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A GREEN REVOLUTION
FOR AFRICA:

HOPE FOR HUNGRY FARMERS?

1

Satatiel Mwanza is a small-scale Zambian farmer in Chipungo village. He is married and has 8 children.

Like many of the farms in his area, land degradation is a major challenge, with soil that will simply

not produce enough food to make ends meet. They could harvest only 1 1¤2 ox-carts (375 kg) of corn

from their 3 acre field. Harvested in May, this corn was the familyÕs primary food for the year, but by

August the family had depleted this supply and were dependent on finding unskilled and low paying

jobs to support their livelihoods.

Working with Eastern Diaconia Services in partnership with Christian Reformed World Relief Committee,

farmers learned and put into practice agro-forestry techniques like Ôimproved fallowingÕ. This farming

technique uses tree species planted on fallow land to improve soil fertility using different tree species

including Tephrocsia volgelli, Sesbaina sesban, Gliricida sepium and cajanus cajan. During the time of

land preparation, from September to November, the trees are cut and laid in the planting furrows to

allow the leaves to fall into the trenches.  Later, the stems are collected and used for firewood, while

the leaves are buried as organic matter and a source of nitrogen in the planting ridges. After using

these techniques for several years, the Mwanza family has harvested 4 ox-carts (1000 kg) of maize on

1 2 an acre for two consecutive seasons. They now have 12 months of food from their own fields and

are able to sell some of their surplus in the local market to meet other family expenses.

The experience is being replicated in the region through farmers teaching other farmers in field schools

with 100 farm families now using this technique to heal the soil to a point where it can provide the

needs for a whole family.

(adapted from Banda and Bootsma 2005)
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1. Introduction
Hunger is on the rise in Africa, agricultural production is

stagnant and there is talk of a revolution in agriculture Ð

a radical change. The story from Chipungo, Zambia provides

an illustration of a Ôradical changeÕ in farming methods that

has drastically increased the amount of food produced on a

given piece of land - the implications for family food supply

are clear. Is this story an example of what a ÔrevolutionÕ in

African agriculture might look like?

Words like ÔrevolutionÕ are loaded with meaning, and in the

context of ÔdevelopmentÕ, words can become battlefields (Peet

and Watts 1996). As the language of a ÔGreen RevolutionÕ

reappears in Africa, what type of change will it bring to

African people?  Will it benefit resource-poor, small-scale

farmers and the growing number of hungry people who make

rural areas in sub-Saharan Africa their home? Will it recognize

and sustain the social and ecological diversity of the continent

- the people and their places - or will it assume homogeneity

and impose a quick results solution crafted somewhere other

than Africa? Whose definition of Ôthe goodÕ will be put forward?

The paper will examine these questions, exploring the underlying

definitions and assumptions present in the current search for

new approaches to African agricultural development. It will

look specifically at strategies for improving the health of

African soils, using three case studies from the region in order

to understand more clearly the challenges facing farmers and

the growing number of hungry people in rural sub-Saharan

Africa.

2. Background
The 2005 Millennium Report highlights the lack of progress

in achieving the Millennium Development Goals (MDGs) in

sub-Saharan Africa. The first of the MDGs, to halve poverty

and hunger by 2015, warrants particular attention as the

number of hungry people in sub-Saharan Africa is on the rise

(FAO 2006). With 65% of men and 75% percent of women in

the region dependent on the land and the soil for their

livelihoods, the importance of agriculture in addressing hunger

is critical.  Sub-Saharan Africa is also one of the areas highly

vulnerable to climate change, a sampling of which we are

already seeing in the floods in Ethiopia and droughts in

Malawi.1 In this context, directing aid dollars towards agriculture

that allows people to grow and consume more food while

adapting to increasing uncertainty is an obvious priority.

While growing food is one of the key livelihood strategies in

rural areas, support for small-scale agriculture has been

conspicuously absent from the international policy agenda

for nearly two decades. Like many other donor countries prior

to 1990, Canada had recognized the importance of agriculture

in developing countries by allocating approximately 20% of

its Official Development Assistance (ODA) towards agricultural

development (FSPG 2007). During the 1990s, that number

went into a steady decline as the importance of agriculture

seemed to disappear from aid policy discussions. Currently,

Canadian aid for agriculture is hovering around 6% of total

aid by the Canadian International Development Agency (CIDA),

and this is after some recent growth.2 Despite the ongoing

attempts by the Food and Agriculture Organization of the

United Nations to draw international attention to the

importance of agriculture and rural livelihoods following the

World Food Summit in 1996, attention to the issue continued

to lag until 2001 when the Rural Poverty Report from the

International Fund for Agricultural Development highlighted

the importance of small-scale agriculture for food security

and poverty reduction. In an effort to support the renewed

energy around agriculture, the Canadian Foodgrains Bank has

been actively advocating for an increase in both the quantity

and quality of aid for agriculture that CIDA spends to support

small-scale farmers.

2For a detailed analysis of Canadian aid for agriculture, see the 2006 paper
from the Canadian Food Security Policy Group - Effective Aid for Small Farmers
in Sub-Saharan Africa: Civil Society Perspectives on Canadian Agricultural
AssistanceCase Studies in Ethiopia, Ghana and Mozambique. Available online
at www.foodgrainsbank.ca/global/papers

1For more detail on the growing impacts of climate change in sub-Saharan
Africa, refer to the 2006 report Africa: Up in Smoke. Available online at
www.neweconomics.org




