of a suite of comple-
mentary strategies to reduce micronutri-
ent deficiencies,” the Panel said.

Akinwumi Adesina, President of the 
African Development Bank and for-
mer Nigerian Minister for Agriculture, 

has called for an end to malnutrition in 
Africa, saying that the continent has all 
it needs to win in agriculture. Speak-
ing at the seventh African Agricultural 
Science Week in June 2016 in Rwanda, 
he noted that Africa spends €30 billion 
each year on importing food, a figure 
that is projected to grow to €98 billion by 
2025. “Africa is importing what it should 
be producing, creating poverty within 
Africa and exporting jobs outside of 
Africa,” he said. Any shock to global food 
production would affect prices in Africa, 
especially in rural areas, so investing in 
agriculture makes economic and secu-
rity sense. 

Adesina noted successes in Rwanda, 
which has drastically reduced malnu-
trition, and in Senegal, which is on the 
way to becoming self-sufficient in rice. 
“And with technologies from science, 
we can do even more,” he said. New  
iron-enriched beans, orange-fleshed 
sweet potato, high-lysine maize and 
vitamin A-rich cassava are already 
improving crop yields and nutrition.

Food security emergency 
in Southern Africa

In Southern Africa, FAO estimates that 
nearly 40 million people will be affected 
by food insecurity in 2017. The chilling 
figure reflects high levels of unemploy-
ment and under-employment, which are 

exacerbated by the most severe drought 
in 35 years, which scientists are link-
ing to the El Niño weather event. Most 
people in the region eat food they grow 
themselves. Chimimba David Phiri, FAO 
Subregional Coordinator for Southern 
Africa, said that “Assisting them to do 
this will provide life-saving support in a 
region where at least 70% of people rely 
on agriculture for their livelihoods.”

As drought continues, prices for maize 
and other crops have risen. FAO offi-
cials warn that 23 million people need 
urgent support to grow enough food to 
feed themselves, or they will be depend-
ent on humanitarian assistance until the 
middle of 2018. Farmers must be able to 
plant by October 2016. “Failure to do so 
will result in another reduced harvest in 
March 2017, severely affecting food and 
nutrition security and livelihoods in the 
region,” FAO said.

Agricultural experts say a good harvest 
is necessary in March 2017 to help fami-
lies escape the country’s food crisis. “We 
have had two bad [growing] seasons, and 
a lot of farmers do not have adequate 
seeds,” said Phiri. “We need to support 
the farmers to have the seed that they 
need for them to grow this season, and 
also to avoid a problem of having contin-
ued humanitarian support.”

In Zimbabwe, many children do not 
get enough to eat. The United Nations 

In Zimbabwe, at least one in five children under five has vitamin A deficiency, while one 
in every three children lacks iron and zinc. Head of the country’s national agricultural 
research system, Danisile Hikwa, noted that there is “robust evidence that consumption 
of biofortified food crops improves nutritional status.”
In August 2016, the government began distributing and marketing biofortified crop 
seeds as part of an FAO project under the Zimbabwe Livelihood Food Security 
Programme. One variety of vitamin A-enriched orange maize and two varieties of iron- 
and zinc-enriched beans have been released and seeds will be available for the 2016/17 
planting season. More varieties are being prepared to increase choice for farmers. There 
are more than 3 million households across Africa that grow and consume biofortified 
crops. Other African countries promoting biofortified crops include Democratic Republic 
of Congo, Nigeria, Rwanda, Uganda and Zambia.

 For more information: http://bit.ly/2bjAPbk

Biofortified seeds catch on in Zimbabwe>

“Biofortified crops have proven effective in improving nutrition  

for people in developing countries. The huge job is getting the 

farmers to take them up and getting the consumers to eat them.”
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Children’s Fund warned in March 2016 
that the country is facing its worst child 
malnutrition rates in 15 years, with rural 
areas particularly at risk. FAO is helping 
the country’s farmers affected by the 
drought. 

Last month, the agency began giv-
ing biofortified maize and bean seeds 
to farmers. Those seeds are designed to 
produce crops high in valuable nutri-
ents. Initially, the seed programme is 
targeting about 127,000 small farm 
households in eight areas. Over time, it 
will spread to other parts of the coun-
try. Farmer Mirriam Chagweja said she 

is glad she planted the new seeds in 
her fields in Silobela, about 300 km 
south-west of Harare. In February 2016 
she planted fortified maize and beans, 
using seeds provided by the UK Depart-
ment for International Development.  
Chagweja said she got more beans from 
these seeds than from the other kinds of 
beans. “I would encourage others to go 
on board and join,” she said. 

Looking to the future
Trials continue with new bioforti-

fied crops and varieties. WHO lists a 
range of current biofortification trials, 
including vitamin A-enriched maize for 
mothers and infants in a range of loca-
tions, vitamin A-enriched cassava for  

Nigerian preschool children and pearl 
millet enriched with both zinc and iron 
to boost cognitive ability and immunity 
to infections in Indian babies. While 
biofortification and genetic modifica-
tion are different processes, groups such 
as HarvestPlus are keeping an eye on 
developments. To date, HarvestPlus has 
used only conventional breeding tech-
niques, and not genetic modification, 
to develop its 150 varieties of 12 differ-
ent nutrient-enriched crops. This has 
allowed them to get their crops into use 
as quickly as possible, in as many coun-
tries as possible. 

There remain many barriers and polit-
ical opposition to transgenics, despite 
the scientific community establish-
ing that the method is safe, says Bouis.  
HarvestPlus is researching the technol-
ogy and it may be an option in the future, 
for example, in areas such as increasing 
iron levels that have been difficult to 
achieve with conventional breeding. 

 

Biofortification has been used to boost  
the iron content of rice

“New iron-enriched beans, orange-fleshed sweet potato, 

high-lysine maize and vitamin A-rich cassava are already 

improving crop yields and nutrition.”
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AGRICULTURAL PRODUCTION

In Mwaro province, central Burundi, 
over 1,100 farming households have 
nearly doubled their income after 

adopting intensified agricultural prac-
tices learned in 40 farmer field schools 
(FFS) supported by FAO. Working on 
farms averaging 0.5 ha, the households 
are engaged in high value pig and fish 
farming, soil-less mushroom cultivation, 
and horticulture, in addition to growing 
improved varieties of staple crops such 
as cassava, kidney beans, maize, and 

sweet potato. “Previously, agricultural 
production was generally low due to lack 
of manure, poor seed quality, and insuf-
ficient supervision,” says FAO technical 
officer Evelyne Nduwimana. “As a result, 
information collected from the admin-
istration and health services reported a 
high rate of malnutrition, both chronic 
and severe.” Other crops have been 
introduced to promote nutritional diver-
sity, including beet, cabbage, carrot, egg-
plant, onion, potato, soybean, tomato, 
and more productive types of climb-
ing bean. “Soil-less cultivation of edible 
mushrooms was introduced because of 
their high productivity and high nutri-
tional value,” says Nduwimana. “Kidney 
bean is being gradually substituted by 
climbing beans because of their greater 
productivity per unit area,” she adds. 

Through the FFS, households have 
also learned to construct and man-
age anti-erosion ditches and to practise 
agroforestry with trees such as grevillea 
and calliandra. As a result, over 100 ha of 
watershed are now being protected and 
rehabilitated by farmers in the province. 

In August 2016, the first students 
from Tilimbe FFS in Phalombe district, 
Malawi, graduated having conducted a 
range of farming experiments as part of 
their studies. The farmer students have 

A boost to knowledge 
and income

R E S I L I E N C E

James Karuga and Charles Mkoka

Scaling up farmer field school programmes
in Burundi and Malawi has improved 
household income, climate resilience 
and environmental protection.

1,100
Burundian households are

involved in farmer field schools
 to adopt improved 

agricultural practices.

Farming households are doubling their income after adopting intensified agricultural practices learned during farmer field schools in Malawi
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P ascal Awede, a seed grower from Comè, Benin, has just received an SMS on 
his phone which reads: “2.5 t basic rice seed, ORYLUS 6 variety, price: FCFA 
540/kg ($0.82/kg), contact: +229 95077000”. The same message was sent to 

all seed growers registered with the Wasix platform, enabling those with sufficient 
stock to respond to the request. 

Wasix (West African Seed Information Exchange) is the first online seed  
market place for sharing seed information and promoting the sale of quality 
seeds. “When using quality seeds, it is possible to increase productivity by 40%,” 
states Yacouba Diallo, an agribusiness specialist for the West and Central Africa  
Council for Agricultural Research and Development (CORAF/WECARD). Seed 
growers can upload their forecasts (based on crop declarations) and yields. Once 
approved, these figures are published on the platform, giving a real-time picture 
of available stocks. Seed distributors also have to register and update their stock 
information regularly. Buyers meanwhile, can access seed availability, quality 
and price information, as well as seed usage tips and advice. They can also sub-
mit details of their request (needs, proposed price and contact information). These 
details are checked and then issued via SMS and email. There is also an Android 
mobile app available in the Google Play Store. 

The platform, managed by CORAF/WECARD in partnership with the Interna-
tional Fertilizer Development Center, was launched in Benin in April 2016 and will 
be available in Burkina Faso, Ghana, Mali, Niger, Nigeria and Senegal by the end 
of 2016.  

been attending classes once a week 
and are responsible for maintaining a 
demonstration garden, comprising crops 
such as beans, carrots, Irish potatoes, 
onions, peas, sweet potatoes, and more. 
The students were also expected to cul-
tivate a garden at their home, and have 
been encouraged to undertake a num-
ber of fact-finding experiments. These 
have included making variations in 
plant spacing, watering volume and fre-
quency, and using different combina-
tions of organic fertilisers. 

Student Bamusi Khomoni says the 
FFS teaching programme has helped to 
improve his farming methods. “I have 
learnt that the old method of planting 
crops like maize, groundnut and pump-
kin in one hole did not work,” he says. 
“In the Malawi setting it is like raising 
five children and then feeding them 
using only one bowl of food. What this 
means is that they will compete for food 
and not grow well. If they were each 
given one bowl, they would obviously 
grow well as they would not be compet-
ing for food.” 

The work has come as part of efforts to 
scale up FFS and boost farmer knowledge 
in order to build resilience in the face of 
climate change. It is being led by two 
NGOs – the Catholic Development Com-
mission and the Adventist Relief Agency 
– working in partnership with FAO, and 
following FAO’s gender and age-friendly 
Junior Farmer Field and Life Schools 
methodology, now established in over 
20 countries. In Phalombe, the schools 
have been running for 18 months and 
have received a positive response from 
students. The approaches and techniques 
being promoted through the school, say 
the students, are very different from 
those learned from their parents, and 
also much more effective. 

Through the Wasix 
portal, seed 
growers and buyers 
are able to access 
a range of 
information in real 
time

S E E D S

Joachim Saizonou

A hands-on online 
marketplace
Wasix.net is a real-time trading platform for seed 
growers, distributors and buyers across West Africa.

School children report that 

the approaches and techniques 

being promoted are very 

different and much more 

effective than traditional 

practices.
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ENVIRONMENT

E l Niño occurs every 2 to 7 years and is associated with 
a band of warm water that develops on the surface of 
the Pacific Ocean around the coastline of South Amer-

ica. These events have an impact on climate around the world, 
although the nature of this impact varies by region; it causes 
drought in Southern Africa, the Caribbean, India and Indone-
sia, and flooding on the western coast of South America and in 
southern USA.

The latest El Niño event that began in late 2014 and ended 
in mid-2016 was one of the most intense on record, gener-
ating the hottest global temperatures in more than 130 years, 
sparking raging forest fires in Indonesia in 2015 and indi-
rectly causing more than 100,000 deaths through pollution.  
Sub-Saharan Africa, meanwhile, experienced its harshest 
drought in 35 years.

El Niño’s impact on agriculture was so severe that more 
than 40 million Africans are still living in acute food insecu-
rity. The hardest-hit regions were the Horn of Africa (Ethio-
pia and Somalia), Botswana, Malawi, Mozambique, Namibia, 
Zambia and Zimbabwe. Lesotho, Madagascar and South 
Africa were also affected, although not to the same 
extent. In Zimbabwe alone, the number of peo-
ple in need of food assistance will increase from  
2.2 million in August 2016 to 4.1 million in Jan-
uary 2017, which represents 42% of the rural 
population. In Malawi, maize prices have sky-
rocketed: prices are 80% higher than 2015 and 
172% above the 5-year average. 

In early July 2016, FAO, IFAD and WFP estimated 
that US$4 billion (€3.58 billion) would be needed 
to meet the humanitarian cost of El Niño – with 80% 
of this sum going to food and agriculture alone. The Southern  
African Development Community, meanwhile, claims that 
€2.45 billion is needed to repair battered sections of the 
economy in Africa. The current funding shortfall stands at  
€2.18 billion. 

But, with an even more ominous outlook, this funding gap 
is just the tip of the iceberg. Although the drought in Africa has 

eased a little, its effects are still being felt and the upcoming 
harvest is under threat. The last 2 years have been a disaster. 
Without action to minimise damage during the lean season to 

the next harvest in March 2017, 23 million Africans could 
be left dependent on food aid until mid-2018. Over 

640,000 livestock deaths have also been reported 
across Africa due to the drought. FAO has there-
fore launched a rapid-impact action plan to pro-
vide seeds, fertiliser and tools to smallholder 
farmers in the worst-hit countries.

Experts are now looking beyond El Niño with 
equal concern, as the next phase in the cycle – 

La Niña – which occurs every 2 to 5 years, looms, 
bringing cooler surface temperatures in the Pacific. 

For those countries affected by El Niño, La Niña promises 
heavier rainfall – not necessarily good news. Intense rainfall 
is likely to cause flooding, leading to damaged crops and the 
prospect of water-borne livestock diseases.

FAO claims that, unless something is done, 100 million peo-
ple worldwide could be affected by El Niño and La Niña. Mete-
orologists are still unsure whether La Niña will happen, or how 
intense it might be. 

23 million 
Africans could 

still be dependent 
on food aid until 

mid-2018

Sub-Saharan Africa’s harshest drought in 35 years was caused by El Niño 
and La Niña could result in intense rainfall and flooding 
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Romain Loury

What next after
El Niño? La Niña?

D R O U G H T

El Niño effects are still being felt, 
with dramatic consequences for 
agriculture. La Niña, now looming 
large, threatens to wreak further 
havoc on farming in Africa.
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Enhanced meteorological 
services 

R E G I O N A L  A P P R O A C H

Rita Vaz da Silva

M ore than 15,000 farmers, fish-
ermen, agricultural exten-
sion agents, NGOs, media 

and national weather institutions 
from 17 countries across West Africa 
(a region prone to extreme droughts, 
heat waves and floods and, there-
fore, at great risk of food insecurity) 
have benefited from Metagri, a regional  
agro-meteorological initiative. Imple-
mented in 2008 by the World Meteor-
ological Organization (WMO), Metagri 
has also increased the technical skills of 
national meteorological and hydrolog-
ical services in the use of remote sens-
ing products. Relations with the media 
have also been improved, enabling more 
efficient and broader dissemination of 
weather, climate warnings and agricul-
tural advice.

Between 2012 and 2015 more than 
12,000 people, representing 4,652 vil-
lages, were trained in 269 roving seminars 

to help them observe and use weather 
and climate information. Over 4,800 
plastic rain gauges were also distributed 
to selected farmers to enable them to 
measure rainfall and estimate soil mois-
ture, which is key to improving crop 
productivity. Furthermore, Metagri has 
increased the use of ICTs to disseminate 
climate information to farmers via SMS 
or to collect data from the field. 

A 2015 evaluation of Metagri in Côte 
d´Ivoire, Ghana, Mauritania and Niger 
revealed that access to weather and 
climate services was helping farmer  
decision-making concerning seed vari-
ety and geographical distribution of 
plots, and had enabled farmers to bet-
ter ‘sync’ their crop development cycles 
with the onset of rains. For exam-
ple, reducing reseeding in Mauritania 
saved 8.5 kg of seed and 3 days of work 
per hectare. Overall, the project had 
stronger impacts in regions where agro- 
meteorological information is more 
accurate and accessible as a result of 
increased  interaction between farmers, 
national meteorological services and 
other development institutions involved. 

“The next objective is to bring an 
effective provision of weather and cli-
mate services to the 17 countries plus  
Cameroon”, says Jose Luis Camacho, 
WMO focal point for Metagri. Gender will 
be a key aspect of the next phase of the 
Metagri programme, due to be launched 
before the end of 2016 to boost the partic-
ipation of women. Work will also be con-
ducted to improve the quality of National  
Meteorological and Hydrological Ser-
vices products, broadcasting channels 
and feedback information. 

Green business
Rural hub uses 
smart energy 

A TEAM of four young entrepreneurs in 
Thyolo, southern Malawi, has developed 
a thriving business based on renewable 
energy with assistance from the Smart 
Energy Hub initiative of Renew’N’Able 
Malawi, a Malawian NGO. With no 
connection to the national grid in their 
area, they installed three solar panels. 
Power generated is used to offer cell 
phone charging, rechargeable flash 
light rentals, a barber shop with electric 
razors, and a small movie theatre. Sales 
have been brisk, with the hub now 
charging 200 phones and providing 75 
haircuts each week. The movie theatre 
has also proved popular and after just 
7 months of operation the group is 
generating around 100,000 MK (€125) 
per month.

Vanuatu
Emae goes 100% 
organic 

ON 4 JULY 2016 residents of Emae, 
Vanuatu, officially declared that their 
island would become 100% organic. In 
an effort to protect the environment, the 
island has banned fertilisers, chemical 
pesticides and imported agricultural 
inputs. Over the next 3 years, the entire 
island of 32 km2 will be converted to 
organic farming and an application 
for Participatory Guarantee System 
organic certification will be submitted 
to the Pacific Organic and Ethical 
Trade Community. In addition to their 
environmental benefits, the organic 
products will also provide new income 
streams for young farmers. The initiative 
is supported by a number of international 
donors including UNDP and IFAD.

In West Africa, agricultural productivity is improving 
as a result of the provision and use of meteorological 
information, services and tools.

Villagers in Liberia being trained on how to use 
plastic rain gauges to measure rainfall
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RESEARCH

Scientists at the University of Toli-
ara (in southern Madagascar) and 
the University of Antananarivo 

(the island’s capital) are extolling the 
virtues of the prickly pear (Optunia  
ficus-indica). Their research, published in 
SciDev, highlights the nutritional bene-
fits of this plant, which is rich in calcium, 
magnesium and vitamin C. They argue 
that this member of the cactus family 
could provide the answer to food inse-
curity in the south of the country, which 
affects more than 1 million people.

Known to locals as raketa mena (raketa 
because its leaves are racquet-shaped 
and mena to denote the red colour of its 
fruit), the plant is already widely used in 
southern Madagascar, where people eat 
the fruit and burn the leaves to remove 
the spines and then use them as a fod-
der crop.

Cactuses are an important source of 
water for humans and cattle during the 
island’s 7 month dry season. On the 
Mahafaly Plateau in the south-west of 
the island, people and animals eat the 

plants’ fruit and leaves when the ponds 
dry out. This provides enough water for 
them to survive for 2 or 3 months before 
having to use stored water reserves or 
buy additional water. 

The cactus was imported by the French 
in the 17th century to create natural 
impenetrable barriers, but this spiny, 
invasive plant has not always enjoyed 
a positive reputation. Critics claim that 
the plant is taking over the south of the 
island, forcing out local shrubs and tak-
ing over more fertile areas of land. But for 
all its flaws, the prickly pear has become 
a vital resource for people living on the 
island. A parasitic bug was introduced in 
the early 20th century, devastating the 
species. This proved disastrous during 
the major drought of 1930. “The erad-
ication programme caused one of the 
most severe famines of the 20th cen-
tury,” explains Stéphanie Carrière, eth-
nobotanist at the Institute of Research 
for Development. “People had no water 
or food. It shows just how important this 
species was, and still is, to the local pop-
ulation.” The story of the prickly pear in 
Madagascar reveals the complex rela-
tionship between invasive plants and 
human society.

Researchers questioned by SciDev 
suggest that the prickly pear should be 
exploited for commercial gain, through 
products such as juices, cooking oils and 
essential oils. They argue that small pro-
cessing plants could be set up to allow 
people living in these extremely poor 
regions to generate income from this 
resource. For now, however, the situation 
on the ground makes this an unlikely 
prospect. Local people still face the chal-
lenges of extreme drought and simply do 
not have enough time to develop a pro-
cessing business. This year, the El Niño 
weather pattern caused unusually severe 
drought in the region, once again proving 
the prickly pear’s importance to the local 
population. 

A welcome invasion
P R I C K L Y  P E A R

Researchers in Madagascar are pointing out the 
benefits of the prickly pear – an invasive yet 
essential species.

Magali Reinert
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A valuable prickly pear  
in Betioky District, Madagascar
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A new testing kit that can detect 
aflatoxin contamination in crops 
such as maize and groundnuts 

without the need for laboratory facili-
ties has been developed by the Interna-
tional Crops Research Institute for the 
Semi-Arid Tropics (ICRISAT). According 
to ICRISAT researchers, the rapid test kit 
device is affordable, at under €2, making 
it a cost-effective way for farmers to  
detect aflatoxin instantly. 

The new test is simple to perform and 
can detect contamination at levels of 10 
parts per billion in less than 15 minutes. 
As such, it will be a useful tool not only 
for farmers, but also for traders wishing 
to check for contamination before con-
cluding a sale. Public health authorities 
could potentially use the kit to check 

suspected samples in cases of aflatoxin 
poisoning. “The device will contribute to 
managing and reducing the entry of afla-
toxins in food value chains, improving 
diagnosis for local and export trade and 
supporting the food processing industry 
to maintain low exposure levels,” says 
Dr Anitha Seetha, an ICRISAT scientist 
based in Malawi.

Researchers from the Cultivate  
Africa’s Future programme and rural 
communities in Zimbabwe are also in-
vestigating how the use of different types 
of airtight storage can reduce aflatoxin 
contamination in maize crops. Work-
ing in Shamva and Makoni districts, the 
team have been testing maize samples 
under various storage systems, includ-
ing metal silos and thick plastic ‘super 
bags’. So far, results have shown that 
the improved storage systems substan-
tially reduce aflatoxin contamination 
in maize grain over a 7-month period, 
with around 270 households testing the  
different technologies. 

Investigations into cost-effectiveness 
have found the metal silos to offer 
around 75% more value for money com-
pared to the plastic super bags, because 
of their 25-year life span and ability to 
exclude rodents.

The work in Zimbabwe has also in-
cluded aflatoxin sensitisation for 533 
community leaders and 90 other stake-
holders, including government min-
istries, media, UN agencies, NGOs and 
the private sector. Over 700 farm-
ers have also been trained in pre- and  
post-harvest aflatoxin reduction meth-
ods. Not allowing husked maize cobs to 
lie on bare soil, and carrying out addi-
tional drying of shelled maize prior to 
storage, are two of the techniques that 
farmers are being encouraged to adopt. 

Aflatoxin control
F O O D  S A F E T Y

A rapid aflatoxin testing kit and use of airtight 
storage containers can help farmers to reduce 
contamination in maize and other stored crops.

Charles Muasya and Mike Davison 

Aerial information
Drones increase 
yields needed

AROUND 4,000 farmers in 
Mozambique’s Chokwe and Xai-Xai 
regions have increased yields by 
nearly 40% using information 
supplied by drones. Fitted with 
infrared cameras provided by Third 
Eye Water, the drones monitor a 
3,500 ha area and can detect crop 
stress 10 days earlier than the naked 
eye. Using the information, farmers 
can choose to irrigate their crops, 
weed them or apply inputs. Fourteen 
operators have undergone a 3-week 
training course to fly the drones, 
process and geo-reference the data, 
and advise farmers accordingly. 
Images generated by the cameras 
exhibit a red colour to indicate water 
stressed crops and green for healthy 
crops (see ICT Update: Drones for 
Agriculture http://bit.ly/2djtJTp).

NASA
Informing food 
policy with 
satellite imagery 

THE NATIONAL Aeronautics and 
Space Administration (NASA) 
has agreed to provide satellite 
images, maps and other regional 
observation data to West African 
governments. Launched in Niger on 
14 July 2016, the SERVIR-West Africa 
programme – a joint NASA and 
USAID initiative – aims to support 
decision-making through space-
based technologies. It will provide 
important data to inform food 
and agricultural policymaking, in a 
region where agriculture is highly 
vulnerable to climate change and 
variable rainfall. The programme 
will initially be rolled out across four 
countries (Burkina Faso, Ghana, 
Niger and Senegal).

Airtight locally constructed metal silos are being 
introduced in Zimbabwe to help reduce aflatoxin 
contamination in stored grains
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NUTRITION AND HEALTH

A n estimated 3 billion people across 193 
countries have low-quality diets, contrib-
uting to poor health outcomes and slow  

economic development. A new report, Food  
Systems and Diets: Facing the Challenges of the 21st  
Century, highlights how low-quality diets are fuelling  
non-communicable diseases, such as diabetes, 
high blood pressure and heart disease. By 2030, 
it is estimated that the number of overweight and 
obese people will have increased from 1.33 billion 
in 2005 to 3.28 billion, one-third of the projected 
global population, with poor countries not immune 
to these trends.

The worldwide burden of undernutrition  
(stunting and low weight) and obesity is equiv-
alent to that of experiencing a global financial 

 crisis every year. “Our food systems are failing us. If  
current trends continue, one in two people will  
suffer from malnutrition in 2050,” says Dr  
Lawrence Haddad, chair of the Foresight project and 
the report recently published by the Global Panel on  
Agriculture and Food Systems for Nutrition. 
Food systems, which include how food is grown,  
harvested, transported, processed and marketed, 
play a central role in delivering high-quality diets 
but, states Haddad, “Today’s food systems are 
geared towards demand, not nutrition.” 

Using modelling and trend analysis from over 250 
data sources and peer reviewed articles, the report, 
pro-vides a critical look at the diverse challenges 
that decision-makers will face to 2035 and beyond, 
as they try to ensure healthy and nutritious diets 
in the coming decades. “Context based evidence is 
needed so we can deliver significant impact at scale, 
at low cost to consumers and with high returns 
on investment; socially and economically. The  
well-being of societies depends on this,” says 
Judith Francis, CTA Senior Programme Coordina-
tor for Science and Technology Policy with lead  
responsibility for the Centre’s work on strengthen-
ing the agriculture and nutrition linkage. 

To encourage governments to invest in effective 
policies to reduce all forms of malnutrition, the 
report identifies decisions that policymakers need 
to take in the coming decade, particularly for the 
benefit of women and children, in order to reposi-
tion food systems from not only feeding but more 
importantly to nourishing people. With popula-
tion growth, climate change and urbanisation, it is 
clear that global food systems will face increasing  
challenges. 

“We must rethink how we look at nutrition and 
food systems. Nutrition is not just a health and 
social development issue, but an investment in  
socio-economic development,” says President of 
the African Development Bank and Global Panel 
member, Akinwumi Adesina. Dr Adesina is leading 
the high-level body, African Leaders for Nutrition, 
which was launched in May 2016 to help encourage 
governments to take decisive action on nutrition. 

Sophie Reeve

The need to invest in nutrition 
F U T U R E  D I E T S

A critical guide for policymakers on taking action and investing
in delivering healthy and quality diets reveals that poor food currently 
affects half of the global population.

3
BILLION
people from 193 
countries have 

low-quality diets

Poor nutrition is a driving force in increasing rates of 
overweight, obesity and chronic diseases worldwide 
and is impacting economic development

2 billion people are micronutrient deficient

1.9 billion people, out of the total global population of 7 billion, 
are overweight or obese

Vitamin
A

Folic
AcidZincIodine Iron

FAILING FOOD SYSTEMS

800 million 
people are

hungry

© GLOBAL PANEL ON AGRICULTURE AND FOOD SYSTEMS FOR NUTRITION
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O besity is a major health issue 
in the Pacific Islands. Close to 
three-quarters of the popula-

tion is overweight or obese in 11 coun-
tries throughout the region. The problem 
is particularly acute in Samoa, where 
around 80% of women are obese. This 
rampant obesity epidemic is causing 
a rise in associated chronic conditions 
such as diabetes and heart disease. Fig-
ures released in 2015 revealed that eight 
of the world’s top ten countries for dia-
betes were Pacific Island nations. Gov-
ernments in the region are unable to 
meet steep treatment costs, with dialysis 
costing US$38,500 (€35,000) per year 
for a single diabetes patient. Yet without 
access to treatment services, one in ten 
diabetics will require amputation. This 
alarming health emergency is the result 
of a shift in eating habits in this part of 

the world over the last 50 years, where 
traditional diets have largely been re-
placed with processed, imported food.

Existing national health policies have 
failed to tackle this growing epidemic 
in non-communicable diseases (NCD), 
so a new approach is needed. “Our ef-
forts are focused on changing individ-
ual behaviour,” says Colin Tukuitonga,  
director-general of the Pacific Commu-
nity (SPC). But, he argues that this strat-
egy will not work on its own because the  
socio-economic environment also 
has an important role to play. “There 
is a clear relationship between pover-
ty and obesity. Highly processed food,  
containing high quantities of sugar, salt 
and saturated fat, is cheaper to buy than 
local produce.” 

SPC is following WHO’s lead in pro-
moting strict regulatory and fiscal meas-
ures. “One solution is to tax products 
such as fizzy drinks,” explains Solène  
Bertrand, NCD officer at SPC. “This money 
can then be channelled into health pro-
grammes or subsidies for fruit and veg-
etables.”

Supporting local farmers is another 
effective way to tackle obesity. With ag-
riculture on the decline in many Pacific 
Island nations, CTA is working at the re-
gional level to improve local agriculture 
and fisheries throughout the chain, from 
production and processing to retail. It is 
also teaming up with chefs to help pro-
mote healthy local cuisine. 

Food insecurity
Maize drink

A HIGHLY NUTRITIOUS maize-based 
porridge drink is being distributed 
by brewing company Cervejas 
de Mozambique to over 13,000 
schoolchildren in drought-hit central 
and southern Mozambique, to tackle 
food and nutrition insecurity and 
strengthen the schoolchildren’s academic 
performance. Containing 500 calories, 
almost a third of a child’s daily energy 
requirement, the Super Maheu maize 
drink is produced using maize sourced 
from approximately 2,000 local 
smallholder farmers. The brewery, which 
works alongside Mozambique’s Ministry 
of Education, estimates that more than 
120 t of maize will be purchased during 
2016 for production of the drink for local 
schools. Around 1.5 million Mozambicans 
are in urgent need of help because of the 
El Niño-induced drought.

Conflict
Insecurity
and hunger

A REPORT published by FAO and the 
World Food Programme in July 2016 
claims that conflicts have pushed 56 
million people into ‘crisis’ or ‘emergency’ 
levels of food insecurity. This figure 
encompasses 23%, 50%, and 40% 
of the populations of Burundi, Central 
African Republic, and South Sudan. 
A German study also released in July 
2016 found that this number is likely 
to increase in the 21st century, with an 
estimated 23% of conflicts between 
ethnic groups caused by climate shocks, 
including extreme drought.  
These findings herald a dire outlook for 
those countries on the front line  
of climate change and political tension, 
including many in Africa  
(see http://tinyurl.com/jejhjzh).

Tackling obesity
P A C I F I C

Magali Reinert

Obesity is not a foregone 
conclusion. In the Pacific, 
organisations such as CTA 
are supporting local 
farming in an effort to 
tackle this major health 
concern.

Globally, overweight and obese adults will increase from 1.33 billion 
of the total population in 2005 to 3.28 billion in 2030

2005

2030

© GLOBAL PANEL ON AGRICULTURE AND FOOD SYSTEMS FOR NUTRITION
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BLUE ECONOMY

S cylla serrata, commonly known 
as the giant mud crab, is in high 
demand on the global market. 

On the island of Madagascar, there are 
325,000 ha of the species’ natural hab-
itat. Although annual catches stand at 
an estimated 3,500 t (compared with 
the potential of around 7,500 t), signs 
of over-fishing have been observed in 
the last 10 years. Dwindling numbers 
meant that boats were hauling in smaller 
catches and post-catch losses were on 
the rise. The use of non-selective tech-
niques appeared to be at fault, with 
many crabs becoming injured by fishing 
gear. However, efforts to establish fairer 
fisheries governance practices have 
seen post-catch mortality fall by 22%, 
and by as much as 50% during the wet 
season. This is the result of the Smart-
Fish programme, managed by the Indian 
Ocean Commission and funded by the 
European Union. The initiative, cover-
ing every step of the production chain, 
seeks to keep giant mud crabs alive and 
healthy from catch to market, using 
innovative, low-cost methods, local 
materials and traditional techniques. 

A range of activities have been imple-
mented since 2012, in consultation with 
crab fisheries operators (fishermen, 
wholesalers, sub-collectors, collectors, 
operating companies and retailers) and 
in line with the sector’s code of conduct. 
The use of hooks, which injure crabs and 
damage burrows, has now been limited 
and nets with a mesh of less than 10 cm 
have been banned. The programme has 
also improved storage methods, intro-
ducing recommendations such as pack-
ing crabs in mud and tying them before 
landing, storing them in more spacious 
sheds and in bags on shelves, reducing 
storage time to less than 5 days, sorting, 

and systematic spraying. Transport 
methods have also evolved: mobile 
shelves have been installed in vehi-
cles; crabs are now protected from 
the sun, wind and rain when 
being transported by dug-
out canoes; and crates are 
being used instead of bags. 

Five regions (Melaky, 
Menabe, Sofia, Boeny 
and Diana) have ben-
efited from information 
campaigns and special sup-
port measures, including local 
technique contests involving 
around 100 competitors, a documen-
tary film and comic strip, a demonstra-
tion site and the provision of small-scale 
equipment.

Smart crab fishing has generated 
plenty of interest in the region, with 

operators encouraging their peers to 
make the transition to sustainable catch 
management. Small-scale fishermen 

have formed their own associa-
tions, and exporters have set 

up a dedicated platform. In 
late 2014, the government 

strengthened crab fish-
eries management reg-
ulations in the country 
in an effort to encourage 

these initiatives. The new 
framework includes rules 

governing minimum catch 
sizes (no individuals less than  

10 cm), the closure of fisheries, a ban on 
catching egg-bearing females and rules 
on crab pens and culture. 

If farmed sustainably, crabs can pro-
vide an important, viable income stream 
for Madagascar’s coastal communities. 

CRAB 
MORTALITY 

after capture has dropped 
considerably as a result 

of the SmartFish 
programme

Smart fishing
C R A B S

Sustainable crab fishing in coastal regions of western 
Madagascar is helping to tackle illegal catches, boost 
income and improve food security.

Mamy Andriatiana

Giant mud crabs could be a significant source of income in Madagascar if crab fishing becomes sustainable
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T raceability – knowing where 
products originate and how 
they are produced – has been a  

growing priority for consum-
ers in recent years. With seafood, for  
example, market studies suggest that 
more consumers are willing to pay higher 
prices for certified, locally sourced and  
sustainably caught fish and shellfish. 
But keeping track of where and how fish 
have been caught is difficult, with fish 
fillets, or even whole fish, looking iden-
tical despite having different origins and 
different catch methods. The problem is  
exacerbated by deliberate or accidental 
mislabelling, and when fish supply chains 
are long and convoluted – for exam-
ple, when fish are brought from remote 
villages to city marketplaces – know-

ing where a fish has come from may be  
virtually impossible. In response, sea-
food certification programmes around 
the world are investing in a number of 
initiatives to support improved monitor-
ing of fish catch and marketing chains. 
Technologies, such as the development 
of small, solar-powered transpond-
ers that monitor the time and location 
of fish catches, are one way forward. 
And in early 2016, the USA proposed an  
international rule to restrict imports of 
fish species that are vulnerable to fraud 
and mislabelling. Finance to strengthen 
existing systems will be crucial, and the 
USA has taken a lead, announcing new 
funding to support improved monitoring 
in a number of countries, including Indo-
nesia and Vietnam. 

Waste
Fish by-products 
offer wealth 

THE CARIBBEAN Regional Fisheries 
Mechanism (CRFM) is encouraging 
member states to make by-
products from fish waste. Products 
such as fish leather, beauty 
products and health supplements 
could, officials believe, spur growth 
in the regional economy. Already, 
Dominica and Suriname are taking 
steps to process fish waste. “Proper 
utilisation of fishery resources is 
not about increasing production or 
increasing catches. It is more about 
maximising the value of what we 
are now taking and realising the 
significant benefits that are possible 
by focusing on value addition,” says 
Milton Haughton, CRFM executive 
director.

Technology
Mobile app 
for fishers

SMALL-SCALE fishers along the 
South African coast have been 
empowered to take control of the 
fish market chain with a mobile app. 
Called Abalobi, the app enables 
fishers to record their catches, 
engage in fisheries management 
and explore different value-chain 
opportunities. Fishers can also use 
the app to communicate among 
themselves and get a good price 
for their catch. Around 100,000 
households are expected to benefit 
from the app, which has been 
developed by the Department of 
Agriculture, Forestry and Fisheries, 
working in partnership with a 
researcher from the University 
of Cape Town, local fishers and 
community workers.
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Increasing numbers of consumers are willing to pay higher prices for sustainably caught fish

Improving traceability 
F I S H  F R A U D

Technological and regulatory improvements are 
needed to reduce fraud and unsustainable practices
in seafood value chains.

Mike Davison
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INTERVIEW

Could you outline the EU’s priorities in  
development cooperation for the next 4-5 
years?

EU development policy priorities are 
part of a long-term vision. The Lisbon 
Treaty provides the legal basis and the 
main focus, i.e. eradicating poverty and 
increasing welfare – in line with com-
mitments taken by the UN. Under this 
framework, the European Parliament, 
the Council, and Commission agreed on 
the European Consensus on Develop-
ment in 2005. 

The development cooperation para-
digm has changed since then and the 
adoption of the 2030 Agenda and SDGs 
represent this change. I underline the 
interconnectedness that the 17 SDGs 
exemplify. EU development policy has 
evolved in parallel, together with the 
Addis Ababa Action Agenda on Financ-
ing for Development, the Paris Agree-
ment on Climate Change, and our own 
EU Global Strategy.

We are currently outlining the strategy 
for the Union’s development policy and 

we aim to adopt it as the new Europe-
an Consensus on Development, together 
with the European Parliament and the 
Council. 

Eradicating poverty, addressing ine-
qualities, providing jobs and opportu-
nities, leaving no one behind, in short: 
increasing global welfare is the aim. In 
order to achieve this, we need to address 
current challenges, which are many, 
but I would underline five objectives to 
work towards: 1) peace and security;  
2) manageable mobility and migration; 
3) growth and jobs; 4) renewable energy 
and climate; and 5) greater equality. 

The European Consensus on Devel-
opment should define ‘how’ we work. 
I see it as the framework to guide our 
investments for the future of the planet 
and its people. Development aid funds 
are important, but they are only one  
instrument to support partner countries. 
Appropriate policies – including our 
own – are key. We need to make the best 
use of domestic resources and support a 
strong private sector to be the backbone 
of a well-functioning economy. We need 
to develop tailored partnerships with 
different countries and target the major-
ity of our grant support to those most in 
need. Stronger and broader partnerships 
are central to our approach: between 
countries, continents, and different sec-
tors. 

What are key priorities that the EU, spe-
cifically DEVCO, will implement regarding 
agricultural development in ACP countries 
in the framework of the SDGs?

Agriculture, rural development, and 
food security have long been priorities 
in our efforts – especially since the food 
crisis in 2007/2008. We have learned 
the importance of keeping agriculture 
at the top of the agenda – and its strong 
connection with other key challeng-
es, for example security and migration. 
Rural development and food security 
will therefore continue to figure prom-
inently in our engagement with partner  
countries; it is clear that food and  
nutrition insecurity is a long-term 
challenge requiring sustained policy  
attention and investments. For  
example, more than 60 countries have 
chosen sustainable agriculture and food 
security as one of the main sectors for  
EU assistance over the 2014-2020  
period, leading to cooperation  

Agriculture 
in ACP 
countries, a 
top priority 
for the EU

Eradicating poverty and increasing welfare in African 
Caribbean and Pacific (ACP) regions continue to be 
part of a long-term development vision for the 
European Union (EU). In this exclusive interview, the 
Director-General for International Cooperation and 
Development at the European Commission (EC), 
Stefano Manservisi, shares his views on the 
agricultural and food security challenges for the EU 
and its ACP country partners.

S T E F A N O  M A N S E R V I S I

Joshua Massarenti
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programmes worth around €9 billion.
Additional (and enormous) challeng-

es to food and nutrition security remain 
worldwide. Natural disasters, such as 
El Niño, increasingly drive food crises, 
which is why we need to keep food and 
nutrition security - as well as agriculture 
- at the forefront of global, continental, 
and national policy agendas. 

But the contribution of agriculture 
and land-use change to heat-trapping 
greenhouse gas (GHG) emissions, al-
ready around 25%, are likely to increase. 
Therefore, it requires working to sup-
port climate-smart food systems that  
improve agricultural productivity,  
greater  resilience to climate change and to  
reduce GHG emissions.

What initiatives are supported by the EU 
regarding agribusiness development and 
linkages with smallholder producers?

Some 70% of the world’s poor live in 
rural areas. Agriculture, including live-
stock, aquaculture and fisheries, are the 
main source of income and employ-
ment. In many countries, more than 
50% of people work in the agricultural 
sector. This is the case in Africa, where  

agriculture accounts for about a third of 
the continent’s GDP and more than 60% 
of employment is related to agriculture. 

Sustainable and climate-smart ag-
ricultural production and fisheries are 
therefore key and have the potential to 
stimulate broad-based income growth. 
Agricultural growth often goes hand-in-
hand with labour intensive operations, 
providing jobs and economic opportu-
nities for rural and urban households, as 
well as agribusinesses. By providing eco-
nomic opportunities in rural areas, agri-
culture can also reduce rural-urban mo-
bility and mitigate urbanisation. 

EU support is not limited to increased 
agricultural production; it also covers ar-
eas such as agricultural processing, in-
frastructure, and market development in 
order to achieve results and have a real 
impact on growth. 

Efforts to improve regulatory envi-
ronments, business development, and 
access to finance, especially for micro-, 
small- and medium-sized businesses 
are part of our agenda. Linking small-
holders with markets by working with 
the local and international private sector 
can boost inclusive growth – benefitting 

vulnerable groups, including youth, 
women, disabled people, and subsist-
ence farmers. 

We will increasingly use innovative 
tools such as blending, to encourage pri-
vate actors to complement EU funding 
in areas such as sustainable agriculture 
and energy. Our objective is to encour-
age private sector partners to engage in 
responsible investment. The European 
External Investment Plan (EEIP), which 
was proposed by the EC on 14 Septem-
ber 2016, is an example of such an in-
novative initiative. The Plan seeks to 
strengthen our partnerships, promote a 
new model of participation by the pri-
vate sector, and contribute to achieving 
the SDGs by supporting investment in 
Africa and the European region. We es-
timate that the EEIP could mobilise up 
to €44 billion of investments. The pro-
posed new European Fund for Sustain-
able Development will build on existing  
blending instruments, refocusing them 
to pursue the SDGs. 

Agribusiness goes beyond economy; 
providing attractive jobs for young peo-
ple and harnessing mobility, particularly 
in Africa, are central elements of the so-
cial and political stability equation.

 
Rural youth migration in Africa is one the 

most important drivers migration to Europe. 
Are there any specific inititiaves in the EU 
Emergency Trust Fund for Africa to address 
rural youth and the challenges faced in rural 
areas?

Rural youth is a priority for the EU 
Emergency Trust Fund for Africa. Young 
people often do not have access to basic 
services and quality education. Strategies 
for sustainable development will be suc-
cessful only with a strong commitment 
to strengthen opportunities for young 
people – supporting entrepreneurship 
and professional training to promote so-
cial cohesion and political participation 
of youth, to protect youth and prevent 
radicalisation, especially in remote and 
poor areas of the region.

For example, in Ethiopia, we  
implemented a project on resilience and  
creation of economic opportunities,  
targeted at young people. This is a  
project with a large scope: 1.2 million 
people are involved, roughly 1 out of 3 
inhabitants in the geographical clusters 
from the most vulnerable communities. 
Another example is a project supporting >

Stefano Manservisi states that the EU will increasingly use financial tools such as blending,  
to encourage private actors to complement EU funding for agriculture
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job creation by improving the  
cashew nut sector in Mali. This project 
will be implemented by the Spanish  
Development Agency (Agencia Española 
de Cooperación Internacional para 
el Desarrollo). With funding of €13 
million, the project will benefit  
local populations in the regions of  
Sikasso, Kayes and Koulikoro, espe-
cially targeting producers and local  
associations and cooperatives, with a  
focus on youth and women. The project’s 
main objective is to contribute to sus-
tainable development by enhancing the 
cashew nut value chain.

From your point of view, what role do you 
envisage for CTA in advancing the agricul-
ture and food security goals of the SDGs?  

CTA has extensive expertise in agri-
culture and rural development in ACP 
countries and serves as a useful plat-
form to exchange ideas. CTA’s priorities 
are aligned with our own priorities in 
the agriculture and food security, no-
tably the emphasis placed on nutrition 
and the development of value chains 
in support of inclusive agriculture. 
I trust that our cooperation will  
continue to be fruitful. We are about 
to sign a new multi-annual work  

Agriculture and rural development continue to be top of the new international aid development agenda

> programme with the CTA, which 
is built around the common pri-
ority of attaining the SDGs. The 
work programme focusses on  
smallholder value chains, conducive  
agricultural policies, and knowledge 
management. The increased focus on 
links with the private sector, especially 
small and medium-sized businesses will 
help improve CTA’s impact on food and 
nutrition security in EU partner coun-
tries. 

CTA’s contribution to efforts to achieve 
zero hunger, food security, nutrition, and 
sustainable agriculture goal (SDG 2) and 
in promoting progress towards end-
ing poverty in all its forms, everywhere 
(SDG 1) will be important. I expect CTA 
to also help in reducing food waste (SDG 
12), building greater climate resilience 
(SDG13), promoting sustainable fisher-
ies (SDG 14), and contributing to protect, 
restore and promote sustainable use of 
terrestrial ecosystems (SDG 15). 

©
 F

LI
CK

R/
A’

M
EL

OD
Y 

LE
E/

W
OR

LD
 B

AN
K

“Seeing someone send their child to  
school or pay for hospital bills - it was all 
those little human successes that made the 
farm-to-table programme work.”



Dossier

Energy access is essential for agricultural growth throughout ACP countries – 

but the change from fossil fuels to renewables is not without its challenges. 

THE ENERGY 
AND 

AGRICULTURE 
CHALLENGE

SPORE 183 |  19



20  | SPORE 18320  | SPORE 183

ANALYSIS

Universal access to energy in 
sub-Saharan Africa is still clearly 
insufficient. Only a third of the 

population in this region – excluding 
South Africa – has an electrical connec-
tion, but this percentage drops by more 
than half when taking rural areas into 
account. Rates are much higher in the 
Caribbean and Pacific islands, but again 
the averages conceal wide disparities. 
For instance, only 15% of the inhabitants 
of Papua New Guinea and the Solomon 
Islands are connected to the national 
grid. The poorest people have little access 
to energy, but pay the highest prices. West 
African Economic and Monetary Union 

countries pay five times higher electricity 
prices than South Africa. In rural areas, 
the cost per kilowatt-hour (kWh) is three 
times more than in cities (see Electricity 
cost comparison, p22). The high reliance 
of island states on imported fossil fuel is 
responsible for the significantly higher 
energy costs in Caribbean and Pacific 
regions. 

Agriculture: energy consumer and 
producer 

It is not easy to quantify the agricul-
tural sector’s energy needs. Agriculture 
in ACP countries is still largely repre-
sented by smallholder farmers, 90% of 
which are based on family labour and 
animal traction.

Small farms, however, require 
energy for some mechanised farm 
activities, as well as for irrigation, 
seed storage, processing, transport, 
etc. Only 4% of all cultivated land in  
sub-Saharan Africa is currently irrigated, 
and 10-20% of crops are lost every year 
due to a lack of appropriate crop stor-
age and preservation. The high reliance 
of rural populations on biomass energy 
is another trait of ACP agriculture, 

with 80-90% of households consuming 
wood-based fuels (firewood, charcoal, 
green waste, etc.) for domestic energy. 
Although this dependence on local 
renewable energy resources has advan-
tages, household pollution caused by 
fuel combustion for indoor cooking and 
heating is highly damaging and, accord-
ing to WHO, claims the lives of almost 
600,000 Africans each year. 

Added to family farming energy 
requirements are the growing irriga-
tion, storage, processing and trans-
portation needs of large commercial  
export-oriented farms. According to 
some experts, this situation calls for 
an integrated farm-scale approach, 
even in the current climate change 
setting. Energy transition – which 
should free our economies of fos-
sil fuels before the end of this century 
and thus mitigate global warming – is 
a major challenge for modern agricul-
ture, which is largely dependent on  
non-renewable fuels. “Our agriculture 

Magali Reinert

Energy 
challenges

A G R I C U L T U R A L  D E V E L O P M E N T

Energy transition is needed to 
mitigate climate change and meet 
the growing needs of the agriculture 
sector. New technologies are 
providing some innovative solutions.

“Africa’s energy transition 
will involve development
of its renewable energy 
potential while ensuring 
energy access for 
everyone.”

A solar field in Rwanda helps the long-term 
sustainability of the village,  is good for the 
environment and generates local employment  
and education
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is very energy-intensive, with an energy 
efficiency rate of less than one, which 
means it consumes more calories than it 
produces. Mechanisation is the culprit, 
along with the use of nitrogen, phos-
phate and crop protection products,” 
says Benoît Daviron from the French 
agricultural research organisation, 
CIRAD. This situation is echoed in many 
discussions on “agroecology and the 
need to reintegrate crop and livestock 
production to complete the energy cycle 
on farms,” states Daviron. 

Farms are nevertheless able to gen-
erate their own energy through animal 
traction, but also by implementing new 
techniques such as biogas generation 
from agricultural waste, or having space 
to install solar panels to power a pump, 
for instance. Sarah Best, researcher at 
the International Institute for Environ-
ment and Development, stresses the 
importance of meeting the needs of 
small farms and processing companies 
at the local scale rather than thinking in 
terms of global requirements.

Which energy choices would be 
effective in addressing these issues? 
Many are heralding a massive shift to 

renewable energy. The French devel-
opment agency, AFD, for instance, 
claims that, “energy transition in 
Africa will involve development 
of its renewable energy potential while 
ensuring energy access for everyone.”

The dual advantage of this choice 
is that it will overcome the reliance 
on fossil fuel and contribute to Afri-
ca’s energy independence. According 
to the International Renewable Energy 
Agency (IRENA), “Africa’s renewable 
energy production potential is substan-
tially higher than the current and esti-
mated electrical consumption of the 
whole continent.” Hydropower already 
accounts for 60% of Africa’s power 
production, and many other sources of 
energy are dispersed throughout the 
continent (see map, p24).

Energy transition hinged on economic 
issues

The Africa Renewable Energy Ini-
tiative (AREI), endorsed by 54  
African countries, has set out to achieve 
a minimum 10 gigawatt (GW) increase 
in renewable energy generation  
capacity by 2020, and 300 GW by 2030. >
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The current proportion of energy 
generated using renewable sources 
in Pacific Island states, and their 
2020 objectives
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tion in Africa will be ten times higher by 
2030, African countries will soon not be 
able to cover their energy costs in the 
absence of energy transition.” 

This NGO network is also call-
ing for highly decentralised energy 
generation to facilitate universal 
access to energy, while claiming that,  
“mini-decentralised or off-grid power 
initiatives are more responsive to 
rural inhabitants’ needs.” Decentralis-
ing energy generation also offsets loss  
of energy along electrical grids – Africa 
has the worst energy inefficiency rate  
in the world due to its outdated infra-
structure.

What funding is available for states 
to make this transition? Climate pol-
icies encourage donors to promote  
renewables. Of the €12.6 billion of  
international public funding in favour  
of climate mitigation initiatives between 

AREI intends “to help African countries 
leapfrog to renewable energy systems 
that support their low-carbon develop-
ment strategies while enhancing eco-
nomic and energy security.”

But what about the cost effective-
ness? The renewable energy market is 
still often perceived by investors as risky 
and unprofitable. The economic viability 
of such projects is evaluated on a scale of 
10-20 years, whereas at the same time 
fossil fuels are benefiting from subsidy 
mechanisms that mask a higher actual 
cost. The NGO network Réseau Climat 
et Développement claims that, “Fossil 
fuel subsidies distort prices and hamper 
investment in renewable energy. These 
subsidies should gradually be shifted in 
favour of renewable energy projects,” 
especially since renewable energy costs 
are dropping. According to a Carbon 
Tracker Initiative study published in 

>

“At the Paris COP 21 
climate summit, 10
donors pledged to jointly 
mobilise €8.9
billion for renewable 
energy.”

SOURCE: CARBON TRACKER INITIATIVE, 2016

COMPARATIVE RETAIL PRICE

Comparative retail price of electricity
for domestic customers, 2014 

PRODUCTION  COST

Cost of generating 1 MWh from renewable and 
fossil fuels

Capital expenditure Fossil fuel (price to produce energy)
Operating/maintenance costs

For more information, visit: http://tinyurl.com/znc345q

Carbon (cost of CO2 emissions)
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September 2016, it is now cheaper to 
generate 1 kWh via renewable energy 
sources than with fossil fuels (see  
Production cost, above, and Some energy 
myths laid to rest, p23). 

According to the Réseau Climat et 
Développement, a ‘business as usual’ 
scenario would be disastrous given cur-
rent energy costs. “As energy consump-

SOURCE: CLIMAT & DÉVELOPPEMENT, 2016; GERES, 2016  
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2003 and 2015, 40% was earmarked 
for energy transition. This priority was 
reiterated in the 2015 Paris Agreement. 
At the Paris COP 21 climate summit, 
10 donors pledged to jointly mobilise  
€8.9 billion for renewable energy, 
€4.5 billion of which has already been 
tabled to help set up facilities to generate 
5.7 GW in renewable energy.

Times are definitely changing as, 
according to WWF, global investment in 
renewable energy generation in 2015 was 

more than twice as much as the €116 bil-
lion allocated to new coal and gas gener-
ation capacities.

Disappointment in agrofuels?
Agrofuel is another renewable energy 

source whose popularity seems to be 
dwindling. So-called first-generation 
fuels produced from rapeseed, maize or 
palm oil have tarnished the reputation of 
agrofuel. The fact that these fuel crops are 
grown in fields to the detriment of food 

crops has, according to some experts, 
increased speculation on farmland. Their 
poor energy efficiency rates are also at 
issue because of the energy needed for 
their production. 

Worse yet, their greenhouse gas (GHG) 
emission levels are often higher than 
those fuels they are replacing. Palm oil 
biodiesel, for example, emits 80% more 
GHG on average than standard diesel, 
according to an EC study published in 
June 2106 which takes land-use changes 
into account. 

Hardier crops like jatropha in 
Africa have yielded good results. In  
Garalo, Mali, many farmers have opted 
to intercrop it with food crops in order 
to produce jatropha seed oil, which they 
blend with diesel (see p26, Jatropha: an  
environmentally-friendly agrofuel?). Overall, 
however, the results have not lived up to 
researchers’ expectations, according to 
Lynn K. Mytelka at the United Nations 
University – Maastricht.

Agrofuels are nevertheless part of the 
energy mix. The Economic Commu-
nity of West African States (ECOWAS) 
aims to increase the proportion of eth-
anol/biodiesel in transport fuels by 5% 
in 2020 and 15% in 2030. “In Malawi, 
the national policy on marketed fuel  
stipulates that it contains 10% bio-
diesel,” says Olu Ajayi, Senior  
Programme Coordinator/Specialist on 
Climate Change-Agriculture at CTA.

ECOWAS also aims to boost the pro-
portion of other renewables by 35% by 
2020 (48% in 2030), including 10% to 
replace power from large hydroelectric-
ity plants in 2020 (19% in 2030). Meeting 
these objectives would lead to a 2.4 GW 
increase in renewable electricity capac-
ity in 2020 and 7.6 GW in 2030.

Renewable energy filling 
the fuel gap 

Climate negotiations have also 
prompted developing countries to apply 
compatible development models in a 
shift away from fossil fuel use. In the 
Pacific Islands, there has been a spec-
tacular turn around (see p28, From energy 
consumer to energy source ). 

Although largely dependent on 
imported oil, these countries have set 
very high renewable energy targets for >

Fossil fuels are cheap 
FALSE.  Fossil fuels – although they seem inexpensive – are heavily subsidised. In 
the 2015 report How Large Are Global Energy Subsidies, the International Monetary 
Fund claimed that fossil fuel companies benefitted from subsidies of €4.74 trillion 
in 2015. In an interview published in The Guardian, the eminent economist Nicholas 
Stern said, “This very important analysis shatters the myth that fossil fuels are cheap 
by showing just how huge their real costs are. There is no justification for these 
enormous subsidies for fossil fuels, which distort markets and damage economies, 
particularly in poorer countries.” This report calls for more ambitious renewable 
energy incentive policies.

Renewable energy is expensive 
FALSE.  Renewable energy-based technologies currently offer the most cost-
effective electrification solution for remote areas. In the last 2 years, the average 
price for photovoltaic modules has dropped by over 60% in Africa – to less than 
€1/W. In 2012, the International Renewable Energy Agency published five studies 
revealing that the average cost of electricity is declining for wind, solar (photovoltaic) 
and concentrating solar thermal power systems, as well as for some biomass-based 
technologies. Sustainable hydropower is the cheapest electricity generating option 
when installed at sites with suitable topological, geographical and hydrographical 
features.

Renewables destroy biodiversity 
FALSE, BUT… It would be wrong to say that renewables destroy biodiversity, but 
some renewable energy projects overlook certain critical environmental factors. 
A wind farm located in an area where endangered birds of prey are nesting, for 
instance, could cause the premature death of some of these protected birds. The 
clearing of large forest areas also threatens biodiversity. Moreover, some large-scale 
dam projects do not take the social (displaced populations and farmland submersion) 
and environmental (modification of river courses and emergence of new diseases 
due to the presence of stagnant water) impacts into account. Regulations are 
essential to avoid these shortcomings.           Anne Perrin

 Sources: IRENA. 2013. Africa’s Renewable Future: The Path to Sustainable Growth; 
CLER, HESPUL and RAC. 2015. Énergies renouvelables, en finir avec les idées reçues 
(in French)

Some energy 
myths laid to rest
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2020 (see bar chart on P21). This goal 
is in line with their very determined  
discussions during the climate  
negotiations in the face of the impend-
ing danger of rising sea levels for 
their islands. In Africa, the African  
Development Bank is committed to 

working closely with African countries 
to help them cope with climate change 
challenges. According to IRENA, almost 
half of all African countries have already 
undertaken an assessment of one or sev-
eral available national renewable energy 
resources. 

 For more information, see: 
Roadmap for a renewable  
energy future (2016) 
(http://tinyurl.com/h2kvtgq) 
and Energy in the Post-2015  
Development Framework  
(http://tinyurl.com/hpbwkb7)

>

Bioenergy

Geothermal

Hydropower

Wave power

Solar

Wind energy

Source of energy

SOURCE : IRENA, 2013

DISTRIBUTION OF POTENTIAL 
RENEWABLE ENERGY RESOURCES IN AFRICA

Hydropower plants generate 60% of 
the continent’s electricity but other 
renewable energy sources have a 
tiny market share (less than 1%), even 
though Africa has well-distributed and 
abundant resources.

http://tinyurl.com/hpbwkb7
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Secou Sarr discusses West African 
energy policies and urges that 
energy be used to enhance and 

facilitate agriculture. 

Why do we need energy policies?
Energy is a vital requirement. Access to 
energy is essential for us to implement 
structural changes under the post-2015 
agenda. It is also a right, despite the fact 
that 645 million Africans still have no 
access to electricity, and most people who 
do are living in urban areas. Moreover, 
even in rural areas that now have electrical 
power, it is too expensive for universal 
access. Energy consumption levels are 
very low in sub-Saharan regions in Africa 
– 181 kWh/year/person, 30-fold below 
levels in Europe and 70-fold lower than in 
USA – not to mention the electrical service 
quality gap. In Senegal, power cuts have 
led to losses of up to 2% in GDP, in 
addition to serious social problems. Oil 
importing countries are vulnerable to oil 
market fluctuations. Oil costs in Senegal 
represented 45% of export earnings in 
2009. More than 600,000 women die 
every year in Africa due to pollution 
associated with the burning of fuelwood to 
cook food, not to mention the carbon 
footprint of such practices. The energy 
issue is therefore multifaceted, including 
economic, environmental, gender and 
public health concerns. Efficient tailored 
energy policies are essential for all of 
these reasons. 

What are the features of energy policies 
in Africa?
Africa has substantial potential despite its 
energy insecurity, with its young 
population and an abundance of 
renewable energy (solar, hydroelectric, 
biomass). Energy policies in Africa are 
linked with political mandates and thus 
have a very short-term focus. A trade-off 

between short-term political and 
long-term development agendas must be 
found. It is thus essential to implement an 
approach based on addressing specific 
local needs, because each need 
corresponds to an associated energy 
service that could boost the local 
economy. Unfortunately there is often no 
linkage between energy policies and other 
sectors in Africa. But energy is not an end 
in itself and should also serve other 
sectors. How can agriculture be 
modernised without water control, without 
being able to process agricultural produce, 
etc.? 

What priority measures should be 
implemented?
In West Africa, value chains must be given 
enhanced energy access. For instance, 
ENDA-Energie has launched SESAL, an 
initiative to increase energy security and 
thus ensure food security in Mauritania 
and Senegal. In this framework, it is 
developing a programme to support the 
dairy value chain by supplying dairy 
farmers with solar platforms to generate 
electricity for milk storage, lighting, etc. The 
agricultural sector also has real potential 
for energy production. Biomass is a major 
niche opportunity, in terms of biogas 
production from fermented waste which 
would be a source of energy and organic 
fertiliser, while making effective use of 
farm waste. PSE – the Senegalese 
government’s plan for an emerging 
Senegal – does not consider energy as a 
separate sector but rather as an input. This 
highlights a collective awareness regarding 
the need to adopt a multisector approach 
to energy planning, but it remains to be 
seen how this will be translated into action. 
Universal access to energy services in 
Africa ultimately requires subsidies 
targeted towards renewable energy and 
energy efficiency.

INTERVIEW

Secou Sarr: 
“Energy is not an end in itself”

By Anne Perrin 

Secou Sarr is 
Director of 

ENDA-Energie, a 
member of the 

International 
ENDA-TM network 

based in Senegal. He 
has many years of 

experience in 
renewable energy 

and climate change 
in Africa.
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Jatropha: an 
environmentally-friendly 
agrofuel?

B E N I N

Flaunted as ‘green gold’, while also sometimes strongly criticised,  
Jatropha curcas now contributes to small-scale rural electrification in Benin.
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“W e’ve harvested 800 kg of jatropha 
seeds today,” Michel Adomahou 
said to his father, who was obvi-

ously very pleased with the results of the work done 
by his two sons and their wives to maintain their jat-
ropha plantation. A visible reward for the effort are 
two lamps that they procured a few months earlier to 
light up their entire homestead. The manager of the 
jatropha depot in the villages of Tori-Agonsa (about 
50 km east of Cotonou) also installed a power outlet 
on his property to provide electricity for his family’s 
television and for recharging their mobile phone  
batteries. Adomahou’s father, Jean, was the first 
grower contacted by an advisor of CIRAPIP, a Beni-
nese NGO that promotes farmers’ initiatives in the 
Tori township, through information, research and 
action. The first meeting of the Tori-Agonsa jatropha 
growers’ group was held on his farm in 2013. He and 
his sons were quickly won over by the advisor’s 
explanations. Jean Adomahou, who became head 
of the group, strives to be an exemplary farmers’ 
group leader. His jatropha plantation covers 25 ha 
from which the family generates most of its income. 
After the onset of the rainy season, 2-3 t of har-
vested jatropha seeds are delivered from his farm to 
the village depot.

Jatropha depots are managed within the frame-
work of a CIRAPIP coordinated project, with tech-
nical support from the International Institute of 
Tropical Agriculture (IITA). The pilot phase of this 
project kicked off in 2013 in three townships in 
southern Benin: Djidja, Ouinh and Tori. Ten jat-
ropha depots were set up in 10 different villages 
per municipality. Each jatropha depot is divided 
into three different units, including a seed stor-
age unit, a mill and an oil production unit. During 
the pilot phase that recently ended, harvested and 
dried jatropha seeds were purchased from growers. 
The seeds are processed into pure jatropha vegeta-
ble oil, which in turn is used instead of diesel as fuel 
for Lister engines (used for grinding cereals) that 
power the seed mill. In the evening a generator is 
attached to the motor to produce electricity to light 
up the homesteads, with growers paying a fixed fee 
per installed lamp.

A healthy and readily available fuel
Presently, jatropha oil is mainly used as fuel for 

seed milling and concession lighting. “The jatropha 
oil-fuelled engine starts very slowly, but I breathe 
better and can work the whole day without stop-
ping,” says Jacob Sinha, a Tori-Agonsa miller. 
“When it runs on diesel, the atmosphere is charged 
with fumes and I have to shut it down after 2-3 h 
and then start it up again later to resume my work.” 

Other millers in Tori-Agonsa also no longer see the 
point of going into town to stock up on diesel. The 
ready availability of this oil, which hardly gives off 
any carbon dioxide during combustion, is a great 
relief for everyone. Even wealthier families have 
now purchased Lister engines to generate electric-
ity. A new 5-year phase has just started to consoli-
date the progress achieved in the pilot phase, which 
mainly enabled growers to effectively manage their 
jatropha plantations.

Is jatropha compatible with food crops?
Jatropha is a perennial plant that grows in all 

types of soil in the tropics. As it requires lots of water 
to grow, especially during flowering, is there a risk 
of competition for land with food crops? Research 
has confirmed that when the agrofuel is produced 
in good conditions, i.e. avoiding intensive mono-
cropping, there is no threat to food security, there is 
no competition. According to Dr Benjamin Datinon, 
IITA researcher in charge of the jatropha project, 
“Jatropha can be beneficially grown in association 
with food crops such as maize, groundnut, cowpea, 
etc.” IITA gives growers a choice of two cropping 
systems – sole cropping or intercropping. For the 
latter system, growers intercrop jatropha and food 
crops. It is recommended that jatropha be sown at 
the onset of the main rainy season, i.e. March in 
southern Benin and June in the north. The plants 
flower 120 days after sowing. Seeds can then be 
harvested from young jatropha plants a few weeks 
after flowering. In the dry season, jatropha plants 
lose all their leaves which can be mulched to nour-
ish the soil until the next rains – jatropha thus also 
serves as a fertiliser in intercropping systems. 

Prior to CIRAPIP, the French NGO, GERES, 
also promoted jatropha cropping in the Beninese 
departments of Zou (in the south) and Collines (in 
the central region) in the late 2000s. The impacts of 
these projects are still visible, i.e. more than 1,000 
growers are still involved with GERES and each 
grower has planted jatropha on a tenth of their 
farmland. Large jatropha plantations (428 ha) and 
groups that are very active throughout the value 
chain are involved in this project, which is currently 
under assessment. 

In other countries, like Mali where jatropha is 
more widely grown, jatropha oil has already met 
a pure vegetable oil quality standard and is thus 
authorised for use in stationary and mobile diesel 
engines. Control methods for this standard have 
also been developed. In addition, the JatroREF net-
work serves as a platform for information exchange 
between stakeholders to promote sustainable  
agrofuels in West Africa. 

Joachim Saizonou

Sorting jatropha 
seeds before 

processing into pure 
jatropha oil which is 

being used in Burkina 
Faso as biofuel in 

place of diesel
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From energy consumer 
to energy source 

A G R I C U L T U R E - E N E R G Y  N E X U S

Natural resources in the Caribbean remain largely untapped,  
but with biomass and biofuels there is great potential for renewable 
energy and opportunities for agriculture.

Natalie Dookie

The Caribbean region has one of the world’s highest per 
person energy costs with residential electricity tariffs 
as high as €0.3/kWh, while the world average hovers 

at €0.12. Relying mainly on diesel and heavy fuel oil imports, 
regional national budgets are burdened by expensive fuel 
sources and exposed to price fluctuations. 

Guyana and Montserrat spend as much as 25% of GDP 
on energy imports, while Trinidad and Tobago, as a global 
exporter of fossil fuels, remains the 
regional exception to the rule. Agricul-
ture energy demand in the Caribbean is 
generally much lower than for transport, 
manufacturing and other commercial 
and domestic usage; however in Guyana, 
Jamaica and Suriname, the farming, fish-
ing and mining sectors utilise between 
10 to 25% of total primary energy 
consumption, and inefficiencies in  
agro-processing across the region further 
intensify energy costs.

For the region’s low-lying states the 
threat of climate change looms large; 
sea-level rise, reduced food security, 
increased water scarcity and the frequency and strength of 
storms are tied directly to global warming. Haiti has been 
cited as one of the world’s most vulnerable nations to climate 
change. However, climate-smart agriculture, including biofer-
tilisers, drip irrigation, soil conservation, reforestation and 
greenhouse farming has transformative potential for mitigat-
ing these threats. 

In addition, sustainable agricultural practices can reduce 
the region’s carbon footprint. Market Movers, in Trinidad and 

Tobago, has established protected cropping environments and 
contract grower relationships in order to supply high qual-
ity, fresh and processed produce to customers through an 
online and home delivery structure, thus reducing customers’ 
travel and resulting in energy savings due to consolidation of  
shipments. Furthermore, Market Movers work to achieve  
sustainability and energy efficiency through using eco-
friendly insecticides, reducing packaging and reusing delivery 

boxes (see Spore 180 Online marketplace - a 
convenient connection).

Caribbean agroenergy opportunities
To address the region’s energy secu-

rity future and diversify its energy 
matrix, the Caribbean Community  
(CARICOM) committed in 2013 to gener-
ate 48% of its power through renewables 
by 2027 and to reduce its energy inten-
sity by 33%, which will result in a 46%  
reduction in current carbon diox-
ide emissions. Following adoption of 
the CARICOM Regional Energy Policy 
in 2013, the Secretariat commissioned 

the Caribbean Sustainable Energy Roadmap and Strategy 
(C-SERMS) report. Launched in October 2015, this provides 
the first-ever comprehensive installed and potential renewa-
ble energy capacity, along with recommendations outlining a 
pathway for CARICOM to achieve these targets. 

In 2015 CARICOM had a total installed power capacity of   
5,787.3 MW with only 7.9% produced by renewables, yet  
C-SERMS highlights the region’s untapped renewable 
energy potential, with minimum proven potential for hydro 

In 2013, CARICOM
committed 

to generating 48% 
of its power through 
renewables by 2027
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(9,750.3 MW), geothermal (6,280 MW), wind (2,153 MW), 
solar (2,525.9 MW) and biomass (243.9 MW).

The natural fit between renewable energy and farming in 
the Caribbean gives rise to agroenergy options for farmers to 
generate energy and income by selling back into the national 
grid. Barbados, Dominican Republic, Jamaica and Trinidad and 
Tobago all offer fiscal incentives and public financing options 
inclusive of investment tax credits, reduction in taxes (sales, 
VAT etc.) and public investment through loans or grants for 
renewable energy opportunities.

Countries with significant agricultural sectors (Belize, Guy-
ana, Jamaica and Suriname) can also benefit from biofuel pro-
duction, including sugarcane, bananas and nutmeg, by creating 
a lower cost fuel option for the region. However, it is important 
to note that fuel crops are vulnerable to reduced production 

as a result of climate change impacts. Bagasse, coffee husks, 
rice straw and coconut shells are also potential sources of bio-
mass feedstock. However, while biomass is a viable agroenergy 
option, there are associated negative effects such as the impact 
on local food prices, water usage and being energy intensive 
to produce. In Haiti, for example, overreliance on traditional 
biomass (wood and charcoal) has resulted in 97% reduction of 
its forest cover (in 2006 forest cover was only 2% compared 
to 60% in 1923) with disastrous consequences for agricultural 
development; each year Haiti loses an estimated 6,000 ha of 
soil due to erosion. 

Additional options for achieving agricultural sustainability 
include efficient irrigation systems, crop waste management, 
land use techniques, use of waste for energy as biomass and 
biofuel (e.g. for example biodigesters), and wind and solar 
energy, including solar crop dryers and solar water pumps. 

In its proactive pursuit of climate-smart agriculture, the 
Belle Vue Farmers’ Cooperative of 300 members in Saint Lucia 
constructed a biogas digester and is now producing compost 
and liquid fertiliser from animal waste, which is then incor-
porated into the farm’s operations. A separate business arm, 
St. Lucia Compost, produces over 10 t per year. The compost 
is used on their organic farm and by its member farmers. The 
Cooperative also has a 75 m3 storage tank which collects rain-
water and is then re-distributed to the seedling nursery using 
a solar pump.

CARICOM’s renewable energy reform
Although most Caribbean countries now have concrete 

mechanisms and incentives for independent power produc-
ers, which includes generation incentives, there is still work 
to be done on maximising energy efficiency, renewable energy 
in transport and providing incentives for harnessing renewable 
energy in rural areas. With the exception of Suriname, all Car-
ibbean nations have agreed to renewable energy and renewable 
electricity targets. Most regional territories (with the exception 
of the Bahamas, Grenada, Montserrat and Suriname) have also 
agreed energy efficiency targets and CARICOM countries are 
also in the process of establishing policies and plans.

Goodfellow Farms in the Bahamas is already ahead of the 
curve to achieve energy efficiency with its aquaponics (rais-
ing fish with vegetables grown by hydroponics) production. In 
2014, the company invested in optimisation of its systems, pro-
cedures and business model, making it sustainable and energy 
efficient. Energy efficient products and processes used in their 
greenhouses are: aluminet shade curtain to heat and create 
shade for the crops; roof glazing which generates a diffused 
light for optimal plant growth; growing troughs and fish tanks 
are all insulated, lowering the water temperature and allow-
ing the farm to grow crops which would not normally grow in 
the Bahamas; and efficient water pumps and aeration pump-
ing systems. 

Making use of rainwater capture, the company currently uses 
90% less water than a traditional farm, resulting in reduced 
energy requirements for crop production. Other energy effi-
cient products and processes incorporated in the greenhouse 
operations are lighting, controls and use of glazing. 

Construction of a biogas digester by the Belle Vue Farmers’ Cooperative,  
St Lucia, which is using animal waste to produce compost and liquid fertiliser 
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> At its 500 m2 greenhouse, inverter batteries are used as 
a backup system, with plans for a solar plant in the future. 
Despite these innovative initiatives, there is an urgent need for 
greater investment to use alternative and renewable energy for 
agriculture. Funding of projects contin-
ues to be a challenge so markets are look-
ing to public-private partnerships (PPPs), 
with Haiti and Jamaica having successfully 
undertaken renewable energy projects. 

There are a number of additional oppor-
tunities in replicating Jamaica’s renew-
able energy auction model, as well as 
in waste-to-energy, wind (Windwatt 
Nevis) and geothermal. In late 2016, the 
Caribbean Development Bank (CDB) 
will launch its PPP toolkit and a net-
work of regional PPP practitioners to  
assist member countries to pro-
gress PPP projects. CARICOM requires 
€18 billion in energy investment in 
order to achieve its renewable energy targets. EU sup-
port of €135 million for the Caribbean Investment Facility, 
which encourages private sector involvement in renewable 

energy projects, and €30 million from CDB and the French 
development agency, AFD, towards financing sustaina-
ble infrastructure projects in the region are welcome ini-
tiatives. Further transformation of the energy sector in the  

Caribbean is also being fostered by 
a multi-donor €63.75 million fund 
– the Sustainable Energy Facility 
for the Eastern Caribbean. Signed in  
October 2015 by CDB and the  
Inter-American Development Bank, 
the initiative is to facilitate growth in 
the renewable energy sector. A key 
component of this facility is conces-
sional financing from the Clean Tech-
nology Fund. 

The Caribbean Centre for Renewable 
Energy and Energy Efficiency, inaugu-
rated in July 2016, will also undertake 
renewable energy and energy effi-
ciency research and development. With 

the implementation of these new initiatives, there is potential 
for repositioning the agriculture sector from an energy con-
sumer to a significant contributor to regional energy security. 

Energy efficient products used in Goodfellow Farm greenhouses include an aluminet shade curtain to heat and create shade for the crops

©
 G

OO
DF

EL
LO

W
 FA

RM
S

There is potential 
for repositioning the 

agriculture sector from 
an energy consumer to a 
significant contributor to 
regional energy security.
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VALUE CHAINS

Junta Agroempresarial Dominica-
na (JAD), the Dominican Republic’s 
farmer organisation, has long been 

viewed as a poster child for Caribbean 
agriculture. As far back as the mid-1990s, 
the Inter-American Institute for Cooper-
ation on Agriculture (IICA) singled JAD 
out as the only farmers’ association that 
represented agri-entrepreneurs in a truly 
holistic way that was neither antagonis-
tic towards the government of its country 
nor dependent on it for survival. So what 
has set JAD apart from the rest?

JAD’s leadership recognised early 
on the importance of building a broad 
membership base, says Benitez. By offer-
ing technical assistance and laboratory 
services, and ensuring that it proactive-
ly represents its members in any dia-
logue with government that relates to the  
agricultural sector, JAD has helped build 
trust and attract more members. “That 
gave us a unique image as an institution 
that will work for the farmers, always,” 
he notes.

From the start, JAD’s strategy was to 
be self-sustaining long beyond its initial 
three-year USAID grant and, according 
to Benitez, this has created a bedrock for 
its success.

To finance JAD’s activities after the 
end of USAID funding, the organisation 
used grants from international and local  
organisations, banks, agro-industries 
and private companies to create a trust 
fund. JAD does not touch the initial  
capital from the trust. Rather, it relies 
only on interest or income from the trust 
to fund its operations. The result is that it 
has a stable financial foundation to work 
from and to steadily increase the services 
it provides, says Benitez.

Helping shape public polic
When the Dominican Republic’s 

government formulated its 30-year  
National Strategy for Development in  
December 2011, it consulted JAD on what  
services were critical for building  
sustainable and inclusive value chains 
in the country. JAD defined these as in-
cluding: improved credit; land proper-
ty and titling; research, innovation and  
development; rural infrastructure; and 
export strategies. 

JAD also advised the government 
on the importance of creating a policy  
covering the relationship between agri-
cultural development, the environment 
and climate change and discussed the 

importance of institutional development 
or reform of the agricultural sector and 
of promoting farmers’ associations or  
cooperatives. 

Innovation and improved governance 
are key to sustainability

However, to continue offering its  
services on a sustainable basis, especial-
ly to small-scale producers, innovation 
is key, Benitez believes. “The world is 
changing so rapidly that we need to focus 
on new technologies,” he states.

Strengthening smaller farmer  
organisations and working with them to  
bolster their institutional governance 
is also important, as is offering them 
in-service training and ensuring mar-
ket information related to agricultural 
value chains is regularly updated and  
communicated, he emphasises. In  
addition, offering technical assistance 
that is tailor-made to fit the needs of each 
farmers’ group keeps its services relevant 
and the organisation sustainable.

Private sector is best placed to foster 
entrepreneurial spirit in farmers

In Benitez’s opinion, the private  
sector knows the best way to help trans-

JAD: a shining
light for

the Caribbean
JAD Executive President Osmar Benitez discusses how the 

organisation has become one of the Caribbean’s most successful, 
influential and sustainable farmer groups.

I N N O V A T I O N

Helen Castell
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form small farmers into entrepreneurs 
and business people. It also has a unique 
role to play in helping them benefit 
from innovations in market informa-
tion, in training and technical assistance, 
and in institutional development and  
governance, he adds. Many govern-
ments are now setting up public-private  
partnerships and contracting services 
providers to help farmers access more 
programmes. 

Through this kind of partnership with 
the government, private sector players 
can help channel resources to farm-
er organisations. This will help farmers  
improve their agricultural yield and 
their income, as well as enable them to  
employ more technical and management 
personnel. The private sector should also 
work with farmers to improve financial 
options in the form of credit and finan-
cial support from the government or  
donor agencies, he says.

“Most important of all is establishing 
a working relationship that will focus 
on improving farmers’ income, improv-
ing their families’ values and life condi-
tions and also securing that they gather 
enough resources to be independent and 
self-sufficient,” stresses Benitez.

Lessons for fellow farmer 
organisations

Through its long years of experi-
ence, JAD has learned a number of  
lessons that could prove useful for other  
farmer organisations in the Caribbean 
and beyond. Benitez believes that es-
tablishing a broad base of supportive 
and involved members means that an  
organisation is more likely to devel-
op programmes and services that are  
actually needed by the farming commu-
nity it supports.

“Institutions with a large scale of 
farmers will be able to survive if the 
leaders of those organisations focus on 
creating programmes and services that 
will be highly demanded by the farming 
community,” he says.

“Secondly, do not give anything for 
free,” Benitez urges. “In JAD’s expe-
rience, farmers value a service more 
highly if they pay for it and farmer  
organisations need this income to  
continue offering services.” 

However, he acknowledges that the 
smallest farmers cannot be expected to 
pay more than they can afford, so farm-
er organisations should tailor and scale 
their fees accordingly. “If they cannot 

afford the full amount of the cost of 
the service, then ask them ‘What is the 
amount that you are able to pay?’ and let 
them pay that amount,” he advises.

Staying in regular contact with 
members is also important in terms of  
keeping them engaged. “It is important 
that you create the type of network that 
will allow the farmers to continuously  
receive information on the programme 
of the institution, through a newsletter 
and regular meetings,” states Benitez.

Also, “celebrate activities frequent-
ly, at least every two months, where 
farmers can gather to visit a farm that 
is using new and modern technology so 
they can learn from it,” he says. At the 
same time, keep farmers involved in any  
discussions the farmer organisation is 
having with the government related to 
public agendas.

Finally, ensure that the organisation 
does not become embroiled in politics, 
“because that will be the beginning of 
the end of an institution,” notes Benitez. 
A successful farmer organisation’s sole 
focus should be on producing more food, 
making farming more profitable and  
ensuring a better life for farmers and 
their families, he concludes. 
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JAD Executive President Osmar Benitez  
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TRADE

W ith 16 countries, 300 million 
inhabitants and a GDP of over 
€613 billion, West Africa has 

huge potential. Since the ratification of 
the Economic Partnership Agreement 
(EPA) with the European Union (EU), 
which was signed by West African offi-
cials in October 2015, there have been 
many complaints about the unfairness 
of the agreement, especially amongst 
civil society. 

Emotions still run high regarding the 
protection of regional markets. Beyond 
this issue, little headway has been made 
on West African regional integration, 
with intraregional trade representing 
only 11% of overall trade (by compari-

son, around 80% of trade within the EU 
is intraregional). 

According to Dr Soulé Bio Goura, 
coordinator of the regional ProFAB pro-
gramme (see p35), the EPA negotiated 
with the EU deserves credit for advanc-
ing the debate on West African regional 
integration. “By promoting trade liber-

Regional trade – what’s the story?
W E S T  A F R I C A

West Africa benefits from a customs union but further progress 
is needed to achieve its regional integration.

Anne Perrin

alisation, the EPA has accelerated nego-
tiations on the ECOWAS customs union, 
which came into force on 1 January 
2015.” He adds, “Some countries are still 
resisting the EPA, including Nigeria, an 
enormous country which accounts for 
60-70% of West African trade.” Nige-
ria has not signed the EPA, nor has The 
Gambia. The absence of these two coun-
tries (170 and 1.5 million inhabitants, 
respectively) in the EPA is worrisome for 
some stakeholders. 

No one actually knows how the EU will 
deal with these countries after October 
2016, the EPA endorsement deadline. 
Moreover, the recent ‘Brexit’ vote could 
further disrupt the situation as the UK 

€ 13.64 
BILLION

spent on imports during 2012-2014

Packing plants in a factory in West Africa
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may strengthen bilateral relations with 
these two African countries within the 
Commonwealth framework. 

Implementation of EPAs in the present 
environment would result in the coex-
istence of several trade regimes, which 
might hamper regional market integra-
tion. 

Lifting the trade barriers
The private sector is nevertheless 

investing in regional trade. In Côte d’Ivo-
ire for instance, Wanita Freshfoods 
has developed a regional market for  
cardboard-packaged quality bananas in 
response to high demand. But Philippe 
Mavel, European delegate of Côte d’Ivo-
ire’s Pineapple and Banana Marketing 
Office, says that efforts are needed to 
improve regional exports and trade. He 
feels that although the export and trans-
portation of products within the Eco-
nomic Community of West African States 
(ECOWAS) and the West African Eco-
nomic and Monetary Union (WAEMU) 
are free, there is still too much red tape.

ue chains. Demand is growing, with 
increasing urbanisation (half of all 
West Africans live in cities), and 
the urban middle class is seeking  
access to standardised, processed and 
high value added products. But the lo-
cal production base is not keeping step  
with these changes. There has conse-
quently been a sharp rise in imports of 
finished food products since the be-
ginning of the 2000s, increasing from 
over €3.64 billion in 2002-2004 to over 
€13.64 billion in the 2012-2014 period. 

“Today there is a very wide gap  
between domestic supply and region-
al market demand. Supply must be  
tailored  to demand or else West Africa  
will become a dumping ground for  
low-grade products from other con-
tinents,” emphasises Goura. Market 
flow would improve if products were  
standardised and highly traceable –  
essential criteria for exports to markets 
both within the region and to the EU. 
Developing local value chains is also  
an EPA challenge. 

This issue is being addressed by the 
Food Across Borders in West Africa pro-
gramme (ProFAB), coordinated by the 
Rural Hub on behalf of ECOWAS and 
WAEMU, which was launched in Octo-
ber 2015 for a 5-year period. It aims to 
enhance awareness on regional market 
operations through regular monitoring 
of flows and abnormal practices (bribes, 
harassment), while lobbying in favour of 
eliminating these practices and discuss-
ing potential policy instruments. 

Developing local value chains
According to Goura, the greatest  

challenge is to develop African val-

The port of Tema, Ghana
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11%
of West African trade 
is carried out within 

the region.
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S hang Patu Jume, a biochemist by 
trade, set up Tadu Dairy Coop-
erative in Kumbo, Northwest of 

Cameroon in 2010. Starting out with an 
initial capital of just under €1,000; today 
Tadu branded dairy products are now 
household names, producing processed 
milk, cheese and yoghurt. The impact of 
the multi-purpose cooperative provides 
over 300 smallholder dairy farmers with 
access to new breeds, improved produc-
tion practices and modern value-adding 
technologies. 

The project has been working in close 
partnership with the NGO, Land O’Lakes, 
and USAID to develop a quality/quantity 
milk production, collection, process-
ing and marketing programme to sell 
beyond Cameroon to other countries in 

resulted in the establishment of a cattle 
cross-breeding programme. Adequate 
crossbreeding stations have been created 
with the assistance of the Smallholder 
Dairy Development Project, which also 
provided critical pieces of dairy equip-
ment and infrastructure, including water 
and electrical supply networks and 
adapted milk collection and transforma-
tion facilities.

Unlike other Cameroonian compa-
nies processing milk products, the coop-
erative doesn’t use imported milk, but 
instead carries out its own milk produc-
tion. The local Mbororo women from the 
Bui region, who make up 75% of the dairy 
farmers, supply the Tadu milk processing 
factory with some 3,000 l of milk daily. 
“Our farmers and dairy employees have 
been trained on improved hygiene dur-
ing the milking and processing phases 
(thermal treatment, packaging and stor-
age) and entire dairy production chain,” 
Jume explains.

The agribusiness project benefit-
ted from a grant from the government’s 
Highly Indebted Poor Countries Initiative 
programme through the Ministry of Live-
stock, Fisheries and Animal Industries in 
2010. Since then, milk production in the 
country has substantially increased from 
48,000 to 184,000 t in 2015, thanks to the 
Tadu project. Increased production has 
not only helped to reduce the importa-
tion of milk products into Cameroon, but 
has also triggered the creation of many 
shops in the area selling a large selection 
of feed such as cotton, palm kernel and 
soya bean cake.

The Cooperative’s products are pres-
ently sold throughout Cameroon and 
in some parts of Nigeria, but Jume’s 
plans don’t stop there: “Our vision is to 
see how we can expand diary produc-
tion growth and development in Africa 
through small and medium size enter-
prises. I have helped set up dairy wom-
en’s groups in several communities in 
my locality as well as in several countries 
in Africa including Benin, The Gambia 
and Namibia,” she says. 

 For more information, visit:
 http://bit.ly/28Ycktq

Workers processing milk into cheese and yoghurts 
at Tadu Dairy  

An entrepreneurial 
approach to dairy 
transformation 

M I L K

The Tadu Dairy Cooperative business model supports 
traditional women dairy farmers in Cameroon, and 
provides not only milk but processed dairy products.

Elias Ntungwe
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75% 
of farmers supplying Tadu Dairy  

are local Mbororo women

3,000 L
of milk are processed daily into 

pasteurised milk, cheese and yoghurt

the Central African Economic and Mon-
etary Community. Cooperative members 
also receive training at Land O’Lakes in 
artificial insemination techniques which 
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FINANCE

Anew ten-year initiative by AfDB 
aims to facilitate private sector 
investment in agriculture and 

related sectors across the continent 
through the promotion and scaling up of 
a risk sharing facility (RSF) model, ac-
cording to Chiji Ojukwu, director of the 
AfDB’s Agriculture and Agro-Industry 
Department. 

As part of AfDB’s Feed Africa ini-
tiative, the Strategy for Agricultural  
Transformation in Africa will aim to hit 
four goals by 2025. On top of helping 
lift 130 million Africans out of extreme 
poverty and ending hunger and malnu-
trition, it aims to transform Africa into 
a net food exporter and push African 
countries to the top of key agricultural 
value chains by increasing their market 
share of locally processed agricultural 
products, says Ojukwu.

In a bid to drive banks and other  
finance service providers to unlock cap-
ital flow into agriculture, the strategy 
will focus on initiatives that reduce risks 
of lending by commercial banks into 
agriculture, leverage excess liquidity 
within commercial banks into the  
sector, build banks’ understanding 
of agricultural lending through risk 
assessment and product development, 
and increase banks’ outreach by de-
veloping efficient financial delivery 
systems to reach rural areas.

The AfDB expects that, with an aver-
age leverage rate of 1:10, a total of €1.88 

billion will be rolled out through the  
initiative, mostly though domestic 
budget allocation supported by AfDB 
borrowing, catalysing nearly €19 billion 
in private sector investments.

Risk sharing
The RSF mechanism will provide 

incentives and de-risk the financial and 
agricultural value chains so that finan-
cial service providers and private sector 
investors are able to fund agriculture at 
scale. It will follow a similar approach 
to the government-backed Nigeria  
Incentive-Based Risk Sharing System for 
Agricultural Lending (NIRSAL), which 
aims to leverage €2.8 billion of new ag-
ricultural financing from €470 million of 
funding. NIRSAL takes a ‘dynamic and 
holistic approach’ that helps ‘fix’ value 
chains and provide technical assistance 

and incentives so that commercial banks 
can lend to them with confidence, em-
phasises Ojukwu.

Countries that have already started 
establishing in-country RSF initiatives 
include Ghana, Kenya, Liberia, Rwanda 
and Uganda. The Alliance for a Green  
Revolution in Africa have also evi-
denced how de-risking mechanisms can  
work, applying €16 million in loan  
guarantee funds to leverage €150.5  
million from commercial banks in 
Ghana, Kenya, Mozambique, Tanzania 
and Uganda, states Ojukwu. 

The AfDB will also support policies 
enabled to creating a positive business 
environment for the private sector to 
thrive including infrastructure, such as 
power, roads and irrigation, offtake and 
processing activities, and access to mar-
ket, he adds. 

Catalysing change in private  
sector investment 

A G R I B U S I N E S S

The African Development 
Bank (AfDB) has recently 
launched its new 
ten-year Strategy for 
Agricultural 
Transformation in Africa.

Helen Castell

As part of AfDB’s Feed Africa initiative, the Strategy for Agricultural Transformation in Africa 
will aim to hit four goals by 2025



C TA’s mission is to advance food 
and nutrition security, resilience 
and inclusive economic growth 

in ACP regions through innovations in 
sustainable agriculture. Judith Francis 
discusses why ensuring sustainability of 
agri-food systems is core to the Centre’s 
2020 vision and strategy for improving 
nutrition outcomes. 

Malnutrition is not a new global problem 
but 2016, in particular, has seen the launch 
of many nutrition initiatives. Why now?

I agree with you; it is not new. It is 
disheartening to know that we are 
still confronted with protein energy  
malnutrition, stunting and wasting 
in children, and that micronutrient  
deficiencies, obesity and non- 
communicable diseases are increas-
ing. The evidence of the impending  
storm has triggered alarm in the inter-
national community. The momentum 
has been building since the Second 
International Conference on Nutrition  
in November 2014, which was followed 
by the adoption of the Sustainable  
Development Goals in 2015. Recently, 
further evidence has emerged 
on the direct costs of treating  
nutrition-related diseases (e.g. obe-
sity, cancers, micro-nutrient deficiency, 

severe wasting and stunting), which 
are estimated at between €1-3 trillion 
globally per year. It is projected that if 
Egypt, Ethiopia, Swaziland and Uganda 
were to reduce stunting by 40% by 
2025, this alone could result in a gain of 
€75.5 billion between 2030 and 2060. 
This is assuming that improving agri-
cultural performance, reducing poverty 
and tackling malnutrition can be easily 
realised. To achieve the desired targets 
will require innovative approaches and 

coordinated action of multiple actors  
motivated to work across different sec-
tors to achieve impact, at scale.

What is CTA’s role in contributing to these 
global efforts on nutrition?

CTA has considered the ambitious 
global goals in crafting our agricul-
ture and nutrition agenda. We have 
taken cognizance of the EC’s com-
mitment to invest at least €3.5 billion 
by 2020 towards improving nutrition 
in the world’s poorest countries. And 
also to meeting the 2025 World Health 
Assembly target of achieving a 40% 
reduction in stunting and less than 5% 
wasting in children under 5 years and  
SDG 2 - ending all forms of malnutrition 
by 2030, doubling agricultural produc-
tivity and ensuring sustainable food sys-
tems. However, our work over the years 
points to the need to reflect on the diverse 
agriculture, food and nutrition challenges 
across CTA’s 79 ACP target countries. For 
example, Haiti has one of the highest 
rates of child malnutrition in the world 
(23.4% are chronically malnourished) 
whilst Samoa has one of the highest obe-
sity rates in the world. In addition, Africa 
is grappling with aflatoxins, a major 
food safety challenge which is linked to 
kwashiorkor, stunting and liver cancers. 

Judith Francis, CTA Senior Programme Coordinator for Science and Technology Policy, 
outlines why concerted action is needed to combat malnutrition

Judith Francis has lead responsibility for CTA’s 
work on agriculture and nutrition

Coordinated action
to address agriculture 

and nutrition 
challenges

I N T E R V I E W

By Susanna Cartmell-Thorp
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By working strategically with national 
and regional public and private partners 
across domains, and by forging alliances 
with continental and global partners to 
mobilize resources, CTA can contrib-
ute to strengthening public-private- 
producer innovation networks for 
improving governance and performance 
of agri-food systems. 

How do you see nutrition outcomes being 
addressed at national level in ACP countries?

The barriers between agriculture, 
health and nutrition, education, science 
and innovation, trade and economic per-
formance need to be broken. The links 
between agriculture and nutrition are 
not fully appreciated, and approaches 
to overcoming systemic constraints 
need to be piloted and evaluated at local 
level, integrated in national programmes 
and the lessons widely communicated. 
Enhancing smallholder farmers, espe-
cially women’s productivity and income 
potential to enable them to fulfil their 
role as primary caregivers in provid-
ing diversified diets for their families 
is mandatory. For the short-term, CTA 
will prioritise interventions that provide 
quick wins and contribute to improving 
governance and performance of agri-
food systems and increasing dietary 
diversity at household level. 

“Turning political commitment into implementation and into impact 
– that is the kind of watershed moment that we are at with regard 
to malnutrition in most countries,” says Stuart Gillespie, co-editor 
of this thought-provoking collection of nutritional stories of change. 
Nourishing Millions: Stories of Change in Nutrition highlights some 
of the successful initiatives over the last five decades. Using a 
structured, systematic, and comparative approach to provide 
insight into what has worked to achieve nutrition outcomes and 
what does not, this publication clearly demonstrates the 

importance of partnerships and alliances, systems-level thinking, context-specific 
implementation strategies, and strategic use of data for the acceleration of action 
against malnutrition. Whilst 57 countries have committed to scaling up efforts to reduce 
malnutrition and some progress has been made, much more is needed in terms of 
nutrition investment, support for women and girls, and collaboration between 
researchers and policymakers. This critical publication will do much to support the 
cross-sector learning that needs to occur to achieve the desired results in reducing the 
double burden of malnutrition; under and over-nutrition.

Nourishing Millions: Stories of Change in Nutrition
Edited by S Gillespie et al.
IFPRI, 2016; 232 pp. 
ISBN: 978-08-9629-588-9
Downloadable as a PDF file: http://tinyurl.com/zrovto2

Nourishing Millions
Stories of change

Improving nutrition outcomes by enhancing women’s productivity is one of CTA’s core goals
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STOR I ES  OF  CHANGE  IN  NUTR I T ION

EDITED BY STUART GILLESPIE, JUDITH HODGE, SIVAN YOSEF, AND RAJUL PANDYA-LORCH
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The true story 
of the Svalbard 
Global Seed Vault 

P R O T E C T I N G  D I V E R S I T Y

Deep inside a mountain on a remote island in the 
Norwegian archipelago of Svalbard lies a fail-safe 
seed storage facility, built to stand the test of time. 

Mike Davison

W hen asked why the world needs 
a high security seed store dug 
130 m into a hillside far north 

of the Arctic Circle, Cary Fowler, former 
executive director of the Global Crop 
Diversity Trust, has two main answers. 
Genetic diversity, he explains, under-
pins our agricultural system, enabling 
us to adapt to climate, pests and dis-
eases. More immediately, the vault pro-
vides back up for seed banks around 
the world where this diversity is stored. 
“In the modern world, there’s no such 
thing as a safe facility,” Fowler explains. 
“Seed banks can be affected by disas-
ters and war, as well as more mundane 
issues like budget cuts, staffing cuts and 
human mistakes. In the past, such things 
could result in extinction of unique  

and useful varieties. We want to put a 
stop to extinction.”

Already, the Svalbard seed vault has 
proved its value in housing around 
100,000 seed samples from the Interna-
tional Centre for Agricultural Research 
in the Dry Areas (ICARDA), when it 
was forced to re-locate its headquarters 
and main gene bank near Aleppo, Syria 
in 2012 to Beirut in Lebanon. In 2015, 
around 30,000 samples were returned 
to ICARDA scientists, allowing them to 
raise new plants and harvest fresh seed 
from chickpeas, lentils, wheat and other 
dryland crops. The invaluable genetic 
resources of ICARDA are now being 
rebuilt, with a proportion sent back to 
Svalbard for safe keeping. Thus, the seed 
vault is a living institution, receiving 
seeds from around the world and sup-
plying them when local supplies are lost 
or unavailable. 

Like the remote, icy landscape where 
the seed vault is located, Seeds on Ice is a 
beautiful book, featuring photographs of 
Svalbard, as well as the farming commu-
nities whose lives depend on the genetic 
material stored inside its rock walls. 
When asked why he wrote it, Fowler 
smiles ruefully. “We’ve learned that if 
you build a seed vault that people can’t 
get into, that will spark all sorts of inter-
esting and fanciful conspiracy theories 
on the internet. So I just wanted to tell an 
accurate story.”

Already, that story has proved popular, 
featured as ‘book of the week’ in the Los 
Angeles Times and listed as a bestseller on 
Amazon. Both visually and symbolically, 
the Svalbard seed vault is a strong pres-
ence, containing seed from countries as 
politically disparate as North Korea and 
the USA. “I can’t think of anything in our 
lifetime that has been so practical, pos-
itive and forward looking and that has 
involved such international coopera-
tion,” says Fowler. “I hope that message 
is not lost on people, that civility and 
cooperation are important for all of us 
in this world, and things can be accom-
plished with them.”  

Situated far north of the Arctic circle, the Svalbard 
seed vault provides a backup for seed banks around 
the world

Seeds on Ice: Svalbard and the Global Seed Vault
By C Fowler
Prospecta Press, 2016; 160 pp.
ISBN: 978-16-3226-057-4
€41
Prospecta Press 
PO Box 3131, Westport, Connecticut, USA
www.prospectapress.com 
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In advancing its  
mission to improve 
food security, resil-
ience and inclusive 
economic growth, 
CTA’s latest strategic 
plan focuses on three 
key areas: value 
chains, agricultural  

policies and knowledge manage-
ment. In the context of value chains,  
promoting better coordination, both  
horizontally between producers and verti-
cally between different players, is a leading  
priority, with several chains specifically 
identified to receive CTA support. The 
strategic plan also emphasises the need 
for rural communities to have a stronger 
voice in the policies that affect their lives, 
such as on agricultural extension and value 
chain finance. Advocates for pro-poor  
policies also need capacity building and 
this will be another focus for CTA between 
2016 and 2020. 

Knowledge management is highly 
empowering for rural communities and 
the Centre will continue to share infor-
mation in accessible ways, whilst help-
ing partners to manage and share the 
knowledge they have. How to handle 
and interpret ‘big data’ will be an impor-
tant focus. Thematic priorities include  
climate-smart agriculture, business  
development and nutrition, with CTA 
chiefly targeting women and young peo-
ple, who have the most to offer in terms of 
rural transformation. 

Sowing Innovation, Harvesting Prosperity – 
CTA Strategic Plan 2016–2020
By CTA
CTA, 2016; 12 pp.
CTA no. 1966

 
Downloadable as a PDF file from: 
http://tinyurl.com/gqdrkvm 

Who Really Feeds the World?
By V Shiva
Zed Books, 2016; 173pp.
ISBN: 978-17-8360-822-5
€13
Zed Books Ltd
The Foundry, 17 Oval Way, London, SE11 5R, UK
www.zedbooks.co.uk 

Strategic plan Food production

Promoting 
prosperity through 
innovation

Corporate agriculture 
killing the planet

Who Really Feeds the World? is the culmi-
nation of 3 decades of work campaigning 
for a fair food system that respects both the 
land and those who work on it. Its author, 
Vandana Shiva, believes that industrial agri-
culture is bringing life on earth to the brink 
of collapse, citing statistics which suggest 
that large-scale farming accounts for 75% 
of global ecological damage and 40% of 
climate change while only producing 30% 
of our food. “Every aspect of industrial agri-
culture is rupturing the fragile web of life and 
destroying the foundation of food security,” 
she writes, typically uncompromising in her 
depiction of our current plight and its causes.
Dependence on fossil-fuels is just one aspect 
to receive Shiva’s condemnation. “Industrial 
agriculture uses ten units of fossil-fuel energy 
as an input to produce one unit of food as an 
output. The wasted energy goes towards pol-
luting the atmosphere and destabilising our  
climate,” she writes. She then outlines a 
number of paradigm battles that need to be 
won if both earth and humanity are to sur-
vive the coming centuries. A ‘living soil’ rather 
than chemical fertilisers; bees and butterflies 
rather than poisons and pesticides; biodiver-
sity rather than monoculture; seed freedom 
not seed dictatorship – such alternative 
models form the substance of her discourse, 

debates that will be familiar to Spore readers. 
In promoting an agricultural model based 

on diversity, she outlines a road map con-
sisting of nine transitions. At its heart is the 
need for people to reconnect with where 
their food comes from. “Part of being fully 
human is reconnecting to the earth and its 
communities,” she writes, challenging the 
industrial model that sees people replaced 
with machinery. We need to move from 
reductionist science to agro-ecological  
science based on interconnectedness, she 
argues, and from chemical intensification to 
biodiversity intensification. 

Reassessing the true costs and values 
of food is also key to her argument. While 
commodity-based agriculture values ‘high 
yield’, farm outputs should, she argues, be 
judged by a greater variety of benefits that 
they offer: quantity, quality, taste, health 
and nutrition. In addition, a proper meas-
ure of productivity internalises the social, 
health and ecological costs or benefits 
associated with production. The impacts of 
farming systems on the people who work 
in them are another of Shiva’s concerns. 
Rather than seeing people only as ‘labour’, a  
person-centred model values farmers as 
creative, intelligent, hard-working peo-
ple who have rights to their land, seed,  
knowledge and the fruits of their creative 
work. With such a vision and philosophy it 
would be easy to simply dismiss Shiva as 
‘a dreamer’, and her polarised stance on so 
many issues may be discouraging for the 
more neutral reader. But she is far from alone 
in her analysis of our current predicament 
and refusing to engage with her ideas and 
solutions would be done at our peril.  
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To achieve cli-
m a t e - r e s i l i e n t 
farming systems, 
farmers must invest 
for both the short- 
wide gap between 
‘and’ and ‘long-
term’. Accessing 
improved crops and 

livestock, adopting appropriate technolo-
gies, and mitigating against risks such as 
crop failure are key strategies, making 
agricultural value chain finance a vital tool 
for resilience building; this discussion 
paper draws on case studies from ACP 
countries to illustrate such approaches. 

Design of products for value chain 
finance is very dependent on context. 
One of the best known are pre-financing 
contracts, whereby input suppliers or pro-
duce buyers provide credit so that farm-
ers can access quality seeds and inputs 
and boost their hopes of a profitable crop. 
Warehouse receipts offer an alternative 
system, enabling farmers to reduce 
post-harvest losses and access credit by 
using their stored crop as collateral for a 
loan, again allowing them to invest in cli-
mate-resilient farming practices. 

A final section examines how develop-
ment partners can get involved in financ-
ing while minimising distortion and not 
‘crowding out’ private sector players. How 
and where to target assistance, and how 
to ensure growth and impact continue 
beyond the funding period, are key issues 
for development organisations to con-
sider. 

Value Chain Finance for Agricultural 
Climate Change Resilience in the 
Discussion Papers series
By T Havemann
CTA, 2016; 51 pp.
CTA no. 1968. 5 credit points

 
Downloadable as a PDF file from:
http://tinyurl.com/jl9jcxb

Transforming Gender and Food Security in 
the Global South
By J Njuki, J Parkins & A Kaler
Routledge/IDRC, 2016; 301 pp.
ISBN: 978-11-3868-041-8
€94
Routledge
2 Park Square, Milton Park, Abingdon
Oxon, OX14 4RN, UK
www.routledge.com 

Climate-smart Gender equality

Financing 
mechanisms

Social change: the foundation
for agricultural interventions

Gender inequality is a major cause of food 
insecurity, with women farmers typically hav-
ing lower productivity than their male coun-
terparts, poorer access to technology, and a 
weak role in decision-making. Until recently, 
most agricultural development programmes 
have focussed on technical aspects, such as 
tools and farming systems, rather than the 
social context of agricultural development. 
But, say the editors of this important new 
study, such an approach risks failure; to have 
an impact on food production and poverty, 
agricultural research must work to create the 
conditions under which women and margin-
alised people can participate in and benefit 
from agricultural development.

“Social analysis that investigates women 
and men’s capabilities, opportunities and 
interactions should be the foundation for 
agricultural interventions,” says Jemimah 
Njuki, a gender specialist with Canada’s 
International Development Research Cen-
tre. But investment in rigorous analysis is 
just the first step proposed by Njuki and 
her fellow editors in order to promote gen-
der equality and empowerment of women. 
From there, research programmes need to 
develop mechanisms to move from analysis 

to change, invest in partnerships and capacity, 
and evaluate their agricultural programmes 
from both technical and social perspectives. 

Njuki emphasises that both descriptive,  
analytical research as well as strategic, trans-
formative approaches are needed. The for-
mer shows how food security interventions 
are enabling women and men to feed their 
families and boost their income. The latter 
help to build durable and equitable relation-
ships between men and women, address-
ing underlying social, cultural and economic 
causes of gender inequality. By combining 
both approaches, says Njuki, rural commu-
nities will be able to see more clearly how 
labour and resources are divided, and reshape 
these divisions in ways which benefit whole 
families and communities.

While that may sound very theoretical, 
much of this book consists of case studies 
from Asia, Africa and Latin America. Thus, 
understanding gender in its local institutional 
context is seen through the experiences of 
coffee farmers in Ethiopia and forest food 
traders in Cameroon. Approaches to using 
empowerment pathways are explored 
through experiences in Tanzania, and gen-
dered technology adoption draws on work 
in Kenya. An opening chapter outlines 
approaches to measuring women’s empow-
erment in agriculture; the theme of how to 
move from measurement to action is then 
discussed using examples from India, Nepal 
and Sri Lanka. Priced at over €90, the printed 
book may only be affordable for institutional 
libraries, but a pdf version can be downloaded 
for free from the IDRC website (http://tinyurl.
com/gvotdqg). 
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Vibrant, down-to-earth and passionate, the 25 
accounts in this collection share experiences 
and lessons from a team of young professionals 
in making, translating, distributing and screen-
ing farmer-to-farmer videos. The stories have 
been gathered by the Access Agriculture project 
which, since 2013, has been working to promote 
and support farmer-led training videos in six Afri-
can countries: Benin, Ghana, Kenya, Malawi, Mali 

and Uganda. Compiled in this slim, colourful volume, the stories are a 
wonderful celebration of creativity, ingenuity and determination, and a 
testament to the value of video as a medium for farmer training.

Musdalafa Lyaga, a radio producer from Kenya, relates how he 
began to explore more visual ways of communicating on agriculture 
following feedback from his father. “For a farmer, seeing is believing, 
son,” his father told him. “We cannot see the soil you are talking about, 
or tell what kind of cows the farmer has and these are what matters 
most to us.” Musdalafa began by working on a printed magazine, com-
bining his radio scripts with photographs. But this lacked the ‘personal’ 
feel of radio, so he turned to video and never looked back. 

The power of video as a training tool is apparent in all the accounts. 
In Malawi, we learn how farmers prefer to learn from West African 
training videos than from lead farmers. In Benin, a young entrepreneur 
compiled a DVD on vegetable production, which he distributed through 

commissioned by Fairtrade Australia and 
New Zealand states that, “Over 120 million 
people in more than 70 countries rely on the 
coffee value chain for their livelihoods.” And, 
whilst most of the world’s coffee farmers 
are smallholders, they currently have lim-
ited resilience against global warming. 

The report successfully lays out the evi-
dence of climate change impacts on vari-
ous social, economic and environmental 
aspects of global coffee production, in the 
hopes of engaging the industry and con-
sumers to take action. Key insights into 
gender equality, health and biodiversity 
are highlighted in boxes, and eye-catching 
infographics detail the progression of coffee 
production over time. A stimulating read 
for those with an interest in this ancient  
beverage. 

By 2050, increasing temperatures and 
extreme weather events will halve the area  
suitable for coffee production. This  
disturbing fact is revealed in a report pub-
lished by The Climate Institute. In addition, 
state the authors of A Brewing Storm: The 
Climate Change Risks to Coffee, “By 2080 
wild coffee, an important genetic resource 
for farmers, could be extinct.” Such alarm-
ing forecasts threaten the livelihood of 25 
million coffee farmers, and point to future 
supply shortages and rising prices for con-
sumers. 

Coffee is the second most valuable com-
modity exported by developing countries, 
worth around €17 billion in 2015. Impending 
climate change impacts will badly affect 
the economic security of vulnerable coffee 
regions around the ‘Bean Belt’. The report 

A Passion for Video
By CTA/Access Agriculture
CTA, 2016; 54 pp. 
ISBN: 978-92-9081-610-2
CTA no. 1969. 
5 credit points

 
Downloadable as a PDF file from:
http://tinyurl.com/hgcmw7h

A Brewing Storm: The Climate Change Risks 
to Coffee
By The Climate Institute, 2016; 17 pp.
ISBN: 978-1-921611-35-3
The Climate Institute, 179 Elizabeth Street, 
Sydney, NSW 2000, Australia
www.climateinstitute.org.au
Downloadable as a PDF file from:
http://tinyurl.com/hkqj4s9

Effective communication

Coffee futures

Practical and inspiring: farmer-to-farmer video

The world’s favourite brew at risk

local DVD sellers. The videos spread far and wide, including outside the 
country, and one-in-five buyers actually reported buying a DVD player 
in order to watch their copy. They also shared them with friends and 
neighbours, in stark contrast with many training videos distributed for 
free by development organisations, which frequently sit unwatched. 

Paying for something makes it valued, and numerous exam-
ples in the collection illustrate how farmers are prepared to pay for  
information that is accessible and relevant. But accessibility depends 
on language, and when multiple dialects exist, choosing words that are 
commonly understood is an important part of the script-writing pro-
cess. This and many other practical lessons make this easy-to-read 
collection both informative and inspiring, and strongly recommended. 
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