F

armers in Southern Africa must be steadfast in adopting new farming technologies and innovations such as conservation
agriculture, Farmer Managed Natural Regeneration and re-greening that can bolster
their production and cash earning potential.
Paswel Marenya of the International Maize
and Wheat Improvement Centre based in
Ethiopia pointed this out at the Beating Famine Conference in Lilongwe, Malawi.
He said that with agricultural research,
investment and policy decisions aimed at
improving the agricultural sector, it is
important that farmers adopt the changes to

ensure that they keep reaping more even in the
face of climate change. This can assist them to
continue supporting their children and families.
“The growing importance of natural resource
management in agriculture requires a reversal
of current resource degradation in key areas,”
he said, adding that; “Climate change is raising
temperatures and changing weather patterns in
ways that accentuate extreme conditions like
flooding and drought”.
In recent years, Southern Africahas seen
droughts and other climate induced disasters
creeping in. Marenya says that in a positive vein,

mega meeting will allow cross fertilisation of ideas. These
will improve agriculture, food security and poverty levels
in the Southern Africa region and beyond.
recent research is increasingly pointing to the potential for significant productivity gains through improved
farming practices.
While applauding non-governmental organisations
(NGOs) and government agencies for coming on
board with such innovations, Dr. Mavuto Tembo of
Mzuzu University in Malawi has urged researchers
and policy makers, some of whom are attending the
Beating Famine Conference, to also pay attention
to social-cultural issues that affect implementation
as well as adoption of many good innovations if not
attended to.
“NGOs can impart knowledge and skills, but at times,
cultural and traditional issues can limit some people
from adopting these innovations,” said Tembo. He
cited the findings of a research thesis by one of his
scholars. The thesis has unearthed information that
targeting women in new in some communities has
done less to ameliorate the plight of the poor. Families struggle to harness such information since their
society stands in the way of married women iwnterested in such interventions.
He hailed organisers of the Beating Famine Conference, saying that the interaction happening at the

This year’s conference being held in Malawi, has brought
over 500 delegates from all over the globe in an effort to
turn around Southern Africa’s potential in agriculture and
her ability to reverse environmental degradation rocking
the region. This follows a similar successful conference that
was held in Kenya in 2012.

P

roponents of the Great Green Wall initiative, an
ambitious vision that is seeing the planting of a forest
from the west coast to the east coast through the African
desert say the initiative can produce more impact if it can
be takenon a Pan African scale.
They say this will achieve harmonised implementation of
this initiative that seeks to tackle desertification and land
degradation, two of the most pressing obstacles towards
food security on the African continent.
Elvis Paul Tangem, Coordinator at the Great Green Wall
for the Sahara and Sahel Initiative said the initiative has so
far seen the planting of 11 million native trees leading to
restoration of 27000 hectares of degraded land in Senegal.
The Great Green Wall initiative was discussed to explore the potential for the adaption of the concept to the
Sub-Saharan region. The deliberation also seeks to achieve
better understanding of the initiative and create room for
discussing the possibility of scaling up its success so far.
Tangem told the conference that youth participation is
one of the factors being looked at that can help achieve
accelerated scaling up of the initiative in Africa.
A participant at the conference said that the youth should
therefore be deliberately enticed to take part in the initiative since they form a greater part our communities.
The Great Green Wall initiative was endorsed by African
heads of state and government in 2007 to contribute to
climate change mitigation.

S

ustainable intensification of fertilizers, seed varieties,
pesticides, hired labour and other inputs and practices, canimprove productivity and household food security.
This was revealed by the Sustainable Intensification of
Maize-Legume cropping systems for food security in
Eastern and Southern Africa (SIMLESA) Adoption PathwaysProject that is being implemented by the International
Maize and Wheat Improvement Center (CIMMYT). It
found out that productivity and food security of maizebased farming systems can be improved through conservation agriculture in sustainable intensification strategies.
In sharing the findings, Menale Kassie, CIMMYT Regional Project Leader, said that “agriculture contributes the
largest share of income in the countries where SIMLESA
is working. It follows that increasing its productivity is fundamental to improve household welfare.” While scaling–up
is good and has shown positive results, a delicate balance
in practises must be achieved to maximise results. For
instance, adoption of Sustainable Intensification Practices
(SIPs) resulted in higher additional income.
However, the highest additional income was obtained from
joint adoption of SIPs. For instance, the contribution of
improved maize varieties to additional income increases
by 14-41% when they are jointly adopted with other SIPs.
Ultimately, the adoption of technologies will not only
increase income and reduce crop failure but can also
increase food diversity.
Away from the technologies, gender remains a huge determining factor for food security. According to CIMMYT,
in Malawi 37% and 63% of the gender (Male and Female
Headed Households) food security gap results from two
distinct forces. These are gender differences in the amount
of resources owned and secondly due to gender differences to returns on those resources respectively.

How do you think small holder farming can contribute to beating famine?
A larger percentage of farmers in Malawi are small
holder farmers. They are at the centre of agriculture in
Malawi as we do not have many estates. They are contributing more to production. What we need to do is to
increase technologies and initiatives that will empower
these small holder farmers through increased productivity.
How can you describe the 2015 Beating Famine
so far?

Can you tell us more about what smallholder
farmers in Malawi need?
From my perspective, small holder farmers in
Malawi need to be supported by various stakeholders and access to technologies. We really need to
extend the technologies that are being generated
by scientists to our farming families. As far as the
small-holder farmers are concerned, we still need
to more in terms of packaging technologies so that
they can use them in the interventions to beat famine.
How do you think women can benefit from
smallholder farming?
As a woman, I want to look at quality participation of all
genders in agriculture. However, looking at a lot of research
that has been done and the state of affairs, women are not
participating as much to their benefit in most of the areas of
development in the agriculture sector. So we see a lot of disparities in the areas of agricultural development. The whole
value chain, right from our technology generators and us who
are extending the technologies, whether we are in the civil
society, public sector and private sectors are gender insensitive.There is a lot that we need to do to bring together what
is best for our farmers to get a situation where they cannot
get trapped into poverty.

“I am asking all participants to forge ahead the idea of
working to improve the operations of the smallholder
farmer.”

I am seeing a lot of promising innovative
ideas coming out during the conference right
from policies, innovation platforms and best
practices that are backing up technologies for
uptake and scaling up. I am seeing a lot of interest in collaborations, which is quite promising
in terms of increasing productivity and sustainability for our small holder farmers. Another
thing that is of interest is the zeal to integrate
technologies that can work including improved
landscapes which is one of the problems behind
famines. Through this conference farmers are
being encouraged to conserve a lot of trees as
they can be used for firewood, construction,
supplementing our diets and just for improving
the landscapes.
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George Belijala of Kapida Village says as a community, they
are benefiting from the forest as their women fetch firewood closer to home, and that sometimes they do hunt
animals from the same forest which they use to prepare
meals for their children.

F

orests in Malawi are generally public assets managed by the state or common property resources
on customary land. Although most forests in Malawi
are duly owned and protected by government, they
have of late become sources of livelihoods for bothurban and rural people. Most protected forests in Malawi have now become bare due to the high demand
of firewood, charcoal and other bad practices.
Back in the years, when the population was still small,
and farmland was adequate for almost every farming
family, it was easy to preserve trees and protect forests. But now, with the growing population, people are
being forced to cut down trees even in hills, valleys
and river banks in order to create land for farming.
This has had a negative impact on Malawi as a country; the recent floods being one of such effects.
It is for this reason that World Vision Malawi in collaboration with its partners are promoting community managed forests which have proven an effective
way of avoiding deforestation in some parts of the
country. The villages in the Area of Traditional Authority Mponelain Dowa district have realised the importance of preserving trees and owning them for the
benefit of their community and their families.

“The chiefs around this area developed by-laws that every
community member follows in as far as managing this
forest is concerned. Every chief, family andmember of
this community is a custodian of this forest. Activities like
charcoal burning and cutting down of trees is prohibitedby
these by-laws”, he said.
World Vision recognises the fact that communities are
important allies in efforts to conserve and manage forests.
It is therefore encouraging for farmers and communities
to be taking care of regenerating natural trees inorder to
recover the lost forests and landscapes in most parts of
Malawi.

S

outhern Africa is quite lucky in that it has a lot of indigenous fruits and nuts that grow naturally in the forests.
These indigenous fruits trees and nuts are critical for
sustenance of humans as they provide food and nutrition
security, health and economic welfare.
Mangani Katundu, one of the facilitators at the Beating
Famine Conference says that there are a lot of health and
economic benefits that communities can enjoy from indigenous fruits and nuts.

“When we are talking about food security, we should
not just talk about people having food. The food is
supposed to meet dietary needs and food preferences for an active and healthy life. Indigenous fruits
and nuts are critical in this regard because they are
sources of good nutrients,” explained Katundu in his
presentation titled Nutritional Value of Indigenous
fruits and nuts from Southern Africa.
In his presentation, Mangani explained some of the
health benefits that are derived from indigenous fruits
and nuts including Vitamin A,Vitamin C,Vitamin E,
Vitamin K, mineral, dietary fibre and essential oils.
He listed some of the diseases that are prevented
or minimised through the consumption of fruits and
nut for instance; heart disease, cancer, night blindness,
stroke, chronic fatigue and scurvy.

A

gricultural Researchers attending the Beating Famine 2015 Conference have unanimously agreed that
conservation agriculture could be one of the solutions to
Africa’s hunger challenges.To this end, it is a practice that
needs to be promoted among farmers so that they not
only buy into it, but also implement it.
Sufficient evidence has been gathered, to show that conservation agriculture is beneficial to farmers. In this regard,
farmers are able to combat land degradation, reduce crop
failure and most importantly guarantee food security.
However, adoptionof conservation agriculture is still
lowin a number of African countries. There is need to put
in place mechanisms that will attract farmers to use this
system of increasing farm production.

Sharing on the topic Improving access to fruits for
improved nutrition through better fruit orchard
management, Simon Mng’omba of World Agroforestry
Centre (ICRAF) said there is low fruit production in
Southern Africa due to poor fruit tree management
and this has contributed to malnutrition and stunting.
Mng’ombaadded that some community members
are fond of selling good fruits for income, while their
families and children feed on undesirable fruits.
He went on to highlight some of the measures that
need to be considered to improve fruit yield for
example plant breeding and improving fruit growing
conditions through irrigation, application of fertilizer
and manure.
Other measures include pruning and propagation.
“Planting more fruit trees is not enough to achieve
food security. We need better fruit orchard management,” Mng’oma explained.
About 2 billion people are affected globally as a result
of low fruit consumption.

Speaking at the conference, Dr Kizito Mazvimavi from International Crop Research Institute for Semi-Arid Tropics
(ICRISAT) sharedthe challenges and opportunities that
conservation agriculturehas brought to his country, Zimbabwe. An initial assessment of the system shows positive
results.
“From 2009, the adoption of conservation agriculture
dropped to 11%, but it has since picked up to 30%
growth,” said Mazvimavi.
Despite the fact that the number of farmers using the
conservation agriculture technique is very low, the ones
effectively using the system have succeeded. They have
improved housing conditions, can send their children to
school and have improved food security.
Researchers point out to challenges such as resistance to
change. “We need to convince farmers that conservation
agriculture is a viable technique and impart knowledge
on various crops that can be grown under this system,”
Mazvimavi said. There is need to come up with strategies
that will promote conservation agriculture to farmers,
emphasizing on the advantages the technique can bring to
the food production chain.

