16 Mail&Guardian September 18 to 23 2009

Experts say Africa can pull itself out of poverty by subsidising farmers, write Mohamed Fofanah and Nalisha Kalideen

Agriculture Is
our way out

odger Phiri has found his
fortune in farming.
While a good number
of farmers in Africa have
struggled to survive
because of bad harvests, drought
and poor-quality seed, Phiri is one of
the few exceptions.

Phiri benefited from the Zambian
government’s fertiliser subsidy pro-
gramme which paid for half of his
and about 150 000 other smallhold-
ing farmers’ fertilisers.

For delegates at the Food Agri-
culture Natural Resources and
Policy Analysis Network (FAN-
RPAN) regional dialogue, Phiri’s
story is a shining example of how
agricultural expansion can lead to
economic development.

The dialogue, held this month
in Mozambique, brought together
about 200 representatives ranging
from government ministries, the pri-
vate sector, farmers and researchers
from 28 countries around the world.

Delegates agreed that if agricul-
tural development is not placed at
the core of Africa’s agenda, there
will be no development on the con-
tinent. And to some extent, Phiri’s
story shows.

Phiri grows maize, cotton, tobacco
and peanuts, but when he first started
he only used a small portion of
his land.

“| started farming on five hectares
of land but since | started getting the
subsidies, | am now able to work on
20 hectares,” he said.

Phiri’s, and other farmers’,
increasing wealth has had a knock-
on effect on the community. “[The
government] has also been con-
structing roads in the rural areas

where our farms are, and providing
information and markets for our
crops,” Phiri said. “Now | am export-
ing and making lots of money.”

Not every farmer has enjoyed
such success but Phiri’s result is one
delegates of the FANRPAN dialogue
would like to see multiplied across
the continent.

Delegates urged African govern-
ments to continue investing in agri-
cultural subsidies and in smallhold-
ing farmers. Agriculture is the most
important livelihood throughout
Africa, accounting for more than
70% of employment.

Dialogue participants noted
that in the quest to develop agri-
culture across Africa, farm input
subsidy programmes such as the
one Phiri benefited from, have
contributed greatly to improved food
security positions.

Delegates recognised Mozambique
for reducing rural poverty by 15% over
the past decade through several agri-
cultural development programmes
aimed at increasing the productivity
of smallholding farmers.

The country launched its Green
Revolution Strategy in 2007 in
response to high food and fuel
prices. The strategy targets small-
holding farmers as well as medium-
and large-scale farmers.

A decentralised budget was
created which allocates money to
local communities to take charge of
designing and carrying out projects
they choose to improve income, food
production and job creation.

And the results are already show-
ing; crop production has increased,
which in turn, has improved food
security levels.

Dr Firmino Mucavele, director
for academic reform and regional
integration at Mozambique’s Edu-
ardo Mondlane University, said
his country’s programmes have
definitely had a positive impact on
the economy.

“In the last 10 years, growth in the
agricultural sector has been signifi-
cant in terms of employment and
income-generation,” Mucavele said.
“Even though productivity is low,
what has been implemented has
been good. I think we can do much
better, though.”

However, subsidy programmes
do not come without problems.
Criticism has been levelled against
Malawi’s subsidy programme,
where government prioritised the
agricultural sector by allocating
14% of the country’s budget to the
sector. But not all farmers have
benefited from this. The surplus of
produce has forced many of them to
sell at lower prices dictated by the
purchaser. The Malawian govern-
ment is now addressing the issue of
price undercutting.

Experts have also cautioned that
there are potential risks with sub-
sidy programmes that governments
need to be wary of.

Hans Binswanger, a private agri-
culture and rural development con-
sultant, said earlier this year: “If not
designed and implemented properly,
they [subsidies] can cause disrup-
tions in markets, resulting in high
prices which are costly to the govern-
ment and people. This undermines
the intended benefits of the fertiliser
and seed subsidy programmes.”

Recent success of subsidies pro-
vides only partial answers. Mucavele

-0

Franeiseo Nhaevongue, a Maputo farmer. Mozambique has reduced
rural poverty by 15% with programmes to help small-scale farmers.
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explained that there are issues that
need to be addressed before the
success of agricultural growth can
be sustainable.

He identified the lack of access to
credit as one obstacle.

“Agriculture has a lot of risk
and uncertainty, so as a result
most banks don’t really want to
finance agriculture.”

He also said in most of Africa,
women'’s lack of property rights
meant that they were stripped of

all family assets upon the deaths of
their husbands.

Delegates also pointed out that
there are still gaps that require fur-
ther research and dialogue in Africa.
Participants expressed interest in
further research on understand-
ing the contribution women and
the youth make to agriculture, the
role of livestock and the role of bio-
technology can play. — Additional
reporting by Salma Ahmad and
Joyce Mulama

A dangerousc

Mohamed Fofanah

t was a changing climate that

caused the deaths of 10 people

in Sierra Leone. The rain would
not stop.

In the country’s capital, Freetown,
it rained continuously for four days.
When it stopped, 10 residents had
lost their lives.

The country’s metrological depart-
ment said the August rains were the
heaviest the country had received in
the past three years. They blamed it
on climate change.

Many Sierra Leoneans did not
understand the sudden floods.
Umaru Fofanah, the president of the
Sierra Leone Association of Journal-
ists, said the majority of people in
the country were illiterate.

“This means that a huge number
of Sierra Leoneans did not know
what Killed their family members —
or [that they] relate [to] the jargon

[about] climate change.”

Across Africa ordinary people
whose livelihoods are being affected
by climate change do not know what
itis.

In Mozambique periodic flooding
has affected about 1.4-million people.
But Celina Cossa, the founder and
president of the General Union of
Cooperatives, a network of women
farmers in Mozambique, admitted
that she didn’t know what climate
change was.

Cossa leads about 3000 members
in her co-operative, 95% of whom
are women.

And one would think that Cossa,
as the winner of the inaugural Food
Security Policy Leadership Award,
given by the Food Agriculture and
National Resources Policy Analysis
Network (FANRPAN), would have
known about it.

“We have never discussed the issue
of climate change in our meetings,”

she said. She agreed that there had
been changes in the weather pat-
terns and that they were affecting
crop production levels, but she did
not understand why.

Franeiseo Nhaevongue, a Maputo
farmer, said: “I don’t know what
climate change is, but | have heard
of it.”

She said she had been farming
since 1995 and had seen the changes

| am disappointed in
African delegates who
go to these international
meetings ... They are
always out shopping ...
because they themselves
do not understand the
issues

in weather patterns over the years.

“Now we are having long periods
of heat and that has been giving us
poor harvests.

“Before [climate change] the
weather was cold and we were pro-
ducing more [crops].”

Nhaevongue said of late they had
been relying on irrigation water for
their crops because of the lack of rain.

Sindiso Ngwenya, the secretary
general of the Common Market
for Eastern and Southern Africa
(Comesa), said: “These ordinary
peasant farmers do not know the
technicalities and the policies
attached to climate change, but they
know that climate change is there.”

He said civil society and ordinary
farmers should be engaging more
with the issue.

“l am disappointed in African del-
egates who go to these international
[climate change] meetings and
negotiations.

hange In the weather

“They are always out shopping
when these meetings are on because
they themselves do not understand
the issues and civil society [is] not
there to pressure them.”

Ngwenya, who is also the chair-
person of the FANRPAN board, said
he expected this lack of interest to
change because Comesa had iden-
tified gaps in negotiating climate
change policies.

The network was now partnering
with civil society institutions, farm-
ers and researchers who would take
the research findings to climate
change meetings and summits and
support African negotiators at those
meetings.

He hoped that this would equip
African negotiators with the right
information to speak out on the
issues of climate change affect-
ing them and make meaningful
demands that would benefit the
people they were there to represent.



