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Technology development, technology transfer,
and technical assistance each have an important
function to perform if food production in Africa
is to be increased. The primary responsibility for
improving food production, however, lies with
the African governments themselves. What is
needed is a continuing, active commitment to food
production—an ability to translate rhetoric into
action.

This chapter examines the many, sometimes
complicated, issues for which the African govern-
ments themselves are responsible. One critical is-
sue facing African governments is their inadequate
institutional foundation, which makes it difficult
to plan and manage far-reaching development
strategies. African governments also face increas-
ing pressure to reform economic policies. An issue
often neglected in the face of more visible or im-
mediate problems is the status of the natural re-
source base; a firm commitment to sustain their
natural resources is essential to long-term agricul-
tural development in Africa.

Issue 15: The commitment of African govern-
ments to sustaining the natural resource base
is critical to long-term agricultural devel-
opment.

Preliminary Findings
●

●

●

Research on soil erosion and conservation in
Africa is weak or non-existent. Few countries
have conservation programs capable of deal-
ing with the magnitude of the problems they
are facing.

Conflicts exist at the national level between
short-term objectives of meeting immediate
needs and long-term objectives of maintaining
natural resources.

The combination of increased population pres-
sure on the land and the degree of land degra-
dation that continues to occur in many parts
of Africa suggest that the resource base may
no longer be able to support a continuation of
many traditional agricultural practices.

●

●

●

●

●

An urgent need exists in many countries to re-
duce the rate of land degradation, reclaim land
already degraded, and introduce or adapt pro-
duction methods that fit the constraints of the
natural resource base.

In examining strategies for reducing land deg-
radation, an integrated approach should be
taken that looks at the entire production
system.

For conservation programs to be effective,
support and involvement are needed from the
rural population. It is unlikely that simply
legislating programs will work.

Problems of environmental degradation in Afri-
ca are quite different from those in indus-
trialized countries. In Africa, environmental
problems stem predominantly from poverty.
Development and industrialization are per-
ceived as cures for, rather than causes of, envi-
ronmental degradation.

Environmental awareness by African govern-
ments is a relatively recent phenomenon and,
unlike in most developed countries, it has been
stimulated from outside the country. There is
some suspicion and apprehension by many
African governments that outside emphasis on
environmental issues represents efforts to stem
industrial development in Africa.

Discussion

The magnitude of problems facing most coun-
tries in sub-Saharan Africa is enormous. These
problems are due not only to food shortages but
also are a result of economic woes resulting from
stagnant economic growth and an inability to gen-
erate adequate foreign exchange. In addition, sev-
eral countries are facing civil strife or are engaged
in war. In light of the immediacy of these prob-
lems, it is understandable why countries have
been unable or reluctant to address the longer
term questions of degradation of their natural re-
sources.
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Compounding the problem is the difficulty of
the task at hand. Hudson (1983) takes the perspec-
tive of relating the problems facing Third World
countries’ efforts at soil conservation to those in
the United States:

If you think you have problems in making soil
conservation work in the United States, spare the
thought for countries in the Third World, where
the problems are much worse and the difficulties
of applying solutions are much greater. [If] soil
conservation cannot be made to work effectively
in the United States, with all the advantages of
research, extension, and conservation services,
plus wealthy, educated farmers on good land with
gentle climates—if with all these benefits conser-
vation is not successful—then what hope is there
for struggling countries that have few, if none,
of these advantages.

Land degradation is caused by a variety of often
interrelated processes: soil erosion, deforestation,
overgrazing, waterlogging and salinization, dam-
age by sedimentation, inefficient cultivation prac-
tices, shortened fallow periods, and spreading des-
erts (McPherson, 1984). In terms of its impact on
Africa’s agriculture, the implications are alarm-
ing. Estimates suggest that with the current rate
of soil loss, Africa could experience a decline in
its potential rain-fed crop production of about 15
percent during the next two decades (McPherson,
1984).

The problems stem largely from the poor qual-
ity of African soils. The continent did not experi-
ence the glaciation that created the more robust
soils in other continents. In general, African soils
tend to be highly weathered, with a low humus
content (which is important for providing nutri-
ents and retaining moisture) and are very suscep-
tible to damaging processes such as erosion and
leaching (Lofchie and Commins, 1984). Some soils
that are rich in nutrients and capable of support-
ing relatively intensive agriculture do exist in the
region, however, such as the volcanic soils of the
Kenyan Highlands.

Ecological variability (fig. 10) presents prob-
lems in itself as it adds complexity to the task of
formulating “environmentally conscious agricul-
tural planning” (Lofchie and Commins, 1984).
Adding further complexity is the variability of

social and cultural factors that play a large role
in land use patterns.

In formulating strategies to combat land deg-
radation, it is important to look at the full array
of human activity that contributes to the prob-
lem in a given region. The diversity and interrela-
tionships of these anthropogenic modifications of
the environment were examined for the West Afri-
can Sahel (National Research Council, 1984). Nine
major activities were defined that contributed to
the decline in the region’s ability to support human
populations: bush fires, trans-Saharan trade, site
preferences for settlements, gum arabic trade,
agricultural expansion, proliferation of cattle, in-
troduction of advanced firearms, development of
modern transportation networks, and urbani-
zation.

Most tropical forests in Africa also are severely
threatened as a result of stress on the system. In
Ivory Coast, for instance, timber cutting for ex-
port has resulted in a shrinking of the forest to
one-third of its size only 25 years ago (Lofchie and
Commins, 1984).

Most likely peasant farmers and pastoralists are
aware that some of their activities damage their
resources. But few alternatives exist because they
are striving to meet the most basic needs (Hud-
son, 1983). This is particularly true regarding sub-
sistence producers faced with the need to move
into marginal lands (see Box D). The responsibility
falls on the governments to address the problem.

In describing the solutions needed for one form
of environmental degradation, Erik Eckholm
wrote that “desertification is seldom a technical
problem that can be solved with an injection of
knowledge and money alone. It is a socio-eco-
nomic and developmental problem linked to basic
patterns of national life . . . (solutions) require
difficult political, cultural and bureaucratic reform”
(Cross, 1983). It is unlikely, however, that simply
legislating programs of land use would be effec-
tive. To succeed, conservation efforts must have
support “from below, ” as they will have to do the
work. Full involvement of the rural sector is re-
quired (Hudson, 1983).

Research on soil erosion and conservation is
weak or nonexistent in Africa. Some basic theory
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Systems in Africa,” Studies in Third World Societies, No. 8, July 1979.

can be applied generally but site specific data is scientists, since this is not a priority field in most
required. Some regions can make use of interna- African countries (Hudson, 1983).
tional or national research centers, but many can-
not. In addition, national research organizations Fundamental differences exist in how environ-
have difficulty obtaining information. There are mental problems are viewed in Africa and in de-
a limited number of experienced soil conservation veloped countries. In Africa, environmental prob-
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ures alone might not be enough. According to FAO’s calculations, seven sub-Saharan countries-Burundi,
Kenya, Lesotho, Mauritania, Niger, Rwanda, and Somalia-would not achieve self-sufficiency in food
in the year 2000 (when their combined population is expected to reach about 80 million) even if their
agricultural techniques were to match those now found on commercial farms in Asia and Latin America.
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lems are predominantly related to poverty. In
developed countries environmental problems are
often related to industrialization. In Africa, there-
fore, development and industrialization are seen
as cures, rather than causes, of environmental
problems (Howard-Clinton, 1984).

A further problem exists in how certain African
governments perceive developed countries’ em-

phasis on African environmental problems. Some
African governments view this concern as a means
of retarding African industrialization. Howard-
Clinton (1984) sees this related to the evolution
of environmental awareness among African gov-
ernments. Unlike the experience of most devel-
oped countries, concerns over environmental is-
sues were addressed to governments from outside
their borders (many starting with 1972, U.N. Con-
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ference on the Human Environment in Stock-
holm), rather than by national scientists or envi-
ronmentalists and the general public (Howard-
Clinton, 1984). It is in this North-South context
that this apprehension exists.

In examining the benefits of conservation ef-
forts, a long time-frame is required. This presents
serious problems for both African governments
and African farmers and pastoralists.

. . . [T]he managers of . . . national land re-
sources are also . . . political leaders. Their time
scale seldom extends beyond the date of the next
election. On the whole, they are not interested in
long-term conservation. The farmer’s [and herd-
er’s] economic cycle is even shorter. [They are]
probably working on cash flows over 12 months,
so it is unreasonable to expect [them] to pay now
for preserving the land for posterity. That is a lux-
ury [they] cannot afford (Hudson, 1983).

In examining who should pay for conservation
programs, in wealthier countries it makes sense
to have this cost borne by those who use or de-
grade resources. In developing countries, how-
ever, the poor farmers and herders simply can-
not afford this; therefore, the burden falls on the
government. A financial commitment of this level
is a major undertaking for any government.
United Nations figures suggest that to rehabilitate
all damaged irrigated land, half the affected
rangelands, and 70 percent of rain-fed farmland
over the next 20 years would cost $48 billion
(Cross, 1983).

Some encouraging signs exist that some govern-
ments, supported by the rural sector, are taking
action. Most notable is Kenya, which mobilized
its national institution “Harambee” (meaning “self-
help”) and, with strong support from President
Daniel Arap Moi, has developed a major soil con-
servation program. In addition, in 1982, FAO
published a “world soil charter” as a means of en-
couraging government support for soil conserva-
tion efforts. Without such efforts, the charter
predicts, productive capacity of land could de-
crease 20 percent by the end of the century (Cross,
1983).

While it is apparent that successful efforts to
reduce land degradation will require firm com-
mitments by national governments, there are

ways U.S. assistance could be effective. One is
obviously through financial support, such as
through World Bank conservation projects. In ad-
dition, the United States could take better account
of the particular environmental constraints in as-
sisting African governments plan agricultural de-
velopment strategies. “The relationship between
environmental deterioration and agricultural stag-
nation is still too often ignored in the formula-
tion of strategies” (Lofchie and Commins, 1984).
The United States could also assist African gov-
ernments in compiling an inventory of resources
and assist in the development of baseline data on
resource degradation in order to identify areas
most seriously affected.

An integrated approach to solving land degra-
dation, and development problems in general,
should be taken. There is a “need to look at the
entire production system and to understand in-
terrelationships between people and such compo-
nents as food crops, livestock and feed supplies,
trees, soil fertility, water quality and quantity, and
housing supplies” (McPherson, 1984). Recent re-
search efforts show promising results in address-
ing certain aspects of land degradation through
strategies using an integration of crops, animals,
and trees (Brumby, 1984).

Issue 16: Institutional and human resource de-
velopment in Africa is inadequate, thus mak-
ing improved indigenous management sys-
tems critical.

Preliminary Findings
●

●

●

●

Institutions, especially those engaged in re-
search and training, are less developed in Africa
than in Latin America or Asia.

Some government institutions face major prob-
lems trying to coordinate the large amounts of
project aid supplied by many donors.

Proliferation of donor projects allows little in-
stitutional continuity; few incentives exist for
host countries to plan programs that they truly
need.

Many projects fail because of administrative
weaknesses and incompetence.
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●

●

●

●

●

Indigenous institutions are subject to the same
development shifts as donor agencies.

Countries have different approaches to man-
agement, and Western models, based on indus-
trial societies, may be inappropriate.

Human resource development is inadequate. In-
ternational and national training programs
commonly are insufficient to fill the number of
needed research and planning positions. Na-
tional in-service training courses are usually
weak in disseminating new information.

Training Africans too often is done in the
United States when local and third country lo-
cations may be more appropriate.

African universities generally are undersup-
ported and underused in research activities. Fe-w
have any or adequate graduate level programs.

Discussion

The successful transfer of technologies depends
on the availability of institutions that can effec-
tively manage development programs. Problems
exist at different levels with African institutions
that deal with both program and project devel-
opment. Some of the problems are inherent in
bureaucracies everywhere but some raise ques-
tions about the assumptions and structure of ef-
ficient African management systems. Some prob-
lems relate to individual human factors and some
are due to inefficient levels of financial and human
resources. Government institutions in most Afri-
can countries have been inundated with donor
project assistance for rural development. The pro-
liferation of aid renders many ministries incapable
of coordinating donors’ projects and interests. The
Ministry of Agriculture in Malawi, for example,
reported 44 donor-financed projects in 1981
(Morss, 1984). Coordination of this number of
projects requires inter- and intra-ministerial co-
ordination that can strain existing staff levels. Co-
ordination is also hampered by power struggles
between various ministries. Delegation of respon-
sibility is then transferred to local government
units with few human and financial resources
available to implement rural development projects
(Morss and Morss, 1982).

Donors have attempted to strengthen institu-
tions through infrastructural support and overseas
training. Buildings have been constructed for
schools, research stations, and ministry and local
government office space. Staff members from cen-
tral ministry levels have attended U.S. univer-
sities, but they usually obtain undergraduate and
graduate degrees in technical areas. Technical staff
sometimes acquire limited management and or-
ganizational skills through short courses on ru-
ral development and management planning given
by organizations like the USDA graduate school.
With this limited managerial training, technicians
frequently become ineffective managers.

The options normally available to correct weak
institutional development imply more donor as-
sistance for graduate level technical and manage-
ment training. There have been calls for additional
funding from several sources (Lele, 1981; World
Bank, 1981). However, an increasing number of
people recognize that human resource develop-
ment through overseas training may not improve
management skills significantly. Organizational
and social realities in Africa may necessitate alter-
native management strategies—ones that may not
seem as efficient initially but which fit into the
cultural setting. Until then, project implementa-
tion and technology transfer will continue to be
difficult and non-replicable once donor agency
representatives leave. African management sys-
tems share similarities that may be contrary to
Western management ideals. Some of these are:

1.

2.

3.

4.

5.

flexible attitudes that regard “contracts” as
conditional based on the outcome of unspe-
cified events.
policy that is not dependent on precedent.
Decisions are spontaneous and usually have
little institutional memory.
flexible attitude toward time management
due to high levels of uncertainty in most
African developing countries.
bureaucracies that are structurally over-
developed and hierarchically complex.
limited opportunities for advancement cre-
ating competitive struggles. Therefore, few
alternative policy suggestions are made for
fear of alienating superiors (Moris, 1981; Hy-
den, 1983).
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Management systems could develop according
to African desires and expectations so that incen-
tives exist for project implementation and main-
tenance. African governments could “identify new
management training methods that enable man-
agers to become more effective in the African
environment” (Hyden, 1983). Donors, on the
other hand, could relinquish some control over
the use of their funds to ensure that recipient
governments have some interest in maintaining
and replicating beneficial projects. Donors could
consider the possibility of providing program sup-
port instead of project support as a means of
allowing governments more autonomy (Morss,
1984).

By far the most unquestionable though unquan-
tifiable benefit of education to Africa would be
that of learning by doing, which is now lost to
that ever growing and changing expatriate com-
munity. It is ironic that most African countries
do not have the capacity to propose alternative
plans to those presented by donors for using do-
nor funds to reflect their own long-term needs for
higher education (Lele, 1981).

Issue 17: Though facing increasing external pres-
sure to change, African governments maintain
economic policies that generally favor urban
consumers instead of providing incentives for
low-resource producers.

Preliminary Findings
●

●

●

●

●

Keeping the urban prices of food, goods, and
services low is important to African gov-
ernments.

Agricultural policies in most African countries
apparently provide little incentive for increas-
ing smallholder production.

Several African governments provide quasi-
governmental marketing outlets for agricultural
produce, which may set prices, supply inputs,
and market produce.

Official market grain prices are set artificially
low to ensure subsidized food prices for the ur-
ban populace and thus political stability,

Many feel that little indigenous pressure exists
for agricultural policy reform; thus many ex-
ternal financial institutions and some donors

are taking measures to influence African poli-
cies by providing conditional assistance.

International financial institutions and AID
generally support a package of macroeconomic
measures intended to stimulate export trade, re-
duce spending, and increase incentives for in-
creased agricultural production.

The International Monetary Fund (IMF) usu-
ally recommends devaluation of local currency
to stimulate export trade. This measure, how-
ever, raises the cost of all imported farm inputs
(e.g., fertilizer and implements) and imported
food.

Both of these internal economic adjustments af-
fect the ability of the low-resource producers
to invest in increased food production technol-
ogies and diminish the internal purchasing pow-
er of the poor.

Numerous factors affect the productivity of
food crops, and increases in production prices
without other policy changes may not increase
the production of food crops.

Pressure for policy reforms is a very sensitive
issue because-it involves the question of nation-
al sovereignty.

Discussion

The long-term decline in food production in
Africa has been blamed on many factors: lack of
incentives for producers, lack of appropriate re-
search on food crops, poorly developed extension
and management systems, general insensitivity to
cultural and environmental conditions, failure of
governments to deliver physical and economic in-
puts on time, and inability to identify the prob-
lems facing low-resource producers. Another fac-
tor receiving major attention is the impact of
macroeconomic policy upon agricultural pro-
duction,

During the past two decades, African govern-
ments generally opted for economic policies that
favor urban consumers. Up until 1979, prices paid
to farmers in most countries were set below world
market commodity levels so that urban food
prices could be kept low (Christensen and Wi-
tucki, 1982). Trade policies and official currency
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overvaluation also allowed the importation of rel-
atively inexpensive food and consumer goods
(Christensen, et al., 1984),

African governments now face several conflict-
ing forces that threaten to undermine their own
economic independence. During the early 1970s,
the commercial banks offered relatively low-in-
terest loans and because many African govern-
ments depend on external sources of capital for
development, these loans were attractive. This
borrowing, and that necessitated to meet late
1970s balance of payments deficits, left sub-Sa-
haran Africa with projected average annual com-
mercial amortization payments of $8 billion, ex-
clusive of International Monetary Fund (IMF)
obligations of $1.6 billion (Browne, 1984).

In response to growing debt, they have turned
to the IMF to reschedule some of their loans.
However, the IMF loans require the fulfillment
of certain conditions including:

1.

2.

3.

4.
5.
6.

devaluation of local overvalued currencies
to match internal rates of inflation;
limitations on the level of domestic spending,
including wage ceiling levels and the elimi-
nation of subsidies on consumer goods;
elimination of unprofitable government en-
terprises (e.g., marketing parastatals);
relaxation of price controls;
increase in interest rates; and
expansion of exports and reduction of im-
ports (Browne, 1984).

Several countries (e.g., Tanzania and Nigeria)
have resisted the IMF measures and maintain that
they are too severe, especially in the short run.
Most developing countries rely on one or two ma-
jor export crops (e.g., cocoa, coffee, tea, or cot-
ton) for foreign currency, and devaluation of local
currency theoretically makes exports more attrac-
tive to other countries. But levels of demand for
the exports is fairly inelastic for many of these
commodities because of consumer preferences
within developed countries. Devaluation con-
versely causes increasing prices for imported con-
sumer goods, and shifting demands affect the
prices of other domestic goods. Therefore, to de-
veloping countries, raising the ceiling of price con-
trols and devaluation of local currencies probably
mean increasing costs for imported food to ur-

ban consumers, a restriction in the availability of
basic goods and services, and increasing costs for
imported agricultural inputs (especially fertilizers),
while not necessarily increasing export revenue
to compensate for the costs of such policy
changes. In the short-run, African governments
express concern over the possibility of political
instability, substantial protests, or food riots.

The World Bank and AID, among others, also
stress the importance of governments developing
agricultural policies that encourage small produc-
ers to increase production of food and cash crops
(World Bank 1981; U.S. AID, 1982). Although
the World Bank argued that price incentives were
most important in 1981, more recently they have
suggested that improving the performance of the
agricultural sector means more than “getting your
prices right” (World Bank, 1984a). However, they
appear to require that several conditions similar
to those of the IMF be met to receive continued
development assistance (Stokeld, 1982). Agricul-
tural policy adjustment includes support for in-
frastructural research, extension, and human re-
source development but primarily stresses the
need for macro- and micro-economic reforms. For
example, AID considers an appropriate policy
framework as one that:

. . . relies largely on free markets, the provision
of production incentives [which] are affected by
direct attempts by government to influence the
prices of food or agricultural products and inputs,
but in many countries macro-economic policies
affecting exchange rates, interest and wage rates
and tariffs and taxes have an even more power-
ful impact on incentives to produce, employ, con-
sume, save, and invest (U.S. AID, 1982).

Increasing producer prices paid to agricultur-
alists and herders may exacerbate the problem for
African governments. Without subsidies, the
prices of domestic agricultural products will in-
crease along with those of imported food stuffs.
Evidence exists suggesting that increases in pro-
ducer prices for a specific crop will stimulate more
land to come under cultivation and higher total
yields for that crop (Christensen and Witucki,
1982), But it is not clear who would benefit. With
no new technologies available, production in-
creases will require more inputs of fertilizers and
purchased inputs. Therefore, the farmers most
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likely to benefit are those who can afford to pur-
chase the necessary inputs, not the overwhelm-
ing number of subsistence farmers who may not
be engaged in agriculture as a full time occupa-
tion (Christensen, et al., 1984; Christensen and
Witucki, 1982; Eicher and Baker, 1982).

Price incentives for one crop (e.g., maize) may
also cause producers to shift their emphasis be-
tween crops, not increase production (Eicher and
Baker, 1982). A number of non-price factors may
instead affect the level of productivity substan-
tially compared with the effects of producer price
increases. Lack of reliable rainfall, timely deliv-
ery of agricultural inputs, seasonal labor, exten-
sion advice, suitable technologies, and market-
ing infrastructure remain serious constraints.

For the African herder, livestock may represent
more than an economic good. The number of
stock accumulated depends on many complex so-
cial, environmental, and political decisions in ad-
dition to economic responses. Increased prices will
not necessarily bring more cattle into the market-
place (Horowitz, 1979).

The calls for more reasonable macroeconomic
policies and appropriate incentives to rural pro-
ducers seem valid. It appears that the rural sec-

tors of many African countries require some in-
centives and support for increasing production.
However, the conditions for IMF loans and con-
tinuing multilateral and bilateral development
assistance could be more palatable politically to
African governments. Donors could do more to
recognize the constraints that African govern-
ments face. A recent study indicates that only 20
percent of the African countries following the IMF
economic adjustment programs met the proposed
economic growth targets. In light of this, there
are several ways that the IMF could assist African
developing countries without stripping them of
their autonomy. The IMF could show more flex-
ibility in working with the African governments
in working out longer term devaluation and cost
reduction measures. Further, the political and eco-
nomic realities of African countries have to be
considered by the IMF when negotiating, for it
continues to be the responsibility of the African
governments themselves to readjust their econo-
mies (Mtei, 1984).

It should be understood that for any program
to be successful, it must be supported by the peo-
ple of the country implementing the program, and
the atmosphere of peace and social stability must
prevail (Mtei, 1984).


