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Per Capita Food Production
1961-2009
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63 countries (of 117) on track to achieve MDG 1c (UNICEF 2009) 





Agricultural Productivity

Africa

Asia



Why did the Green Revolution 
not reach Africa?

• Diversity of African agriculture
• Rice and wheat not important crops
• African crop land is 96% rain-fed
• Health burden, especially malaria
• Poor transport infrastructure
• Low population densities
• Political instability and urban bias 
• Structural adjustment and failure of markets 

to develop; weak private sector
• Lack of investment by governments 

and donors (WB)
resulting in unsustainable low external input 

use and low productivity



So why don’t most African farmers use fertilizer?

• Fertilizer is expensive (unusually so 
because of high transport costs and 
low volumes)

• They don’t have the cash
• Credit institutions poorly developed
• Private suppliers not operating in 

subsistence farming areas
• No access to improved seeds and 

extension services
• Donors have opposed subsidies
• Fertilizer use: 10 kg nutrient/ha
• Maize yields of 1 t/ha



Agriculture is not a Closed System:
Nutrient Imbalances in Corn-based Systems

Vitousek et al (2009)Science 324



Mining African soils: estimated nutrient losses in 
African countries, 2002-2004



Reason for hope or despair in Africa?



"There's nothing more basic than food. If people 

don't have it, one of three things happen: they 

revolt, they migrate or they die“

Josette Sheeran, Exec Dir WFP



Two Pathways of Hope: 
Intensification and Extensification



World Bank (2011) Rising interest in farmland p. xxxiv
Also note: this is non-forested land; 1/3 of current cropped land







Why integrated approaches?





Lessons from the Millennium Villages Project 

• Address soil fertility: requires a combination of inorganic and 
organic nutrient sources

• Combine soil nutrients with better varieties and improved crop 
management (weed control, plant spacing, etc)

• Increase irrigation, where possible, and improve rainfed water 
capture and management (green water)

• Reduce post-harvest losses
• Build in adaptation to climate change
• Build in recognition that women do most of the farming
• Beyond staples: include livestock and trees in the mix
• Support agribusiness development: value chain approach
• Recognition that on-farm production is an important source of 

nutrition: agriculture-nutrition-health nexus
• Take a more holistic integrated multi-sectoral approach creates 

synergies and improves sustainability



But can we take these results to scale?



Malawi Takes Action

• Failure of 2004/5 rains and delayed inputs…the 
worst maize harvest in 10 years
• Aug 2005, Government requested donor 
support for inputs;  UN Appeal for food aid and 
inputs
• Donors unresponsive on inputs
• Government reallocated $60 million for an 
inputs subsidy program
• Voucher system enabling smallholders to 
Access seed and fertilizer
• Repeated for 6 successive years…
6 successive bumper harvests
• 2011 projected to yield a 1.4 million MT 
surplus



Impact of Technology, Policies and Leadership

• Increased national food security
• Greatly reduced level of household 

food insecurity (down from 5 mil to 
500,000 at risk)

• Higher wage rates (up 50%) and 
lower maize prices

• Increased local economic activity
• Better health, higher school 

attendance
• Export earnings
• Social and political stability



Unfinished Business

• Diversification of crops

• Soil and water conservation

• Post-harvest technology

• Smallholder credit systems

• Transport infrastructure

• Refining soil fertility recommendations

• Balanced development of other sectors



Take Home Messages

• Africa: the last frontier & the future of global food supply
• Heed the positive lessons of the Asian Green Revolution: 

technology, policies and leadership
• Avoid the failures: Greener GR 2.0
• Adapt to largely rainfed farming
• Embrace and apply creative ICT4Ag
• Scale up Integrated Approaches: Millennium Villages
• Partner along the Value Chain with governments and 

some non-traditional players
• Leverage infrastructure of the extractive industries
• Integration at multiple levels



“If words were food, nobody would go hungry”

What’s Needed to End Hunger and Under-nutrition in Africa?

The Leadership to Act!


