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Abstract

Felix I. Nweke

Widespread poverty in Africa faults agricultural R&D initiatives that focus poverty alleviation programs on smallholder farmers while denying pervasive poverty among urban consumers. That denial prompts the question: What is the aim of poverty focus in agricultural R&D initiatives? Is it to sustain smallholder farmers in poverty or to lift them out of poverty? Producers will remain in poverty so long as consumers are in poverty.
In the world order, Africa is the lead player in the supply of some of the major root and tuber crops such as cassava and yam. For example, Africa contributes more than 50 percent of world supply of cassava and 95 percent of yam. For that reason, cassava and yam have been described as Africa’s world crops. In contrast, African contributions to global supplies of most of other food staples are modest: maize, about 5 percent; peas, 4 percent; rice, 3 percent; and wheat, 3 percent. Africa wide, cassava is the second most important food staple after maize in terms of calories consumed and in West Africa yam is the second most important after rice.
R&D interventions in the African root crops sector are targeted on smallholders without consideration for constraints while R&D investments in measures to break such constraints are overlooked as non-smallholder technologies. In the past, R&D interventions in the root crops sector made greater impact in Africa when they were focused on primary constraints. In West Africa, cassava breeding in the 1970s produced considerable impact because it addressed the primary constraint in the cassava sector at the time. To expand that impact it will be necessary to successfully address the next constraint, namely the high cost of harvesting labor. In Central, East and Southern Africa the impact of interventions that are addressing the primary constraint, namely pests and diseases constraint is impeded by low market demand for cassava that results from low consumer income. 
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