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Planning for the Future

The Business Plan in the opening pages of this

Newsletter is a very important document for our

Association as it gives members food for thought

and an opportunity, through discussion of new

ideas, to help management plan the future direction

of TAA. Our association must change if it is going to

survive and must cultivate niches in the agricultural

and rural development sector where it can be

recognized as a leading player. We must through our

future actions ensure that our presence in the

development scene is acknowledged, not only in the

United Kingdom but also in the international arena.

There is an abundance of expertise within our

membership, from those with vast field experience

to others who have years of management experience

in international organisations throughout the world.

This knowledge base must be used to our greater

advantage in lobbying for government support to

address issues that need special attention, be they the

government’s support to biological science in the

United Kingdom or DFID’s aid programmes in

developing countries. 

The desires of our members, especially the younger

ones who are still working, must be fulfilled by what

TAA does, and we must encompass and explore all

the areas that are needed to attract younger

members, who will become the life-blood of our

Association. The future of TAA must be made secure.

TAA must not be allowed to die along with the older

members, who have carried it through the last two

decades. Now is the time for change.

…and underutilized crops

The seminar on underutilized crops held by the

South-West Group highlights the importance of

many crops that are important in tropical countries

but have not been developed for marketing

throughout the world.  These little known crops are

not only used for food but are also important in the

pharmaceutical and other manufacturing industries.

Some of these crops will provide golden

opportunities for farmers in developing countries to

improve the earning power of their land. However,

governments must not be taken to the cleaners by the

big industrial giants and must make sure that

farmers receive the true value of the products of these

crops.

Poverty

Are we doing enough?
ActionAid thinks not.

This year we are almost halfway to the target date of

2015, the year by which world leaders promised to

cut global hunger by half.  FAO’s latest figures show

a yearly increase of 4 million desperately hungry

people, with an estimated 850 million hungry people

around the world. ActionAid in its recent report,

Hunger for Solutions, says that global hunger has

been sharply rising since 1996, and is reversing the

steady progress made during the previous three

decades.

“Such massive and increasing levels of hunger stand

as a staggering indictment of world leaders’ apathy,”

said Francisco Sarmento, head of food rights at the

agency. “In the ten years since pledging to halve

world hunger, they have presided over an

unprecedented destruction of rural livelihoods in

favour of export-led growth and large-scale

commercial farming – delivering profits to the rich

and starving the poor. Governments and the

international financial community have shown

insufficient financial and political will to address

hunger and poverty eradication”. 

The world now grows enough food to feed its entire

population. “Hunger is not due to scarcity – it is a

question of injustice in the distribution of food and

access and control of natural resources,” said

Sarmento. An increasing number of rural people can

neither grow nor buy enough food because they have

lost access to land and other means of production.

Women in the south are at the centre of food

production but inequitable laws and patriarchal

inheritance systems often discriminate against

them. 

“2006 is almost halfway to the target date of 2015

when the number of hungry people in the world

should have been halved, yet hunger is actually

increasing. We need a fundamental shift in

priorities, putting the right to food ahead of profits,

in order to reverse the trend,” said Sarmento.

Governments, international organisations and

donors need to reinforce their political and financial

commitment to eradicating poverty and hunger.
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BUSINESS PLAN: 

STRATEGIC DIRECTIONS
FOR 2007-2010

1. Introduction

The Tropical Agriculture Association (TAA) is a

Professional Association of individuals and corporate

bodies concerned with the role of agriculture1 for

development throughout the world. TAA is a

registered Charity and has as its mission the

following:

“To be an association which brings together individuals
and organisations from both developed and less-
developed countries to enable them to contribute to
international policies and actions aimed at reducing
poverty and improving livelihoods. To encourage the
efficient and sustainable use of local resources and
technologies to arrest and reverse the degradation of the
natural resources base on which agriculture depends and
by raising the productivity of both agriculture and
related enterprises to increase family incomes and
commercial investment in the rural sector. Particular
emphasis is given to rural areas in the tropics and
subtropics and to countries with less-developed economies
in temperate areas.” 

The Association recognises the interrelated roles of

farmers and other stakeholders living in rural areas,

scientists (agriculturists, economists, sociologists,

etc.), government and the private sector in achieving a

convergent approach to rural development. This

includes recognition of the importance of the role of

women, the effect of AIDS and other social and

cultural issues on the rural economy and livelihoods.

The Association hosts and supports the UK Forum on

Agricultural Research for Development which aims at

developing a sustainable network of UK organisations

capable of responding to needs in developing

countries for research, education and skills in support

of equitable and sustainable agricultural development

and natural resources management.

In a world that is constantly changing the TAA must

adapt and modernise. In 2001, the Association carried

out a consultation (TAA 2010) with members on the

future of TAA. A process of change was agreed and a

list of actions or tasks was endorsed at ExCo meetings

in early 2002. The full programme can be seen on the

website (www.taa.org.uk) under: TAA in the 21st

Century, tasks and what has been achieved so far. The

main aims of the TA 2010 exercise were to:

� strengthen and expand the Association;

� extend the range of benefits for members;

� enhance the international image and presence;

� establish a firm financial and operational footing to

ensure the Association’s sustained good health and

growth in the 21st Century.

3

TAA Business Plan

The Business Plan is an extension of the TAA 2010 priorities,
and takes into consideration new horizons and targets in line
with the Association’s mission.

The Plan lays out the strategic directions for the period 2007-
2010 in order to enhance three aspects of the Association,
namely TAA’s role, its programme of strategic services, and its
management capacity. 

The future of the Association rests on its members, and the
Executive Committee encourages you to respond to the spirit
of the Business Plan. The Plan will be considered at the AGM
2006.

TH
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Five years later it is appropriate to review progress and

re-examine the health of the Association. Real

progress has been made including a new mission

statement, revised constitution, overseas groups,

specialist networks, new publicity literature, the

Newsletter, etc. However a business plan has not been

prepared, despite ExCo’s longstanding desire to do

so.

Since 2001 the membership has continued to decline

and the financial position has remained constant and

fragile. Some of the actions resulting from the TAA

2010 exercise are still valid but need more attention

including: enhancing the Association’s role, image

and impact; setting up of more regional groups and

overseas branches; promoting international network-

ing reflecting relevance to national demands and

agendas; strategic links with other organisations;

possible sources of new members and sponsors;

transforming the Newsletter into a magazine; upgrad-

ing TAA website and public relations strategy; and

administrative and secretarial support.

At the Executive Committee (ExCo) in July 2006, it was

agreed that a business plan should be prepared for

consideration by the ExCo meeting in September,

taking into account the 2010 priorities and strategies

as well as new horizons and targets in line with

Association’s overall mission. ExCo considered that a

business plan would provide a basis for achieving

greater effectiveness and efficiency in overseeing and

implementing its enhanced responsibilities and

functions. 

2. Elements of the
Business Plan 2007-2010

The purpose of this business plan is to look ahead,

analyse the challenges and opportunities faced by the

Association and develop a set of strategic directions

for the future well-being of the TAA. It also allows an

opportunity to “look outside the box” and consider

non-traditional activities and sources of funding. The

plan proposals cover the four-year period 2007-2010

and are based on a SWOT analysis, taking into

consideration the changing views about the role of

agriculture in development and environmental

management. The plan builds upon the outcome of

the TAA 2010 exercise and addresses the short-

comings and unfinished business that it identifies. It

concentrates upon three main topics, namely: the role

for the TAA in UK and internationally; services offered

to members; and the Association’s management

capacity to deliver.

2.1 SWOT Analysis

The following brief SWOT analysis (strengths,

weaknesses and opportunities and threats) provides

an assessment of the problems and opportunities

faced by the Association.

Strengths: The main strengths of the TAA are:

� the expertise and experience of its members all of

whom operate on a voluntary basis; 

� the combined knowledge of agriculture and rural

development coupled with a wide range of contacts

throughout the developing and developed world;

� it provides a forum for members to communicate

on all issues related to tropical agriculture and rural

development in general; 

� the absence of a comparable cross-sectoral

association in UK and elsewhere.  

� it offers opportunity to postgraduate students to

gain field experience in tropical agriculture and

improve their career prospects in development. 

Weaknesses: The main weaknesses are:

� the age distribution of the membership, biased

heavily towards the late career experts and retired

professionals;

� the declining number of new recruits, and the

associated need to recruit younger members in

early and mid-career bracket and to include them in

the activities, management and governance of the

Association;

� the value of the services offered does not seem to be

sufficient to attract new  members;

� the current activities undertaken by the TAA do not

attract the attendance of sufficient numbers of

younger professionals; the reason for this needs to

be assessed to provide ideas for future targeting.

� the lack of a Secretariat to help manage the day to

day operations of the Association.   

Opportunities: With increasing aid budgets and the

increasing interest in the essential role of agriculture

in development and poverty reduction in the

developing world there are many opportunities for: 

� enhancing the Association’s international ‘think

tank’ and platform role to promote dialogue and

action on important agricultural developmental

issues.

� promoting and working with overseas branches

and organizations to address local and national

demand and needs; 

tropical
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� holding technical seminars, lectures, meetings and

international conferences;

� assisting and supporting young scientists in a

range of key disciplines to gain invaluable field

experience in the tropics through the TAA’s

Tropical Agriculture Award Fund (TAAF) scheme; 

� building strategic alliances for joint actions with

national and international scientific research and

development institutions (universities, research

institutions, technical assistance agencies,

associations and societies, etc.);

� pursuing mutually beneficial relationships and

dialogue with donors (aid agencies, foundations,

corporations, etc.) including requests for funding

(e.g., seminars/workshops/conferences and TAAF,

and support for overseas branches).

There is scope to increase corporate membership

from the current 24 members but only if they see value

for money. Equally there are good opportunities,

based on recent positive experience with newly

recruited members, to further enhance TAA’s

membership with younger and mid-career people

from a range of agricultural research and develop-

ment sectors across a variety of disciplines—e.g.,

policy, science, technical, social and cultural,

economic, financial, environmental, management

and development.  

Threats: The greatest threats to the Association are:

� the falling and ageing membership;

the declining annual income from subscriptions;

� a decrease in the willingness of existing members

to continue to commit time and energy on a

voluntary basis;

� the lack of an attractive strategic agenda of high

relevance and quality;

� the seemingly sub-optimal utility value of services

to members across age groups. 

2.2 TAA’s Role, Services and Management

2.2.1 The Role of the TAA

The Association sees itself as a mechanism that “brings
together individuals and organisations from both developed
and less-developed countries to enable them to contribute to
international policies and action aimed at reducing poverty
and improving livelihoods.” 

As interest in agriculture increases internationally

there is a need for an independent and apolitical

strategic ‘think tank’ and a platform for dialogue and

action to identify how agriculture can play a full role in

poverty reduction and environmental conservation in

the tropics and subtropics. 

The TAA already contributes to the above need but can

go further. It can fill this enhanced role by promoting

debate and action on a select list of priority themes of

broadest utility to international agriculture and rural

development.  

Services Currently Offered to Members

Currently, services and activities include:

� organising different kinds of lectures, meetings

and conferences in the UK and overseas on various

aspects of tropical agriculture;

� publishing proceedings of lectures, meetings and

conferences;

� the publication of a quarterly ‘flagship’ Newsletter,

disseminated internationally;

� providing access to relevant sources of information

e.g., job, grants, meetings, through the website and

Newsletter;

� providing access to CABI’s agricultural database;

� organising visits to scientific and agricultural

establishments;

� circulating an annual list of members;

� offering an online directory of members available

as consultants;

� providing access to membership of the UK Forum

and the BCCB (now called British Expertise);

� reduction in subscription charge for the journal of

Experimental Agriculture.

The TAA organises the Annual General Meeting

(including a Ralph Melville Memorial Lecture and

social event) and a Biennial Conference on a topical

theme. Recently, the Association established, in

collaboration with the School of Agriculture, Policy

and Development at the University of Reading, the

Hugh Bunting Memorial Lectures aimed at engaging

eminent speakers on forward-looking themes of

international relevance to agricultural and rural

development. 

The TAAF assists aspiring young tropical

agriculturists to embark on suitable careers by giving

them relevant experience in the field. The TAA also

participates in the activities of the Global Forum on

Agricultural Research for Development (GFAR)

directly as well as through the UK and European Fora

on Agricultural Research for Development. 

5

BP



Regional and Overseas Activities: The TAA also aims

to build an international network of overseas national

branches each with its own membership and

programme of activities (currently only active in India,

with good prospects for reviving the Kenya branch),

and to facilitate their activities to enhance the

relevance of the TAA network to agricultural

development. Overseas branches have the potential of

serving as ‘national think tanks and cross-sectoral

platforms for dialogue and action’ in response to

national demands and agendas, and providing reality

checks and feedback on development issues to the

TAA international network.

TAAF: This scheme provides grants to postgraduate

students to gain field experience in tropical

agriculture and improve their career prospects in

development. TAAF has made some 130 awards since

inception and there is increasing demand to expand

the scheme if resources can be mobilised.

The TAA/TAAF currently receives some £20,000 per

year from the Gatsby and Syngenta Foundations and

from TAA itself. Other sources of funds have included

DFID, which was discontinued, and the Jarman Fund

(now almost depleted). Further fundraising initiatives

are in progress.

Publication and Communication: An important and

valued publication and communication activity of the

TAA is its ‘flagship’ Newsletter. As already decided by

the Association following the 2010 exercise, the

Newsletter is to be transformed into a commercially

viable magazine, entitled “Agriculture for Development”,

and aimed at broadening readership in the UK and

overseas and generating revenue.

The TAA website is the other mechanism through

which the Association communicates with its

members and the public. The website design must

now be updated to meet the aspirations of the

membership and the potential of the Association.

The Association does not have a dedicated instrument

to oversee the planning and implementation of all its

publications and communications activities. The

Newsletter is overseen by two editors and a paid graphic

designer. The website is overseen by a webmaster

operating under the direct oversight of ExCo. At the

request of the senior editor of the Newsletter, the

ExCo at its July 2006 meeting agreed to set up a

publications committee to provide the required

editorial strength for the Newsletter. It would seem

logical for this committee to also take charge of

overseeing all other publication and communications

activities, including those related to TAA website.    

Membership: The membership database contains 938

names (as of November 2005). Of the 875 paying

members, 170 are based outside of the UK.  Most of

the members are in their late careers or retired

professionals. The Association has not been

successful in recruiting enough younger or mid-

career professionals, and this must be given priority

attention in the future.

The membership has been declining for several years

at the rate of around 50 per year and of the total of 875

members, 431 are individual ordinary members, 342

are online individual members, and 24 are corporate

members. Of some 130 TAAF awardees to date, only 7

are members.

Finance: The latest report by the Treasurer to ExCo

described the financial position as “fragile”. In

2005/06 expenditure exceeded income by about

£5,000 eating into the reserves that stand at around

£25,000. At this rate the reserve, which currently

provides an annual income of £500, will soon be

exhausted. The Treasurer recommends maintaining

the reserve at this level for the foreseeable future.

The only ‘guaranteed’ annual income is £21,500 based

upon fees, interest and gift aid. Projected expenditure

for 2006/07 is £24,000. Proposals for raising the

membership fee and cost-cutting measures were

considered by ExCo during its July 2006 meeting, and

subsequently during the preparation of this plan. 

Reducing costs could include dropping the

association (and the benefits) with CABI (a saving of

£3,400), ending the membership of BCCB (a saving of

£1,200) and withdrawing from the Royal Show (a

saving of some £2,500). The obvious source of

additional income is to increase the membership fee

by some £10-15 per online member or some £15-20

per ordinary member but this has to be considered

carefully in view of the falling membership  (£22,000

in fees for 2006/07 for 875 members is an average of

only £25 each). When the fee was last increased five

years ago, only two thirds of members opted to pay for

ordinary membership with the remainder opting for

online membership. The implications of an increase

in fee rate are not simple to calculate.

2.2.3  Governance and Management 
The principal coordinating facility is the TAA

Executive Committee (ExCo) of 24 (including four

regional and two specialist group convenors)

members that oversees all the budgets and services

provided by the Association. ExCo is relatively large

and sometimes cumbersome. There are four regional

groups2 in the UK each led by a convenor, and more
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are planned. Short-term Ad hoc working groups are

appointed to specific tasks but sometimes there is no

clear procedure to drive the process. 

The ExCo functions as a committee of the whole but

with no operational legs (except for the TAAF

committee), and no secretarial support. A set of

smaller functional committees under the ExCo such

as TAAF and the Publications Committee (endorsed at

the July 2006 ExCo meeting) would generate the

capacity for implementing a survival and growth

strategy for the TAA provided the Association is

willing to take some longer-term decisions on its

strategic role and functional priorities, and members

from ExCo and general membership are willing to

become more active in the affairs of the Association. A

paid Secretariat would provide the needed

administrative support to the proposed committee

structure including ExCo.

3. Recommendations

Based on the discussion among ExCo members, three

aspects of the Association must be enhanced. They

are: 

� TAA’s role;

� programme of strategic services; 

q management capacity for effective delivery. 

3.1  TAA as an International Think Tank and
Platform for  Dialogue and Action

The Association already plays an important “think

tank” and platform service role at national and

international level but the role can be further

enhanced by adjusting its priority themes and

supporting activities, outputs and outcomes to local

needs and opportunities, particularly in the

developing countries. Overseas branches can serve as

front line ‘national think tanks’ and platforms in the

developing regions to promote the value of agriculture

and agricultural sciences in development. Overseas

branches and individual members in the developing

countries provide an opportunity for operating an

international policy and development network to

promote commitment to agricultural and rural

development, and serve as an ongoing source of

evidence-based information and feedback on

progress and change to scientific and development

constituencies. 

The Association’s main channels of influence will be

through building a professional consensus, and on

policy and decision-makers in the North and the

South who are responsible for agricultural and rural

development. It will aim to build links with con-

sumers and the food and processing industries, and

other players in the farm to plate value chains.

Exceptional calibre speakers for the Ralph Melville

Memorial Lectures at the AGM and the mid-year Hugh

Bunting Memorial Lectures provide a sound basis for

addressing current and forward-looking strategic

issues of international concern. They will help guide

the TAA’s think tank and advocacy role.

Raising the profile of the TAA will help maintain and

expand membership and develop TAA’s image and

credibility as an important platform for dialogue and

shaping development agenda and action. In order to

achieve this, it is critical that younger professionals in

agriculture become more active in the TAA.    

TAA’s traditional ‘reunion’ culture will continue to be

nurtured in order to direct the Association’s histori-

cal, institutional and social strengths and values to

facilitate its overall mission and help younger

members by encouraging them to join and to offer

them clear benefits of relevance to their careers in

tropical agricultural and international development.

It is recommended that (Recommendation 1):

ExCo should enhance the service role of the Association
as an international ‘think tank’ and a platform for
dialogue and action. 

3.2 Towards a Programme of Strategic Services

The following is an illustrative list of themes that

provides ExCo a framework for developing a pro-

gramme of sub-themes and topics to be delivered

through open or invited seminars and meetings,

international conferences, memorial lectures,

consultations, publications, and special mechanisms,

e.g., overseas branches, interest groups, UK Forum,

strategic alliances. 

1. Issues of Relevance to International Agricultural

Development3

2. Agricultural and Rural Development Policy,

Investment and Management4

3. Agribusiness, Market Development,

Employment and Economic Growth5

4. Agricultural Intensification, Livelihoods and

Sustainability6

5. Agricultural Knowledge System for

Development7

6. Capacity Building for Agricultural Development8

The above six themes and possible sub-themes will be
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elaborated to define areas of special interests in the

context of international, national and local agriculture

development needs and agendas, taking into account

the overseas interests of the Association, and those of

TAAF and UK Forum, special interest groups (e.g.

agribusiness, better land husbandry, farming

systems) and alliances such as with CABI and BCCB,

and others. 

They will be enabled and promoted through the

following six mutually reinforcing service functions of

the Association under the overall governance and

management responsibility of the Association’s

Executive Committee:

(i) setting and implementing the Association’s

policies, priorities and strategies 

(ii) facilitating regional and overseas activities

(iii) operating the tropical agriculture award

scheme

(iv) promoting membership and recruitment 

(v) managing finance and resource

mobilization 

(vi) publishing and communication.

The first function provides for coherence and overall

governance of all ExCo’s responsibilities and

operations including implementing activities not

covered by the functions (ii) to (vi). It is the

responsibility of the ExCo operating as a ‘committee

of the whole’ to oversee all the Association’s

functions. 

It is recommended that (Recommendation 2):

ExCo should adopt and implement the six service
functions of the Association consistent with its mission
and enhanced role.  

3.3 Strengthening the Association’s Executive
Management Capacity

ExCo will continue to operate as a “Committee of the

Whole”. However, given the identified need to

strengthen the current executive management

strength of the TAA, and the urgency to address some

specific priorities, it is proposed that ExCo should

strengthen its operational capacity by establishing

three more committees, in addition to the TAAF

committee and the Publications Committee (endorsed

at the July 2006 ExCo), which will report to ExCo.

These are:

Finance Committee;

Membership Committee;

Regional and Overseas Committee.

Thus the committee structure, composed of ExCo and

five working committees, is proposed to provide the

necessary executive strength to effectively carry out the

above six functions.  

Each of the five working committees will be led by an

ExCo member, and comprise a mix of ExCo and non-

ExCo members. The committees including ExCo will

have specific terms of reference for the plan period.

Targets will be set proactively for each committee and

progress will be monitored at ExCo meetings.

Decisions will be made at the AGM. ExCo will also

focus on a set of terms of reference for the plan period

to facilitate the work of the committees and its own

Association-wide activities. 

The proposed committee structure and performance

will be internally reviewed before the end of 2008 and

AGM 2008 will be informed of any required

adjustments. In 2010, there will be an independent

external evaluation of TAA’s management and

programme based on which a revised business plan

for 2011-2015 will be formulated for consideration at

AGM 2010.

3.3.1 Executive Committee (ExCo) – A Committee of
the Whole

ExCo will continue to oversee all activities of the

Association including the setting of policies,

priorities and strategies, and the terms of reference of

its working committees. Its first priority is keeping

the Association solvent and ensuring that existing

funds are being deployed on the most urgent

priorities, particularly recruitment and consultation

with prospective members. It will identify a few

priorities and facilitate a rolling programme of review

leading to a few pilot activities, as well activities to

draw in new members. 

ExCo and its committees will report on future priority

activities and services of the Association for

consideration by ExCo starting in March 2007. This

will include a review of all current items of

expenditure on the basis of legal obligations,

membership demand and inclusiveness, the ability to

leverage other funds and influence, increasing

membership and income, and minimising risks (e.g.

avoiding activities and schemes that do not pay off or

result in increased membership or influence). ExCo

will give consideration to establishing a light weight,

paid Secretariat by end of 2008/early 20099 with an

executive officer and an assistant, supported by

volunteers.  

3.3.2 Regional and Overseas Committee (ROC) 
The convenor of the London/South-East regional

group will lead this committee which will include the

convenors of all the regional groups in the UK as
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members. The committee will facilitate the harmon-

ization and enhancement of the activities of the

regional groups in line with the overall role and

priorities of the Association and strengthen the

Association’s linkages with academic, research and

development institutions, and promote the recruit-

ment of new members and the Association’s visibility

and influence. 

The committee will foster the formation of overseas

branches to help respond to local demand and

development agendas, and to facilitate international

networking with overseas branches, members and

organizations to enhance complementarities, rele-

vance and synergy. TAA India seems to be healthy and

efforts will continue on the revival of branches in East

Africa and the formation of other branches elsewhere.

The committee will establish a network process of

assessing progress in agricultural development and

obtaining feed back of international relevance from

overseas branches and members.

3.3.3 Award Fund Committee (TAAFC) 
Activities of the Association’s Award Fund will

continue to be managed by TAAFC. The committee

will assess the demand for an expanded programme

and prepare a proposal for ExCo’s consideration to

increase funding up to £50,000 per annum by 2010.

The proposal will include an effective fundraising

strategy to support the programme expansion. The

committee will propose measures that would make

TAAF and TAA more attractive and relevant to the

needs of the younger members. It will consider

opportunities for careers in development and to assist

ex-awardees in accessing these opportunities. 

3.3.4 Membership Committee (MC) 
The Membership Secretary will lead this committee.

Recruitment of membership is a key activity most

directly related to the future well-being of the TAA. A

membership target of 1,500 individual and 100

corporate members by 2010 will be set. Achieving this

target will ensure financial sustainability. The

committee will determine the services that are most

valued and develop a dynamic promotion strategy for

recruitment, which must be put in place and

sustained, with a special focus on the young and mid-

career age group. Also, each member of ExCo would

be encouraged to recruit up to 10 individuals per

annum. This would help stop and even reverse the

short-term financial slide. The committee will review

the status of the directory of members available for

consultation/employment and recommend changes

to increase its usefulness to members and clients. It

will develop a user-friendly database of expertise that

the TAA might provide to potential clients.

3.3.5 Finance Committee (FC) 
The Treasurer will lead this committee which will

focus on ExCo’s financial management and audit

function. It will also engage in fundraising including

mobilizing sponsorship for memorial lectures,

meetings and conferences where external resources

are available. The Committee will develop a resource

mobilization plan, including for the paid Secretariat

and a longer-term investment vision for the

Association. It will also undertake a critical cost-

benefit analysis of the Association’s continuing

subscription to CABI and BCCB and involvement with

the Royal Show. 

It will recommend revised fee rates from 2009

onwards for approval at AGM 2008. Fees could be

increased to £30-35 for online members and £45-50

for ordinary members, with corporate members at

£100 but this decision must take into account the

likely further fall in membership, i.e., increased

income may be limited, at least for now.  Assuming

that by early 2009, individual membership could be

increased to 1200 (50% online), and corporate

membership to 50, the annual revenue generated

would amount to £34,000, based on £30 for online

and £45 for ordinary membership. If TAA is able to

reform and strengthen itself over the next two years

(2007-2008) and increase its appeal to current and

new membership (and external sponsors), beginning

of 2009 would appear an appropriate time to increase

membership fees to £30-35 for online members, £45-

50 for ordinary members and £100 for corporate

members. This would generate annual membership

revenues of £66,250 (using the lower figures, or

£73,750 using the higher figures) by year 2010,

assuming 1,500 individual members (50% online) and

100 corporate members.

3.3.6 Publications Committee (PC) 
The Chief Editor of the Newsletter will lead this

committee. As already decided earlier, the committee

will transform the Newsletter into a commercially viable

magazine, starting 2007 with complete development

by end 2008. The magazine, entitled “Agriculture for
Development”, will be aimed at widening readership

and dissemination and generating revenue to support

cost recovery. The magazine would have a price tag

(say £2.50 per copy) for non-members and be

marketed on the news-stand. Careful consideration

will be given in terms of costs and benefits related to

the magazine, and targets will be set for the number

of copies and the level of income to be generated (e.g.,

some 5,000 copies and advertising revenue of up to

£5,000 by 2010). The committee will cultivate

relationships with a select group of specialist and
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general printed media and journalists, as well as

audiovisual media to raise awareness and support. It

will be responsible for all other printed and virtual

publication related activities including links with

other magazines and journals. 

The committee will manage the website and will

include the TAA webmaster as a member. The TAA

website will serve as a powerful mechanism to

enhance the utility value of the Association. The

committee will develop a strategy to enhance the

utility value of the website to TAA membership by

expanding the range of information made available

related to job opportunities, consultancy companies,

funding and resources available from donor,

philanthropic and corporate sources, business

opportunities, etc.

The TAA membership embodies a couple of millennia

of cumulative hard won practical experience, both

historical and current, gained from many countries.

The possibility of setting up a series of virtual expert

groups will be considered to stimulate active

discussion on the web, and to serve as a virtual

advisory service that would respond to queries and

needs internationally. Five to six discussions by 2010

would be targeted with a participation of at least 20

members in each group, and summaries of the

discussion would be published in the magazine, on

the website and in the media.  Given today’s

technology and the high percentage of computer

literati within the membership, opens the possibility

that the TAA website can develop into a virtual net,

with themed discussions enhancing the degree of

interaction between members.

It is recommended that (Recommendation 3):

ExCo should adopt the proposed committee structure for
the period 2007-2010 to implement its functions, and
commission an independent programme and
management evaluation of the Association in 2010. 

Concluding Remarks

This draft business plan offers directions to ExCo and

to the Association as a whole for the period 2007-

2010. During this period, ExCo aims to enhance the

Association’s role, presence and effectiveness in the

international development arena. There is a great deal

of work to be accomplished, and the TAA – especially

the ExCo and its working committees – must become

more active if the Association is to prosper. 

If overall financial performance meets expectations,

the Association by 2010 would have an annual income

of more than £80,000 from membership fees, gift aid

and magazine; and possibly some £50,000 for TAAF.

In addition, TAA would be mobilizing sponsorships

for its biennial and international meetings, and

memorial lectures. When a paid Secretariat becomes a

reality in early 2009, the scale of TAA’s operations will

begin to change significantly, and the Association’s

annual budget beyond 2010 could move towards the

£250,000 mark, an appropriate target to aim for by

2015.  

The proposed committee structure of ExCo and its

performance will be reviewed before the end of 2008

and AGM 2008 will be informed of any adjustments to

be made. In 2010, an independent strategic evaluation

of TAA’s management and programme will be

undertaken, based on which a revised business plan

for 2011-2015 will be formulated for consideration at

AGM 2010.

Notes

1 Agriculture is deemed to include farming (crops

and animals), forestry and agro-forestry, fisheries

and wider rural development issues, including

those in urban and peri-urban areas. It includes the

disciplines of agriculture, biology, agronomy, soil

science, crop protection, agricultural engineering

including post-harvest technology, agricultural

economics, rural sociology, geography,

environmental science, ecology, animal health and

production and related disciplines.

2 Regional groups generally refer to UK based

groups, where as those that are based overseas are

referred to as overseas branches.    

3 e.g., future nature of agriculture; food security;

climate change; biodiversity, pandemics, aid

delivery; trade; environmental management; public

values; food and consumer concerns; international

relations. 

4 e.g., national policy and development planning –

food and agricultural systems; growth with equity;

national and regional strategies for biodiversity,

land, water, nutrient resource development; public

sector-civil society-private sector partnerships;

integral rural development; land reform; resource

tenure; social capital growth; conflict and disaster

management; food and nutrition security, and

storage systems; science, research and education

policies.

5 e.g., market infrastructure development; capturing

economies of scale and competitiveness—multi-

stakeholder partnerships and cooperation;
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financial and investment support; market

regulations; biosafety; value supply and chains

development; farming as multifunctional social,

economic and environmental activity; wage

employment and economic growth.

6 e.g., increasing productivity and rural livelihoods;

sustainability and conservation of the resource base

– land, water, nutrient, soil biota management;

environmental impact of intensification;

biodiversity management; integrated pest

management; risk management and coping

strategies; asset development.

7 e.g., science and technology for development;

management of research and extension systems for

development; relevance and quality of science; the

role of private sector in knowledge systems;

maintenance and enhancement of customary and

formal knowledge; UK’s role in enhancing tropical

agricultural knowledge for development.

8 e.g., infrastructure for scientific human resource

and institutional capacity building; small and

medium enterprise development; developing local

capacity for action; funding frameworks for

capacity building; partnerships for capacity

building; UK’s role in capacity building for tropical

agriculture.   

9 Initially, a part-time Secretariat will be considered,

and once established, the Association could

consider setting out the services that it could charge

to others to cover costs and overheads. 
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Tony Smith has been our webmaster since he arranged for the
initial site to be constructed in 1998 and has since been

responsible for ensuring that we have had a window on the world.
The site is used to publish the online version of the TAA

Newsletter and an updated list of members �both behind a user
name and password�. It also publishes a diary of events and,

through a link with Workwithus, enables online payments to be
made. This has been, and must continue to be, the essential

avenue through which outsiders learn about TAA and its activities
directed at agricultural and rural development. He now wishes to
relinquish this responsibility and hand over to a younger member.

This is an ideal opportunity to become involved with the
management of our Association through being a member of the
Publication Committee. There will be the possibility to bring new

ideas to expand and develop the existing website. If you are
interested in computer technology and especially if you have

experience in working on a website, please contact
Tony Smith at scottish_organiser@taa.org.uk.



Introduction

About 3,000 years ago the productivity of agriculture

in the Mediterranean began a significant increase

because trees were intercropped with annual cereals

and legumes with the result that yield per unit area

rose.  This laid the economic foundations for the

prosperity of the Greek and Roman civilisations

(Garnsey, 1988; Sallares 1991). Numerous tree species

were used in the intercropping – fig, apple, stone

fruits, walnut, pistachio, carrots, date, pomegranate

and the ubiquitous olive and grapevine.  Many of the

woody species were grafted and overall agriculture

was initially dominated by small farms practising

polyculture aimed at self-sufficiency and safety.

The next 1,000 years saw sweeping changes with the

development of many large estate farms and the

introduction of new crops, especially tree crops such

as citron, new types of cherries, apricot and jujube.

Crops and their productivity varied but famine was

avoided by organising supply networks for the import

of staple cereals, especially when Rome’s population

increased to 1 million in the 150 years or so up to the

time of Augustus.  Even so, the bulk of the empire’s

population remained subsistence farmers with a basic

strategy to minimise risk.

This scenario could be replicated many times in

different regions and climates of the world, although

we have far less historical documentation on them;

but supply networks did not often mitigate periodic

famines.  Despite this, two aspects of agriculture were

and are always apparent; and those are uncertainty

and change.

We need to consider what are underutilised crops and

do they play any meaningful role in both modern

agriculture and in traditional farming systems.

What are Underutilised Crops?

The literature is replete with species of crops listed as

minor, neglected, alternative and lost crops. These

may be food crops, industrial crops or a range of

others such as forages and medicinals. Definitions

vary because they only apply at specific places or

regions and at specific times.  With the inherent

change in the agricultural systems, a crop may be

minor at one time, then neglected and even lost to

civilisations whereas in another area, where it has

been introduced, it may have become a major crop.

The International Centre for Underutilised Crops

(ICUC) at Southampton University considers that the

crop’s use for peoples’ welfare is the most important

consideration and if justified may be recognised as

underutilised. Many species merit research and

development for specific purposes and this might

relate to germplasm availability and selection, altered

management practices or processing, marketing or

other post-harvest activities. Additionally, what is an

underutilised crop depends on whether the pers-

pective is from the developing or developed world.  In

the poorer parts of the world the major interest is to

diversify the diet through sustainable use of target

species, to ensure sustainable livelihoods and food

security, as well as using the crops to adapt to

changing environments and difficult, marginal or

degraded areas.

Most focus in developing countries is placed on food

crops, although there is increasing interest in the

cultivation of useful raw resources, usually non-

timber forest species. These may be medicinal plants

either used directly or for industrial extraction; or

multipurpose plants such as bamboo used in

construction or processed into a range of products, or

some species used for food. Underutilised crops are

usually components of traditional agroecosystems or

semi-domesticated and largely gathered from the

wild. As such, they frequently lack markets and

marketing channels, and adequate processing for

appropriate products.

In the developed countries a much stronger focus is

on industrial uses, such as the development of new

industrial products for non-food use or for food

processing.  There is also interest in expanding the

diversity of food products in supermarkets, describing

and maintaining heritage varieties and planting

alternative crops in the productive arable lands for use

for a wide range of purposes as a direct response to

the changing fortunes of current farming.
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South-West Seminar on Underutilised Crops organised with the
Centre for Underutilised Crops, University of Southampton and held at

Lackham Countryside Centre, Lacock, Wiltshire, 19th October 2006

Underutilised Crops – the major considerations for action

J. T. Williams
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Interest in underutilised crops is also apparent as the

mismatches between agricultural development and

the potentials of specific localities are recognised.

These result from the focus on large-scale techno-

logies such as monoculture. Agricultural research

now lays more stress on better socioeconomic and

agroecological approaches. The focus of such

research applied to underutilised crops is likely to be

more on the poorer or more marginal lands where the

producers themselves are marginalised in relation to

any availability of inputs, access to credit or markets.

Knowledge that a species has potential for enhanced

uses rarely means that it can be quickly incorporated

into productive systems especially in such marginal

situations.  It is also impractical to reach the

thousands of diverse subsistence areas to apply any

new technology packages that may be developed.

Each area has its own needs, climates and human

preferences and conditions.  Nonetheless there are a

number of minor underutilised crop species that can

broadly fit the majority of these needs and with

limited funding, priorities have to be determined.

Priority Species

The scientific community has always conducted

research and promotion for underutilised crops.

There are important publications taking a global view

(e.g. those of the US National Academy of Sciences in

the 1970s and 1980s; ODI, 1997; The FAO Global Plan

of Action for Plant Genetic Resources for Food and

Agriculture, 1996). Others emphasised species of

potential value on a regional basis, e.g. Plant

Resources of South-East Asia (vide Jansen et al., 1991).

The programme of the Andres Bello Convention

(SECAB, 1989) focused on individual crop species for

which there is now a large literature, much of it in the

past 20 years from ICUC and IPGRI.

Two organisations have helped the process of

prioritisation of species. The Genetic Resources

Policy Committee of the Consultative Group on

International Agricultural Research (CGIAR) respon-

ded to a review of CGIAR, which recommended that

underutilised crops should be incorporated into

initiatives of International Centres developing

integrated gene management. Following a workshop

in 1999, ICUC was commissioned to assess the

current activities and priorities and summarise these

in a report. This was jointly issued by ICUC and IPGRI

in 2002 (Williams and Haq, 2002). The second

organisation to promote prioritisation has been the

Global Forum for Agricultural Research (GFAR) by

including underutilised crops in its commodity chain

agenda. The report of 2002 summarised the priority

species by region and those for cereals and roots and

tubers are shown in Tables 1 and 2.

Table 1

Table 2

The report illustrated the different parameters used at

various times by people setting priorities and

suggested a framework for decision-making that can

be used by nations or regional groupings.  It was also

clear that the public sector remains the logical focus

for such activities and their subsequent support

except where industrial and private support is

available, mostly in the developed world.

Underutilised Crops in
traditional cropping systems

Tables 1 and 2 show that many of the priority species

are components of traditional cropping systems.

Here, an inherent strength of the diverse systems has
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been an equilibrium of crops and pests and therefore

a stable food system in various combinations of crop

genotypes, rotations, spacing, intercropping and

timing of fallow and cropping.  Changing this balance

can create instability.  Nevertheless, in many parts of

the developing world, population growth alone has

thrown the local systems out of balance.

Another characteristic of these cropping systems is

that many of the local crops, although domesticated

to a degree, are genetically unimproved.  This point is

often missed in discussion of Farmers’ Rights,

promulgated by the FAO Convention and the

Convention on Biological Diversity.  Farmers’ varieties

might well be heterogeneous mixes and selections to

form landraces of the more major crops but the

numerous secondary food crops are more frequently

represented by local environmentally determined

ecotypes or chance introductions.

However, traditional agricultural systems are the

starting point for much of the interest in underutilised

food crops. This is strengthened by the current

research and social agendas when attention is paid to

sustainability, food security, poverty alleviation

through generation of off-farm income and the need

for more ecologically sound agricultural practices.

Change is inherent in these systems so that crops may

come and the crops may go. The sagopalm of

Southeast Asia is a good example but others have

occurred is smallholder agriculture everywhere, even

in Europe as seen by the example of cowpeas in Italy

and Greece (Laghetti et al., 1990), or cultivated

einkorn wheat in the Alps (Barrou, 1989).  Frequently

local cultigens became replaced by introduced ones as

in the case of jujube in North Africa (ICUC, 2006).

Any new level of management of traditional crops

alters the traditional models on which they are based,

i.e., self-sustainability and integrated components of

the system in time and space. As a result, major

research is often needed to transfer traditional

systems into more productive ones; selection and

genetic improvement of a species alone is not enough.

There are major differences in research emphasis

between agriculturists who are mostly unconcerned

with traditional agroecosystems (because these do not

lead to high productivity) and conservationists who do

not consider agroecosystems within their remit but

often somewhat piously promote traditional

agriculture.  The linkages between agriculture and

biodiversity are still poorly understood by many

(Srivastava et al., 1996). Yet much of the political

debate in international conventions is centred in this

grey area.

Globally, traditional cropping systems probably

account for about 20% of the world’s food supply.  In

the 2002 report, Dr Haq and myself made the point

that alleviation of subsistence living can only come

from national policies aimed at achieving

technologically sound agricultural progress matched

to growth of population and attention to poverty

alleviation.  Discussions on growth and equity,

although extremely valid, can be very ideological and

still have not led to many practicable frameworks for

action. However, it is in this somewhat difficult

conceptual area that underutilised crops fall. It is also

in this area that useful plants harvested from the wild

have to be considered for their contribution to food

security and life support in times of stress.

Poverty alleviation
versus industrial uses

The incomes of farm families stem from the resources

they control, the productivity of the land and other

resources and the prices or material benefits they

receive for sale or exchange of their products or other

outputs. Researching the productivity of underutilised

crops will only address a limited number of the factors

determining incomes. This is a complex area because

of the range of patterns of smallholder savings and

investments and sizes of resources over which they

have control. Any increased productivity is often offset

by a corresponding reduction in real prices and this

benefits consumers rather than producers. Broadly,

this is a problem which besets agricultural develop-

ment rather than agricultural research; however,

researchers need to ensure that enhanced production

of underutilised crops has to be linked to broader-

based economic growth of the society as a whole and

this will not come from the agricultural sector alone.

One of the major justifications for research on

underutilised crops is their role in helping to alleviate

rural poverty, but this must also involve employment

opportunities in the non-farm sector as well as

increased investment in education, health and

improved nutrition. Such investments normally occur

only where there are high rates of overall economic

growth. This is often not well appreciated by some

well-meaning non-governmental agencies. A

mission-oriented approach is necessary with

comprehensive stakeholder involvement.

In developed countries, poverty alleviation is rarely a

consideration when looking at alternative crops.

These crops are often non-food crops for a wide range

of industrial uses varying from pharmacological
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extractions, use in personal care products, driers in

the solvent industry, to fibres for insulation and

potential biofuel crops. There are many examples

where cultivation and production of non-food crops

in the developing world can provide major economic

benefit. Not least are medicinal plants (on which there

is a wide literature) where a limited number merit

attention (e.g., Karki and Williams, 1999; Williams

and Zahoor, 1999), but also food crops for biofuel that

will receive increased attention.

Some high priority industrial underutilised crops are

shown in Table 3, illustrating products such as oils,

latex, fibres, carbohydrates and dyes.

Table 3

It will be seen that not too many of these relate to

high-value alternative crops of interest in Europe and

only a few in the adjacent Mediterranean area.

Environmental issues

The worst problems concerning sustainability and

land degradation involve farmers on highly productive

lands – although there is obviously a strong case for

preserving the genetic base for agriculture from

genepools across the widest range of land systems.

Any focus on modifying or developing new

technologies should have relatively high social pay-

offs and these are likely to be greatest for marginal

and low productivity lands; such lands might also

form a major focus of research in relation to climate

change. The recent announcement from the Meteo-

rological Office that the area of drought-prone lands

will increase by 100% by the end of this century

illustrates this point.

Much of land degradation and lack of sustainability

relates to modernised agriculture with high inputs of

chemicals. The invention of the Haber-Bosch process

for fixing atmospheric nitrogen moved the basis of

soil fertility from reliance on the energy of the sun to

that of fossil fuels. Paradoxically we are now in a stage

where fossil fuels are becoming more and more

expensive and the key to reducing dependency on

synthetic nitrogen has to be to develop a more

diversified agriculture based on crop rotations and

use of animal manure. But we do so at a price. The

high-input, high-yielding varieties of the 1960s staved

off famines so that two out of every five humans alive

today would not be here but for the Haber-Bosch

invention.

Where do alternative or underutilised crops fit with

considerations of sustainability? First, to feed

increasing populations there will be a need to raise

productivity on the more robust agricultural lands and

to balance productivities with potentially large

surpluses.  There is adequate will among the scientific

community to promote technologies which are

ecologically benign, and many technologies are in

place such as breeding for resistances to avoid

chemical inputs, multiply cropping and zero tillage.

Secondly, there is a conception that poor lands with

poor soils equate to poor people and, when research

funding is finite, many poorer countries concentrate

on that applicable to productive lands because

improvements here can provide the biggest increase

in social welfare.  However, careful analysis of returns

from generating new technology for produce on the

more marginal lands provides very strong evidence to

support targeted research on particular underutilised

crops. Much more policy research is needed in this

area.  Also better pay-offs for people from more

marginal areas are likely to result from aspects of off-

farm employment. Hence processing becomes of

over-riding importance when considering under-

utilised crops.

Thirdly, in relation to agroecosystem diversity and its

perpetuation, action on underutilised crops needs to

take a dual approach; one considering the crops as

commodities and the other considering the fine

turning and adaptive research for them to fit the

agroecosystem with minimal changes.

This dual approach encompasses a wide agenda due

to the huge difference in land rights and ownership

and the stakeholders in the production to consump-
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tion system. Any successful approach may well

become policy as in the case of fruits in Bangladesh

and Malaysia.  In the former the homegardens are

under pressure from agricultural lands yet more fruit

production is needed; hence the official policy to

make the homegardens more productive (Karim and

Rahman, 1993).  Malaysia is following the estate

model for fruit production rather than overly

considering homegardens (Tamin, 1993).  In both

cases the traditional ecosystems lands remain

available for better utilisation of fruits.

Summary

There is still a need to balance the view held on under-

utilised crops by those involved with over-production

of staple crops recognising a need for some

diversification, and those involved with the needs for

produce to lead to better nutrition and poverty

alleviation. Considerations of value-added by one

group may not be the same by another.

Nonetheless there is a wide array of underutilised crop

species justified for further research and develop-

ment.  Due to the limited funding available for this

and the limited number of people working on

underutilised crops, there will be a continued need for

innovative partnerships to enhance the critical mass

of researchers and to transfer technology in a way,

which is sustainable and as environmentally benign as

possible.

Lastly, well-documented successful experiences in

developing underutilised crops were largely based on

identifying an important end-use.  With emphasis,

particularly in developing countries, on sustainability

and more traditional agroecosystems, underutilised

crops will need to be looked at more and more for

multiple uses and this is a new area in which we are

only just beginning to develop better strategic

approaches and where strategic planning is vital if

success is to be recorded.
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NEWS FROM THE EXECUTIVE COMMITTEE

Business Plan: Was mailed in October to all members and will be discussed at the AGM on
13th December. 

Meeting with DFID: Members of ExCo had a meeting with DFID to explore the potential of
funding support for TAAF. 

Volunteers needed: Members are needed for the different sub-committees listed in the new
business plan and as the Regional Convenor for the Scotland/Borders group. Anyone
interested should contact general_secretary@taa.org.uk
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Climate change and agriculture

Two of the greatest challenges currently facing

humanity are the potential consequences of climate

change and the actual consequences of reduced

agricultural diversity. Whilst climate change currently

occupies the media, our dependence on so few species

for global food security and nutrition raises little

interest. We rely on a tiny range of plant species for

our food; only three species (maize, rice and wheat)

account for almost 60% of the global food supply.

Apart from soybean and groundnut, legumes – the

major sources of protein in poor countries –

contribute less than 2.5% to the global diet. Not only

does our food security depend on so few crops but

their monocultural cropping systems increasingly

extend into fragile and vulnerable ecosystems. The

reality is that climate change and crop diversity are

inextricably linked and this link is nowhere greater

than in Africa where most agricultural diversity exists

and where climate change will have most impact.

Despite evidence for a changing and more volatile

climate, we continue to push a few favoured crops

onto lands to which they are ill-suited now and to

which they will probably be more so in the future.

Climate change and Africa

Africa spans several climate regimes from humid

temperate to arid tropical, through coastal, mountain

and central continental geographies. Impacts of

climate change will vary in extent and severity across

locations. Indeed, where rainfall may increase, as

projected by some models in the highlands of eastern

Africa and equatorial central Africa, marginal lands

may become more productive. Any increase in

temperature would also extend the frost-free season

in many highland areas providing opportunities for

high value crops. However, in much of Africa, tropical

forests and rangelands are already under threat from

population pressures and modern systems of land

use. Climate change will further stress these fragile

systems. Temperature increase will significantly

change forest and rangeland cover, species

distribution and behaviour of pests, predators and

pollinators. Many desert species will exceed their

tolerance limits and the yields and even survival of

crops will become increasingly questionable in arid

and semi-arid regions. The grasslands of eastern and

southern Africa are particularly vulnerable to

degradation and desertification and to the impacts of

climate change. It is ironic that Africa, which has

contributed least to greenhouse gas emissions, is the

continent that is most vulnerable to climate change.

Its continuing deterioration in terms of trade,

infrastructure and population growth is already

coupled with its volatile and variable climates and

fragile soils. Together, these factors make it difficult

for many countries to develop adaptation strategies

and livelihood patterns to reduce pressure on the

natural resource base. 

Diversification options for Africa

What adaptation strategies are there for agriculture in

the vulnerable, volatile climates of Africa? Elsewhere,

the Green Revolution has become the template for

increased agricultural productivity. Its advocates

argue that it is only a matter of time before Africa will

benefit from improved high yielding varieties,

supported by irrigation, fertilizers and mechaniza-

tion. However, to date, the Green Revolution in Africa

has largely failed. Since 1960, the African share of

global agricultural exports has declined from 10% to

4%, half the population of Sub-Saharan Africa now

lives below the poverty line of $1 per day, child

malnutrition has increased by 30% and per capita

food production is now lower than the 1970s. It is

unlikely that more of the same or similar policies will

reverse the trend of recent decades, irrespective of

climate change. 

An alternative, or at least a complementary strategy, is

to harness the huge repository of indigenous plant

species cultivated and conserved by local communities

for many generations across variable climates. Instead

of promoting the relentless march of major species

exotic to Africa, why not reassess those minor or

underutilised species that have survived despite

agricultural policies, government neglect and

ignorance? In most African countries, farming

depends entirely on the amount and distribution of
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Can underutilised crops be used for agricultural
diversification in Africa’s changing climates?
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rain. Any irrigated agriculture is certain to decline

both because water will become scarcer in many

regions and because the demands from domestic and

non-agricultural users will grow with population.

Without irrigation, any increase in the likelihood,

duration or severity of droughts will increase the

vulnerability of national yields to climatic variations.

To date, agricultural policies and research have

focused on major crops grown on a large scale, often

with irrigation. These crops and management systems

have clearly failed to provide food security for Africans

as most rural households still engage in subsistence

agriculture on small plots using a range of species

including many that are local, underutilised and

unimproved. Species diversity and complexity of

cropping systems are inversely related to scale so that

the most complex systems are found in rural and peri-

urban plots measured in metres rather than hectares.

These comprise numerous species whose growth and

resource use overlap in time and space to provide the

complex multidimensional and relatively stable

systems in which most biodiversity resides and in

which most underutilised species are grown. 

Crucially, these mixed cropping systems are

inherently more stable and resilient in variable

environments than monocultures. There is also

evidence that they are biologically more productive

than sole crops. This can be explained by the patterns

of resource capture and use by component species

that overlap so that demands for limiting resources,

such as water, are better distributed in space and time.

In this way, overall system performance across species

is optimized at the expense of the maximum

performance of any one species. 

In the developing tropics and particularly Africa,

indigenous crops and multicropping systems still

underpin subsistence agriculture. However, multi-

cropping has never received the research attention

directed to major species grown as sole crops.

Further, any underutilised species that multicrop

systems may contain have been virtually ignored by

scientists. This may be because underutilised species

and mixed systems are inconvenient for researchers.

Their genetic resources are largely conserved within

communities rather than through multinational seed

companies, their management skills are disseminated

through vernacular rather than published sources and

their cropping systems are difficult to investigate by

conventional methods. Moreover, the diverse value

systems, cultures and agricultural practices of Africa

create a situation where yield per se and commercial

profit are only two of many criteria that determine

which, how many and when different species are

grown. Underutilised species play an important,

unrecognized role in tropical agriculture, particularly

where they provide nutrition, subsistence or other

benefits rather than profit. Because their knowledge

systems are conserved within local communities,

information on them is often fragmentary, anecdotal

and contradictory.  Underutilised crops are under-

researched crops and there are few examples where

any underutilised crop has been fully evaluated.

Increasing financial pressures mean that national

programmes are unable to sustain any long-term

support for underutilised crops. The result is that,

where it is done at all, research on such crops is often

short-term, highly localized, sporadic, ad hoc and

restricted to field studies without underpinning

scientific or economic studies. Because it is not

integrated, such research often repeats work done

elsewhere, rarely crosses borders and remains

unpublished.

Can underutilised crops provide
diversification options for

changing climates?

Are major crops grown as monocultures that have so

far failed to make Africa food secure, likely to succeed

in the climates of the future? For resource-poor

regions with few adaptation options, it is not the

mean change but the volatility of future climates that

is of most concern. African crops and cropping

systems will need to thrive on fragile soils and

environments that are likely to undergo even greater

fluctuations in temperature and rainfall. In such

circumstances, we need crops and cropping systems

that are resilient to stress and responsive to inputs.

Taking the assumption that, despite management and

mechanisation limitations, multiple cropping

systems are inherently more stable and biologically

more productive than sole crops, which underutilised

crops are best suited to the resilience/responsivity

requirements for cropping systems in the volatile

African environments of the future?

Whether there should be a comprehensive (inclusive)

or a definitive (exclusive) list of priority underutilised

crops for different environments has generated much

debate. In terms of climate change mitigation, there is

no consensus on which crops are best suited to

particular scenarios, as the extent and components of

climate change and volatility are themselves the

subject of much controversy. However, we can at least

consider which approach is most appropriate to

assess the potential of candidate underutilised

species. What do we really need to know about any
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particular crop that will allow us to rapidly evaluate

whether it would be a suitable option for a specific set

of environmental and management conditions and

end-uses? At Nottingham, we have been interested in

researching a number of underutilised African food

crops such as finger millet (Eleusine coracana) and

African yam bean (Sphenostylus stenocarpa). However, it

is the work that we have coordinated on bambara

groundnut (Vigna subterranea) that provides the best

example of an integrated evaluation of a particular

species. 

Can research on bambara groundnut be
a role model for crop diversification?

The work on bambara groundnut presents a rare

example of a multidisciplinary effort on an

underutilised crop. It is an ancient grain legume

grown, cooked, processed and traded mainly by

subsistence women farmers in sub-Saharan Africa

(Figure 1). It can yield on poor soils with little rainfall

and also produce substantial yields under good

conditions. It is nutritionally superior to most

legumes, is a rich source of protein (16-25%) and its

seeds, which can be used to prepare vegetable milk

and weaning foods, contain more edible energy than

many comparable legumes. Despite its importance in

the subsistence diet of many Africans, the crop is still

cultivated from local landraces rather than varieties

bred specifically for particular environments or

production systems.

The sporadic nature of previous investigations,

weakness of its advocates (women subsistence

farmers) and policy preferences for major crops

meant that research on bambara groundnut remained

unstructured until the EU INCO-DEV programme first

supported an international effort on the crop in 1992.

This initial project linked African scientists with the

Universities of Nottingham and Wageningen which

had independently been working on the crop in the

1980s. Two subsequent EU projects, occasional

support from DFID and FAO and the commitment of

the partners themselves has made bambara

groundnut perhaps the most comprehensively

investigated underutilised crop in the world. In the

time and space available here it is no-

t possible to summarise over 17 years of research.

However, we have now identified some of the major

limitations to its productivity and expansion. These

include identifying the daylength sensitivity of pod

filling in existing landraces, achieving the first ever

hybrid between a landrace and a wild accession

(Figure 2), establishing a core collection of

germplasm and developing the first Genetic Linkage

map of the species. Significant progress in the

agronomy, physiology and pathology of the crop and

nutritional biochemistry of its seeds has also been

accomplished. Farmers’ knowledge has been

evaluated and modelling techniques established to

identify farmers’ and traders’ ideotypes of the species.

(A brief film on the previous projects appears at
http://www.research-tv.com/stories/science/bambara/). Since

January 2006, the new EU BAMLINK project

coordinated at Nottingham, links academic and

commercial partners in Africa, Europe and for the first

time in India with molecular, environmental and

nutritional studies and end-users of bambara

groundnut. By 2010, BAMLINK will develop two

genetic linkage maps of bambara groundnut – a

‘wide’ cross (cultivated x wild relative) and a ‘narrow’

cross (cultivated x cultivated) using AFLP, SSR and

DArT markers. Collaborators will begin to identify

quantitative trait linkages (QTLs) for drought, heat

and cold tolerance and photoperiodic control of pod

filling and will link genetic and biochemical

composition of seeds to quantify nutritional value and

processing potential. 

The point here is not to promote bambara groundnut

as an important crop in its own right (though that

would not be difficult!) but to examine whether it can

provide a suitable role model for diversification and

especially adaptation to climate change in Africa. In

2002, an FAO-funded project (http://www.fao.org/

DOCREP/003/Y0494E/Y0494E00.HTM) linked a

mechanistic simulation model of bambara groundnut

developed at Nottingham with GIS and a weather

generator to produce the first globally mapped

predictions for bambara groundnut. Mapping

predicted yield potential in America, Australia, Europe

and Asia, as well as Africa. When the model was fitted

against temperature, rainfall and daylength, agro-
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Figure 1. Bambara  groundnut trader and farmer, Zimbabwe. 



ecological environments for bambara groundnut were

predicted where biomass could exceed that in its

current centres of cultivation. Much of the Indian sub-

continent was assessed as ‘suitable’ or ‘moderately

suitable’ for production and, crucially, marginal areas

in the semi-arid tropics were found to be suitable for

existing (unimproved) landraces. It is important to

mention that these are predictions rather than

validations and they do not include any climate

change scenarios. There is significant potential for an

underutilised crop such as bambara groundnut far

beyond its current area of cultivation. Combined

research effort on a range of promising species linked

with a modelling and mapping approach could be

used to identify and match a range of suitable crops

for changing climates and particularly marginal

climates of the future.

The way forward

Three ugly, overused expressions can help to

summarise this paper. First, climate change is a reality

and we will all need to adapt to climates that will be

different and more volatile in the future. For countries

in the developing tropics, especially in Africa,

‘business as usual’ is not an option because

persevering with a limited range of major species as

monocultures is simply too risky for food security and

development.  Second, for future agricultural systems,

we need to ‘think outside the box’ by evaluating a wide

range of underutilised species that have been grown

locally or elsewhere in similar agroecological

environments without significant research effort.

Where specific crops show real promise for a range of

uses, we need to improve their genotypes and

management practices. Finally, we need ‘a paradigm

shift’ from conventional reductive approaches to one

that combines local knowledge, qualitative and

quantitative techniques and novel technologies such

as molecular characterization, modelling and

mapping tools.

Crucially, we as advocates need to agree a common,

transparent method by which promising species can

be evaluated, compared and promoted as real options

for agricultural diversification in the tropics.

Dr Sayed Azam-Ali is Director of the Tropical Crops Research
Unit, and Reader in Tropical Agronomy at the University of
Nottingham, School of Biosciences, Sutton Bonington
Campus LE12 5RD Tel: 01159 516049; Email: sayed.azam-
ali@nottingham.ac.uk

tropical

agriculture

association

20
taa Newsletter December  2006

SWR-Use the Crops!

Figure 2. A novel cross between the

wild ancestor and cultivated

landrace of bambara groundnut

(courtesy Dr Rakhi Basu)
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Introduction

Although I am a keen supporter of the domestication

of plants, I recognise that the harvesting of plants and

plant products from the wild is still widespread in

parts of the world and suggest that this occurs for the

following reasons:

� For people who are poor, especially those not in

formal employment, their livelihood alternatives

are severely limited, so they will gather from the

wild either for their own use or for sale. This activity

would typically be regarded as uneconomic by

those in formal employment or not suffering from

poverty. This dissuades the cultivation of these

plants for which there are still wild sources and

poor people to utilise them.

� For poor people the opportunities to establish

cultivation of crops requires both capital and rights

to land – both typically in short supply.

� Wild plants are not easily domesticated without

selection, breeding, etc. Those that were relatively

easy, such as wheat, still evolved over many years as

they were brought into cultivation. The exception

here is for plants that are easily grown and for

which a new use/processing technology has been

found.

� For people in more affluent situations there may

still be wild plants harvested for social or

“traditional” reasons - e.g. blackberries, mistletoe

and holly. This aspect is not covered here.

This presentation describes wild plants harvested

from the semi-arid region of Southern Africa centred

on the Kalahari Desert. It is limited here to plants or

products for which there is a significant external (i.e.

cash) market rather than those solely for own

consumption. 

Devil’s Claw - Harpagophytum procumbens (also
H. zeyheri)

Traditionally used by Khoisan and Bantu people as a

“blood cleanser”, the infusion from the dried tubers

was publicised by a German settler in 1907 as an

effective treatment of rheumatic, tendonitis and joint

pains in general. It is the third most widely used

herbal medicine in Germany and found in practically

all health food stores. Trade values for 2002 were

Ginkgo - ?128m, St John’s Wort - ?48m, and Devil’s

Claw - ?30m. It is only obtained from the wild in

Botswana, Namibia and the Northern Cape of RSA,

although trials show it can be cultivated successfully.

Devil’s Claw Exports (kg)

Year Botswana Southern Namibia Total
Africa

1992 10,719 10,719

1993 3,278 3,278

1994 24,437 24,437

1995 45,633 284,409 330,042

1996 0 313,652 313,652

1997 5,493 251,091 256,584

1998 501 613,336 613,837

1999 2,050 6,936 604,335 613,321

2000 0 341 379,740 380,081

2001 33,506 31,112 726,333 790,951

2002 27,950 20,619 1,018,616 1,067,185

2003 3,084 4,500 510,200 517,784

2004 42,025 ? 292,737 334,762

2005 ? ? 332,000 332,000

2006* 306,202 306,202

Total 198,676 63,508 5,632,651 5,894,835

*2006 figures only up to Sept.

Source; D. Cole, CRIAA, Namibia. (personal communication)

The above figures need to be understood in the

context of the following:

� Trade was carried out prior to the legal requirement

for registration and permits for both harvesting and

exporting, and it is likely that illegal cross-border

harvesting is still significant.

� The near cessation of harvesting in 2000 was

caused by CITES (Convention on International

Trade in Endangered Species of Wild Flora and

Fauna) listing of devil’s claw and the uncertainty

over any form of legally permitted harvesting.

� Demand is affected by whether the users can claim

costs from medical aid schemes – this is currently

accepted in Germany but not in France.

� Other causes of the wide fluctuations in harvesting

have been the cycles of wet and dry years, and

difficulties experienced by NGOs in their own

management.

Harvesting of wild plants in Southern Africa

Ian Martin



� Prices in real terms, to exporters and harvesters,

have dropped by 85% in the past ten years, and it is

only the weakening of the local currencies that has

encouraged continuation of any harvesting.

� Harpagophytum procumbens is considered the best

species for medicinal properties; H. zeyheri is either

not accepted, or given a price around 60% of that of

the former species. Material certified as organic can

fetch double the prices for non-certified material.

� The Sustainably Harvested Devil’s Claw Project

carried out in Namibia by CRIAA covered some

307,415 hectares of rangeland, worked directly

with 328 harvesters and households, and produced

in one year, 10,000 kg of certified organic Devil’s

Claw.

� It is hard work to obtain the tubers in a form ready

for sale to traders/exporters. Data gathered in 2002

showed that, on average, to obtain 2 kg dried tuber

slices took 4 hours to walk to the area and harvest

the tubers, removing 1.8 tons of sand in the

process, and a further 25 minutes to refill the holes.

The 15.75 kg fresh tubers are taken back for slicing

2-3mm thick and put on plastic netting for careful

drying to get 2kg finished material 4 days later – all

this to get the equivalent of £2.

� Harvesters obtain on average 0.4% of the price of

the final retail price. The benefit to the host country

is not much better, but the value-added full

processing is jealously monopolised by the

importer in Europe.

Despite the problems listed above, devil’s claw is by

far and away the plant most extensively harvested

from the Kalahari. It became apparent by the 1980s

that over-harvesting would all but exterminate the

plant. However, the plant does have some characteris-

tics of a weed, being able to colonise disturbed areas

provided it is not subjected to grazing pressure or

inappropriate harvesting. The rules for sustainable

harvesting are:

� Never harvest the central tuber as this both kills the

plant and anyway has no medicinal properties.

� Do not remove all the ancillary tubers, but leave at

least one or two undisturbed.

� Dig down to the side tubers with a stick, not a spade

or shovel which are more likely to damage the

remainder of the plant.

� Replace the sand after finishing the cropping as

this reduces drying out around the plant and avoids

accidents from livestock, walkers, etc.

� Divide the area around a community into quadrants

and allow harvesting in one of the four quadrants in

turn. This gives a four-year cycle of harvesting.

Provided these rules are followed, the harvesting of

devil’s claw from the wild is fully sustainable.

Hoodia - Hoodia gordonii

Hoodia – it has no other common name – hit the news

media in a flurry of excitement over the past 5 years as

a much-needed answer to those in the West who are

unable to control excessive weight gain. It is still

unclear how effective it is, and just as importantly,

how the possible profits should be shared with those

living in the region of Southern Africa where it is

found, but this has not prevented a burgeoning

market for products claiming to contain the necessary

ingredients.

Hoodia, a genus of plants belonging to the

Asclepiadaceae family is a succulent that frequently

suffers the indignity of being called a cactus, for it is a

succulent with spiny protuberances on short, leafless

fleshy stems. The story – and it already hard to

separate fact from the myth – is that in 1960s the

South African CSIR learnt of its appetite-suppressant

properties from the San peoples of the Kalahari, but

beyond some testing of its properties, it was not put

on the market. However, in the 1990s renewed interest

led to it being touted as a cure for those of us who

could not control our food intake. It now ranks

second only to Viagra as a talked-about, and sought-

after answer to one of our modern ailments, obesity.

However, there are problems, summarised as follows:

� It seems that it is only Hoodia gordonii that has the

desired properties of appetite suppression.

� It is very hard to distinguish the species of Hoodia,

and there is ongoing controversy even amongst

taxonomists as to the correct taxonomy and

distinguishing features. This confusion even

extends to allied genera.

� It is not clear how effective it is. It is one thing to

help a San person in their traditional way of life,

where hunger and thirst can be at a level not ex-

perienced by modern Westerners and where only a

modest aid to supplement their discipline is need-

ed, but another matter to control the food intake of

Westerners, who have difficulty in saying no to fast

food and sweets between overladen meals.

� With the Convention on Biological Diversity

stressing the rights of peoples to intellectual rights

and profit-sharing from the commercial exploi-
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AGM AND ANNUAL MEMORIAL LECTURE

ROYAL OVER-SEAS LEAGUE, PARK PLACE,

ST JAMES’S STREET, LONDON SW1A 1LR
(see map on page ii for directions)

WEDNESDAY, 13TH DECEMBER 2006, 5.00 P.M.

AGENDA
1. Apologies

2. Minutes of AGM of 14 December 2005 vide March 2006 Newsletter

3. Matters Arising

4. Reports from Officers

5. Adoption of Audited Accounts

6. Approval of Auditors

7. ExCo Elections

8. Business Plan

9. AOB

THE 24th ANNUAL RALPH MELVILLE MEMORIAL LECTURE

At 6.30 p.m.

DR M. JOACHIM OTTE
Coordinator of the Pro-Poor Livestock Policy Facility

FAO, Rome

‘’SMALLHOLDER LIVESTOCK KEEPERS IN THE ERA OF GLOBALISATION’

THE ANNUAL REUNION

will be held from 7.30 p.m.

A hot fork-buffet will cost £18 per person

To: Elizabeth Warham, General Secretary TAA, PO Box 3, Penicuik, Midlothian EH26 0RX

I/We*..................................................................... will/will not attend the 2006 AGM, Memorial

Lecture and Reunion. A cheque to the value of £..............................., made payable to the Tropical

Agriculture Association is enclosed.

*  Please print clearly!

✄
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AGM VENUE

ROYAL OVER-SEAS LEAGUE, PARK PLACE,
ST JAMES’S STREET, LONDON SW1A 1LR

How to get to the London Clubhouse

Tube to Green Park (Piccadilly, Jubilee or Victoria lines), take exit marked Buckingham Palace,
walk past the Ritz Hotel turning right into Arlington Street.  At the end of Arlington Street there
are some steps, down the steps to the front entrance (approx. 5 minutes).

Buses stop outside the Green Park tube station on Piccadilly, numbers 8, 9, 14, 19, 22 and 38,
running west to Hyde Park Corner, Victoria and Knightsbridge, and east to Piccadilly Circus and
Holborn.  



South-West
Thursday 4th January 2007:
AGM and New Year Luncheon at Exeter Golf and Country Club. 10.00 a.m. for coffee/tea and
registration to start at 10.30 am. Business followed by short presentations on work done in the
last year and guest speaker at lunch. All in for £20.00 per person.

The Exeter Golf and Country Club is easy to find. Turn off the M5 at Junction 29 if coming
from the north and Junction 30 if from the south, and follow the signs towards Topsham. The EG
and CC is on the left shortly after negotiating the Countess Wear roundabout. 
Please register if possible at least a week in advance with the convenor George Taylor-Hunt. Tel:
01626 362782; Email: southwest_organiser@taa.org.uk

Thursday 29th March 2007:
Organic farming to be held at in the Rookery Manor Conference Centre, Edingworth, Weston-
Super-Mare area at 10.00 am for 10.30 am.
Note the venue has been changed from the previous notice.

Speakers will be from:
Garden Organic (HRDA) on work in Latin America and Sri Lanka 
Elm Farm Organic Centre on a project in Turkey
Send a Cow on programmes with small farmers in East Africa 
The Soil Association on certification standards for overseas producers

Capitation fee at the door £15.00 for members and one guest each, £18.00 for visitors. Fee
includes coffee/tea, buffet lunch, and coffee/tea before departure. 

Registrations in advance (by the 22nd March please) to the convenor Tim Roberts
(Tel: 01761 470455; Email: robtimk@aol.com)

The Rookery Conference Centre is found after laving the M5 at Junction 22. Take the third exit
at the Edithmead roundabout following the A38 north. At the next roundabout follow the A370
towards Weston-Super-Mare. Go through the traffic lights at East Brent. After about 1 mile turn
right opposite the white building following the sign for Edingworth. Rookery Manor is half a
mile further on the right

Friday 18th May 2007:
Malawi to be held at Bicton Agricultural College, Devon.
To be convened by Bill Reed (Tel: 01258 820245;
Email: mabreed@lowerhains.freeserve.co.uk)

Thursday 18th October 2007:
Access to Improved Seed Supplies to be held at the Westonbirt Arboretum
To be convened by Charlie Riches (Tel: 01934 842453; Email: charlie@riches27.freeserve.co.uk)
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Scotland/Borders
Wednesday 7th March 2007:
Seminar on Fair Trade at the University of Stirling.
Details will be posted on the website.

London and South
East

Wednesday 17th January 2007:
Seminar on Farming Systems at the Linnean
Society, Piccadilly, 2.00-5.00 pm
Barry Pound on Farming Systems in a
Livelihood Context.
Details of the second speaker on the website as
soon as confirmed.

Wednesday 18th April 2007:
Seminar on Matching TAAF awardees’
expectations to job opportunities at the
Linnean Society, Piccadilly, 2.00-5.00 pm
Details will be given in the March Newsletter.

May 2007:
A joint meting on “The future of European
agricultural research and development for the
tropics” is being planned with NRI and
ECART, the European Consortium for
Agricultural Research in the Tropics.
Details will be given in the March Newsletter.

June 2007:
A visit is being planned to the Brogdale
Horticultural Trust, Faversham, Kent. 
Brogdale is the home of the National Fruit
Collections.
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TROPICAL

FORESTS ARE

UNDER THREAT

‘Jade Vine
with Bat’
life-size Oil

by Tina Bone
Sketched on

location, courtesy
of Cambridge

University
Botanic Gardens,

March 2006
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tation of plants in their countries/regions/ ethnic

groups, the legal development of Hoodia products

is beset with problems. Some claimants are found

to have the “wrong” species in their vicinity, yet still

claim the same medicinal properties as H. gordonii.

q Hoodia species (and related plants) are not readily

propagated, cultivated, or found wild in large

populations (unlike devil’s claw). Exploitation of

wild populations will exterminate the species.

Phytopharm, the company that aims to exploit the

market, claims to be taking the plant into cultivation.

This sounds responsible, although it also happens to

be a way of holding onto a monopoly. Meanwhile

there is illegal harvesting of the plant (it is CITES

Appendix II listed), and probably some taken for illicit

cultivation, avoiding the equitable sharing of profits

and knowledge.

Two more papers from this seminar,
“Potential answers to the adaptation
to and mitigation of climate change
through the adoption of underutilised
crops” by Colm Bowe of Southampton
University and “Products and
marketing of underutilised crops” by
Cyril Lombard of PhytoTrade Africa
will appear in the March 2007
Newsletter. (Editor)

Ian Martin is Curator for Arid and Semiarid Regions at the
Eden Project. Email: ianineden@aol.com

�

An ODI and DFID CRD Research Seminar Series

Learning from Experience – Linking Research and Development

The Overseas Development Institute (ODI) and DFID Central Research Department (CRD) started a six-part,
monthly research seminar series in September 2006.

The objective of DFID CRD is to contribute to poverty reduction in partner countries by promoting the
production and adoption of technologies and policies which will help to reduce poverty. ODI is Britain’s
leading independent think-tank on international development and humanitarian issues. ODI’s mission is to
inspire and inform policy and practice which lead to the reduction of poverty, the alleviation of suffering
and the achievement of sustainable livelihoods in developing countries.

DFID-funded research in the sustainable agriculture and health sectors has generated a range of knowledge
and understanding of the practical links between research implementation and developmental impact.

The aim of this seminar series is to draw on research results and cross-cutting learning from both the
agriculture and health CRD research portfolios in order to encourage cross-disciplinary learning and
linkages, to identify and publicise management good practice and to disseminate research findings within
the wider development community.

The indicative themes of the final three seminars are:

DECEMBER: Translating Research into Policy and Practice

JANUARY: From Women in Development to Gender and Development

FEBRUARY: IMPACT Assessment and Monitoring and Evaluation

The dates for these seminars will be announced in due course. For further details please visit
www.odi.org.uk. If you would like to attend, please send an email stating your name, organisation and
contact details to meetings@odi.org.uk
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African Farming Experience

WEST AFRICAN FARM EXPERIENCE

The Gambia and Senegal,
13-23 March 2007

with Professor John Wibberley and
Concern Universal

A unique opportunity to take part in a
fascinating tour of agriculture and
horticultural producers in The Gambia and
Senegal led by Professor John Wibberley, who
has over thirty years’ international experience.

This ten-day tour, supported by experts in the
field, is for anyone with interest in global food
production especially those concerned with
agriculture, horticulture or trade.

The West African Farm Experience offers a rare
and privileged opportunity to meet and discuss
issues with growers and their communities.
With top quality accommodation and transport,
the total cost for each participant is £1,200. At
least half of the total cost will support Concern
Universal’s work.

For an information pack,
including a full itinerary,

contact Catriona Lennox on: 07967 207 632
or e-mail: 

catriona.lennox@concern-universal.org
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Justification

Over the last 10 years, significant progress has been

made in addressing the needs and modalities to

improve the conservation of plant genetic resources

for food and agriculture (PGRFA) among govern-

ments and global partners. While conservation is

vital, it is not enough. Strengthening the capacity at

the national and regional level to identify and use new

and more useful sources of variation for traits

important to them now, while enhancing their

capacity to easily identify useful germplasm material

for the future is equally needed. The Governing Body of

the International Treaty on PGRFA, which had its first

session in June 2006, supports both conservation and

sustainable use of PGRFA and the fair and equitable

sharing of the benefits arising out of their use.  There

is, therefore, an important and timely opportunity to

improve the balance between support to the

conservation of PGR and their effective use to meet

producer and consumer needs, address food security

and livelihood concerns and contribute to the

Millennium Development Goals.

Sustainable utilization of PGRFA requires careful

characterization, evaluation and documentation as

well as effective plant breeding strategies for

continuous and cost-efficient use of germplasm for

improved crop productivity and quality of produce.

Advances in molecular and non-molecular biotech-

nologies when combined with conventional breeding

and selection techniques offer enormous potential for

developing and pursuing such a strategy, including

the potential contributions from private, public and

civil society partners. However, capacities in plant

breeding, both conventional and modern technol-

ogies, in many developing countries are insufficient to

fully capture the benefits of the plant genetic

resources that are conserved. 

A recent FAO survey identified that the critical factors

that prevent national plant breeding programmes

from meeting developing country needs are long-term

financial support, access to germplasm and new

technologies, especially biotechnologies, and limita-

tions of trained personnel and institutional capabil-

ities. Limitations in trained personnel, institutional

weaknesses and inefficiencies, both within the plant

breeding sector and in its links with seed systems, are

key elements that prevent the potential contribution of

plant breeding to sustainable development to mater-

ialize. Thus, raising the capacity of plant breeding at

the national and regional level is not only a matter of

training more plant breeders but rather a question of

enhancing an integrated set of capabilities and

support systems that would build and sustain effective

national and regional plant breeding capacities.

There is no comprehensive and multi-component

global partnership initiative in plant breeding capacity

building currently in place that can facilitate the

necessary training and also provide the essential

career support to trainees to ensure sustainability.

Further, there is a need for a capacity building

initiative that is large enough to generate a critical

mass of plant breeders and technicians who can

network and enhance sustainability.  In fact, the

different institutional service providers and donors

internationally have never come together in

partnership at the scale now called for to address the

future strategic needs of global food security and

poverty alleviation1. It is these elements that are

considered to be essential for sustainability of plant

breeding programmes in developing countries. As

will be seen below, they represent the unique features

of the proposed Global Partnership Initiative for Plant

Breeding Capacity Building (GIPB) which distinguish

the Initiative from other efforts, past and present.

GIPB – A Strategic Partnership Initiative

In light of the above and taking into account several

international declarations and national and inter-

national efforts, a Global Partnership Initiative for

Plant Breeding Capacity Building (GIPB) was

launched in Madrid in June 2006 at the time of the

First Governing Body Meeting of the FAO Inter-

national Treaty on PGRFA. The GIPB is proposed as a

partnership of public, private and civil society sectors

from both the North and the South working in consort

through a ‘lightweight facilitation mechanism’. The

purpose of GIPB is to address the above described

challenges in a concerted and systematic manner by

complementing existing efforts in developing

countries.2
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Global Partnership Initiative for
Plant Breeding Capacity Building (GIPB)

Elcio Guimaraes, Amir Kassam and Eric Kueneman
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The primary role of FAO in the GIPB is that of a host
convener to facilitate partnership action at the national and
international level. The Initiative combines the

complementary technical role of FAO alongside those

of other international organizations and networks.

These include CGIAR, Global Crop Diversity Trust

(GCDT), Global Forum for Agriculture Research

(GFAR) and regional/sub-regional organization

(ROs/SROs), Centre de Cooperation Internationale en

Recherché Agronomique pour le Developpement

(CIRAD), Red de Cooperacion Tecnica en

Biotecnologia Vegetal para America Latina y el Caribe

(REDBIO), Agricultural Biotechnology Network for

Africa (ABNETA), Foundations such as Rockefeller,

Gatsby and B&M Gates Foundation, NGOs,

universities and private sector stakeholders, who are

actively promoting plant breeding capacity building

for crop productivity growth, food security and

livelihoods. 

Goal and objectives

The goal of the Initiative is to enhance the capacity of

developing countries to improve crop productivity for

food security and sustainable development through

sustainable use of plant genetic resources using better

plant breeding and seed delivery systems. An

internationally facilitated partnership forms the basis for

achieving the goal of the Initiative by catalyzing and

supporting national, regional and global action among

relevant international organizations, foundations,

universities and research institutes, private sector,

civil societies, and national and regional bodies.

The specific objectives of the GIPB efforts are: 

(1) The provision of policy and strategy guidance on

national plant breeding and associated biotech-

nology capacity building to policy-makers and

institutional decision-makers in developing

countries. 

(2) The provision of training in conventional and

molecular plant breeding and related biotech-

nology capacities (including pre-breeding)

relevant to utilization of plant genetic resources. 

(3) The facilitation of access to technologies in the

form of tools, methodologies, know how and

facilities for finding genetic solutions to crop

productivity constraints. 

(4) The facilitation of identification and access to

genetic resources from public and private sources

from gene banks and active collections in

breeding programmes that could benefit

developing country breeding programmes. 

(5) The sharing of information among GIPB partners

through a dedicated information Reference

Centre in order to provide access to newly

available information for breeders and policy

makers in developing country programmes.

Operational Framework

It is proposed that an inception phase of one year

(2007) be considered as the interim phase of GIPB

during which time the operational framework for

governance and implementation will be established,

comprising three complementary enabling compon-

ents: (a) Steering Committee; (b) Technical Secretariat; and

(c) International Partnership Programme (IPP). Activities

and outputs of the GIPB will be articulated at the

global, regional and national levels.

The Steering Committee will advise on scientific and

technical matters, including recommending priorities

and strategies, and monitor performance in the

context of the goal and specific objectives of the

Initiative. The Secretariat will be initially hosted by

FAO3. It will serve as a ‘lightweight catalytic

facilitating and technical resource base’ for the

implementation of the specific objectives of GIPB.

The Secretariat will promote a collaborative international
partnership of institutional stakeholders that is global or

transnational in scope and engagement (e.g. CGIAR,

GCDT, GFAR/ROs/SROs, CIRAD, CAMBIA, REDBIO,

ABNET, Foundations and other international

organizations and NGOs) and can contribute to the

objectives of GIPB. 

The multi-stakeholder IPP will champion the cause of

GIPB, build consensus and political will, mobilize

international and domestic resources, and provide

value-adding strategic and operational support to

national plant breeding capacity building initiatives,

including the performance monitoring and reporting

on specific interventions and strategies.

GIPB Implementation Process

GIPB partners will specifically encourage the

development of the international collaboration and

linkages that would support the implementation of

national strategies to promote plant breeding capacity

building as elaborated at the Stakeholder Meeting in

Madrid in June 2006. 

GIPB is envisioned as a 20-year programme with four

phases of five years each. The first five year period

(2008-2012) or the Initial Phase will be considered as

a pilot phase. It will be preceded by a one year (2007)

start up period focused on activities agreed at the
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stakeholder meeting in Madrid and reaffirmed in

Mexico at a consultation held in conjunction with the

International Symposium in Plant Breeding, CIMMYT.

The Initial phase will be followed by three phases of 5

years each focused on scaling out and up. Thus, after

the start up period (2007), GIPB will be implemented

in 5 year cycles with a time horizon of 20 years (up to

2027). 

The Initial Phase of GIPB is estimated at US$ 25.0

million, covering the four developing regions (Asia,

CWANA4, Sub-Saharan Africa and Central and South

America). The programme includes national policy

and strategy formulation in plant breeding capacity

building, MSc, PhD and technical training in pre-

breeding and breeding areas, follow-up career

support, access to breeding technology and genetic

resources, and knowledge sharing. In Sub-Saharan

Africa, GIPB will collaborate and interact with Gates

and Rockefeller Foundations in the area of training,

and similar actions will be organized with other

donors for other regions.

During its one-year inception phase (2007), GIPB

partners will:

� seek financial support to establish and operate a

small technical Secretariat. 

� establish the first steering committee, and the rules

and regulations for effective oversight.

� set up a shared information portal covering several

key areas such as training, technologies, genetic

resources, general information and useful links,

etc.

� set up a technical working group to analyze survey

results to enable prioritization of constraints and

opportunities.

� establish communication with and seek guidance

from international, regional and national GIPB

stakeholders on the elements of a longer-term

strategy and the 5-year operational plan (2008-

2012). 

� organize international and regional stakeholder

planning workshops and develop a longer-term

strategy and a 5-year operational plan for GIPB as a

basis for resource mobilization.

q mobilize funding for the implementation of the 5-

year operational plan for 2008-2012.

The GIPB longer-term strategy and a Medium-Term

Plan (2008-1012) will include the following elements

that have potential for GIPB partners to put the

Initiative onto a path of action, leading to measurable

outputs and outcomes.

(a) Plant breeding methods have evolved substan-

tially during the last two decades with the advent

of molecular methods such as marker-assisted

selection (MAS) and transgenic germplasm.

Consequently, the organization of plant breeding

research and education would be evaluated to

seek the most effective model.  This is particularly

important for Sub-Saharan Africa (SSA) where

there is an extreme shortage of effective plant

breeding programs.

(b) Conduct follow up analyses of FAO survey data

including validation of results by CGIAR Centres

and other GIPB partners to identify: (i) identify

developing countries in the developing regions

with highest priorities for GIPB support; (ii)

identify needs and opportunities for upgrading

technology and germplasm resources for the

selected countries in each developing region; (iii)

coordinate the organization of workshops, short

courses and exchange visits of scientists to and

from selected countries to upgrade capabilities of

current scientific staff; and (iv) develop a plan of

action to train new scientists in relevant

disciplines and technologies.

(c) Discuss possibilities of formal support for

MSc/PhD training and short courses in pre-

breeding with donors. This would include donor

support for a mechanism and resources to link

trainees to an attractive career scheme aimed at

retention of trainees and effective development of

national plant breeding programmes.

(d) Develop a GIPB network of universities and

research institutes in developing and developed

countries that can provide relevant training in

plant breeding and related disciplines. This

would be based on a study conducted to deter-

mine the best approach to establishing the most

effective network of universities, particularly

given the fact that only some universities can

provide good education in both main-stream and

up-stream plant breeding.

(e) Develop an information portal that provides a

usable roadmap for finding information on plant

breeding training and education centres and

research institutes, sources of technology and

laboratory facilities, sources of germplasm and

general information on the plant breeding

industry, public and private foundations, agencies

and other useful information.
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Beneficiaries 

The primary direct beneficiaries will be the national

populations along the commodity supply chain from

producers to consumers, and those who provide

input, processing and marketing services. Consumers

will benefit, through increased and affordable food

intake, in terms of improved nutritional and health

status. 

Producers will also benefit directly from improved

socioeconomic status resulting from increased

productivity and production and availability of food

and other commodities. Because of the economic

multipliers related to inputs, output handling and

value added from processing, distribution and

marketing services, economic benefits will accrue in

terms of increased income and employment along the

various supply chains. 

The GIPB in collaboration with Global Crop Diversity

Trust will foster a network of a large number of

national and regional plant genetic resource

conservation and utilization programmes, seed

systems and farmers, NGOs, UN and other

international organizations, universities, extension

services, national and regional research organizations

and donors. The national plant breeding programmes

and seed systems in turn will connect to national

agencies in the agriculture, health, education, trade

and industry sectors, and to various linked service

sectors for processing, distribution and marketing,

farmer and producer organizations, and other civil

society stakeholders. Consequently, indirect beneficia-

ries of the GIPB and its national, regional and

international activities will include: concerned global

and international institutions participating in the

Initiative partnership network and partner entities

(governmental organizations, producer organiza-

tions, civil society organizations) at regional and

national level in selected countries.

Notes

1 A limited attempt in this direction is the recent agreement between

Gates Foundation and Rockefeller Foundation to facilitate the training

of plant breeders in Africa.

2 In line with this vision, GIPB partners will also contribute to the

implementation of: (a) the International Treaty on Plant Genetic

Resources for Food and Agriculture; and (b) the rolling Global Plan of

Action for Conservation and Utilization of Plant Genetic Resources for

Food and Agriculture. The emphasis will be on measures for capacity

building and international cooperation that strengthen national plant

breeding strategies and crop improvement programmes, particularly

in developing countries. GIBP partners will also benefit from

international and national policy advice and resources mobilized

through the Treaty and the Global Plan. 

3 FAO is considered to be a suitable host because of its long history of

involvement in strengthening a range of scientific and technical

aspects of sustainable development, including inter alia the

conservation and utilization of plant genetic resources, and the

promotion of the application of plant breeding and related

biotechnologies as a basis for productivity improvement. FAO’s

position as an intergovernmental agency of the United Nations with no

specific crop breeding programme but with sizeable technical

assistance capacity enhances its role as an “honest broker”.  

4 Central & West Asia and North Africa region.

Elcio.Guimaraes (Elcio.Guimaraes@fao.org) and Eric
Kueneman, (Eric.Kueneman@fao.org), Plant Production
and Protection Division, FAO, Rome

Amir Kassam (Kassamamir@aol.com), School of
Agriculture, Policy and Development, University of
Reading, Reading RG6 6AR
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Correspondence

88 Gunnersbury Avenue

Ealing, London W5 4HA

Tel: 0208 993 3426

E-mail: kassamamir@aol.com

4 August 2006

Secretary of State Hilary Benn

Department for International Development

1 Palace Street

London SW1E 5HE

Dear Secretary of State

DFID White Paper 2006: Making Governance Work for the Poor

This is to thank you for your letter of July 2006 and the copy of the new White Paper which came with it. 

The Tropical Agriculture Association (TAA) is very pleased to see that the 2006 White Paper places greater and

explicit emphasis on the role of agriculture in poverty alleviation and development. 

We have found our recent meetings with DFID officials very productive and constructive. We look forward to

working further with them to identify enabling mechanisms and actions, and to review progress on an agenda

which will help to ensure that agriculture does deliver better livelihoods for poor people and conserve the

natural resources on which we all depend. We have a meeting with DFID officials planned for the autumn

which will give us an opportunity to assess the practical implications of the policies set out in the White Paper

and where we might play a role.

The TAA feels that one way we might help is promote public debate and lesson learning on how and where

agriculture can play this essential role. For example, because we consider that good land management must be

a prerequisite for sustainable and ecologically friendly agricultural intensification, we are organizing an

international conference on ‘tropical soil management for productivity growth’ in collaboration with

Newcastle, Nottingham and Reading Universities and the Association of Applied Biologists. Our aim is to

establish what changes in policy and practice are needed to improve land management in tropical countries.

We will build on existing processes and the conclusions of the recent African Fertiliser Summit, held in Abuja

in June 2006.

We would like to invite DFID to take part in this meeting and if possible to sponsor attendance by participants

from developing countries.

The TAA supports the proposal that DFID works more closely with the private and business sectors that will

play a central role in delivering growth and employment, and to do so by working more closely with

organizations like Business Action for Africa and Commonwealth Business Council. We note that the recent

report by the International Development Select Committee on Private Sector Development advocates

supporting agricultural development taking a more business orientated approach. We share your concern over

the recent suspension of negotiations on the Doha Round, which might have done much to help develop

markets for developing country agricultural produce.

The TAA also commends you for the assurance that as part of doubling research funding, the government will

increase support to science and technology to promote growth, including agriculture, forestry and fisheries.

However, we are concerned that the prospects for delivery and uptake of existing and new knowledge have

been decreased because of the reduction of capacity and expertise for scaling-up in tropical agriculture in UK

as well as developing countries. We would like to work with DFID to define the nature and development of the

capacities needed to deliver better performance in agriculture and in aid delivery in UK, internationally and in

developing countries. 

Tropical
Agriculture
Association

Registered�Charity�No.�800663
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Government White Paper on
International Development

It is encouraging to be invited to comment on the

Government’s White Paper on International

Development following the TAA Executive

Committee’s consultations.  But I wonder if I am the

only Newsletter reader who has trouble in making sense

of the report?  

What is intended, for example, by “ensuring sufficient

condition (as opposed to necessary but inadequate

condition) for a joined up rural-urban economy”?

While the idea of agriculture acting as “a hook” is a

novel, if somewhat maladroit metaphor, what exactly

is it going to catch – “other sectors”, and to what end?

And what is the promotion of “responsible

stakeholder engagement along the politics-private

sector-public sector-rural communities-civil society

continuum”?  I cannot envisage such a sequence of

pairs (or line with them along it).  But I do not wish to

appear a grumpy reader - although we clearly need to

comprehend the words we use in any argument - and

seek, as invited, to make some constructive criticisms

of the report, so far as I understand it.  

The contradictory assumptions that seem to underpin

the report are far more serious than the opaque

expression, which itself is perhaps a symptom of

these ambiguities.  They confirm the adage that

committee drafted documents, after the proverbial

pantomime horse, often end up pulling in different

directions.  The fault seems to be in the White Paper.

So far as I am able to understand its aims, these are

fundamentally flawed in seeking to take up mutually

exclusive positions (as the Government tries to be all

things to all voters in mollifying focus group demands

however contrary?).  The idea of “growth with equity”

is difficult to comprehend in the context of the

capitalist market, which Western governments such

as that of the UK seek to impose on the world.  It

evokes other meaningless ‘sound bites’ that make up

the lexicon of the mysterious ‘third way’.  The forces

that drive capitalism inevitably result in a few rich and

many poor (witness the ever-growing gap in the UK

with the imposition of market nostrums on the

country over the past twenty-five years).  What else

does the “need to encourage entrepreneurs” signal, if

not supporting some to make a profit and enrich

themselves at the expense of others?  
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It is because of our concerns about capacity in the agricultural sector that the TAA has sponsored over 120

awardees through its fellowship scheme, which at one time did receive a modest support from DFID. Our

scheme aims to encourage and support the initiative of young people who want to gain some initial experience

of working overseas in developing countries, which admirably complements the DFID Technical Option Fast

Stream which we note requires applicants to have at least 12 months experience of working in a developing

country.

This year, the TAA established, in collaboration with the School of Agriculture, Policy and Development at

Reading University, the Hugh Bunting Memorial Lectures. Professor Bunting held the first and only Chair of

Agricultural Development Overseas at Reading, funded by the British Aid Programme – ODA and ODM. Hugh

always encouraged us not only to learn the lessons of the past but to look forward.

The TAA believes that DFID can play a strong leadership role in establishing and identifying policies, building

infrastructure and institutional capacities and in supporting partnerships between the public, civil society and

business sectors in ways which support agriculture that reduces poverty and hunger, supports economic

growth and conserves natural resources. In this context TAA would be honoured if you would accept to deliver,

to a diverse audience, the second Bunting Memorial Lecture on the Future of Agriculture in International

Development early next summer at a date convenient to you.   

Yours sincerely,

Amir Kassam

Chairman

More letters…
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The idea of sustainable growth is also surely an

oxymoron in the context of market capitalism - and

one that will alarm many environmentally aware

readers of this Newsletter.  Either the policy is to go for

growth, which implies increased exploitation

(destruction) of resources, or it is to go for sustain-

ability, which implies maintenance (conservation) of

resources.  If international development policy is to

promote economic growth to reduce global poverty,

this implies encouraging individuals and companies

to maximise profit making activity above all else.  So

long as they are able to treat damage to our

environmental commons as something left off the

balance sheet (i.e. it is something for which we all

have to pay, as so-called ‘externalities’), sustainability

will be a policy will-o’-the-wisp. Under current market

arrangements it pays any individual or company in the

short term to pollute, degrade resources etc. to make

a profit.  In this respect, the TAA-DFID consultation is

reminiscent of a discussion of ways to improve the

furnishings in a room while the activities of those

responsible for supplying these are making it

uninhabitable.  

Until the global community comes up with a way of

ensuring that those responsible for damaging the

environment pay for it, talk of sustainability will

remain so much spin. We need enforceable

mechanisms that ensure those who exploit natural

resources take necessary steps to contribute to the

maintenance of overall ecological stability (i.e. they

create CO2 sinks equivalent to the CO2 released by

energy used in their productive activities etc.).  It is

surely appropriate for the TAA to support campaigns

that advocate putting the discussion of such

mechanisms high on the policy agenda, and perhaps

the advertised conference on “Tropical landscape

management for water and agriculture under rising

population pressure in a changing climate” will be an

opportunity to further this aim.  

The conference rightly mentions population growth,

which scarcely merits a mention in the White Paper

apparently.  Again, talk of sustainable development

makes little sense without reference to the ‘population

issue’.  We have seen an almost threefold increase in

the human population in just half a century and

projections show it reaching a staggering 8 billion in

twenty year’s time.  The prospect of feeding all these

people is daunting enough without talk of economic

growth to raise standards of living globally.

Humankind cannot go on increasingly exploiting the

planet’s finite resources as implied by “growth with

equity” without taking robust steps to protect

ecosystems.  The environmental costs will become

(already are?) too great.  We have to get a grip or

nature will take us in hand, probably brutally in ways

that we should rather not imagine – as increasingly

evident in the climate change predictions.  

The TAA should seek to bring these uncomfortable

issues up constructively for discussion, however

unpopular with DFID, and not appear to go along with

deeply flawed policies.  There is surely a role here for

the Association, which has sought such since the

demise of the colonial agriculture from which it

emerged, and the Executive Committee has set a good

precedent.  It is arguably the only organisation in the

UK that can convincingly make these points in the

context of tropical agriculture, the cornerstone of life

for many in the tropical world, where complex

ecosystems are particularly vulnerable to environ-

mental shocks.  Public opinion is increasingly

supportive of action in the face of reports of

environmental problems, such as those on climate

change, illnesses increasingly attributed to toxic

pollution of atmosphere and water, increasing levels

of electromagnetic radiation that have unknown

health implications, the production and storage of

deadly radioactive waste with a half life of ten

thousand years, and concerns about genetically

modified organisms getting into ecosystems with

unknown possibly deleterious consequences.  

Perhaps it is a sense of the impossibility of current

arrangements that has prompted DFID to scale back

its active involvement in development programmes

and projects and opt to act as a forum for policy

discussion?  If we can think beyond market growth to

ways sustainably to improve poor people’s lives,

notably by ensuring that we all make good

environmental harm, maybe DFID will re-engage

practically with development.  This is certainly a

campaign worthy of the TAA.  It is clearly one to which

I can sign up, as this letter’s forthright tone implies,

which I hope you will excuse - good sauces need

vigorous stirring after all.  And thank you again for the

opportunity to comment on the Government’s

International Development White Paper and the TAA-

DFID Executive Committee’s consultations.

Paul Sillitoe

Anthropology Department

University of Durham
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The Encyclopedia of Seeds

The Encyclopedia of Seeds is the first authoritative

reference work to give an extensive insight into all

aspects of seed biology, seed technology and the uses

of seeds, and was published in October by CABI.

Edited by Michael Black, J Derek Bewley and Peter

Halmer, The Encyclopedia of Seeds was launched at

the International Horticulture Conference and

Exhibition 2006 in Seoul, South Korea in August

2006, where it generated substantial attention. To

date the book has received hundreds of pre-

publication orders – an indication of the exceptional

interest it has already stirred.

Major seed-science themes of the book include in-

depth articles on anatomy, structure, composition,

pathology and the molecular biology, biochemistry,

physiology, and ecology of development, dormancy

and germination.

Alongside these are articles on seed technology:

production and processing for crop cultivation –

multiplication, conditioning, handling and storage;

the testing of germination, purity, vigour and health;

and treatments and enhancements such as priming,

coating, disinfection, inoculation and chemical and

biological protection.

A third main strand of articles describe the varied uses

of seed as sources of food, feed, food additives and

beverages, poisons, pharmacological and psycho-

active substances, and fibres and other manufactured

products.

As editor Michael Black describes it, “The grand aim of
The Encyclopedia of Seeds is to weave together the latest
fundamental biological knowledge about seeds with the
principles of agricultural seed production, processing, storage
and sowing, along with the food and industrial uses and the
historical, economic and cultural roles of seeds.”

Editor Derek Bewley continues: “No one before has

brought together such a comprehensive synthesis of

seed science and technology learning into a single

volume. We have worked hard to ensure that our book

proves a valuable knowledge tool for everyone who

works with seeds, and is interested in seeds –

including not only basic and applied researchers, but

people working in all parts of the seed industry.

And Editor Peter Halmer goes on to highlight the

unique features of The Encyclopedia of Seeds:  “We

have kept in mind the needs of students and

professionals in biological and agricultural sciences,

in academia and commerce, as well as those who

work in administrative, regulatory and other seed-

related areas. So information is presented in an easily

accessible format, to meet the needs of this wide

range of readers. The contents are alphabetically

arranged, fully indexed and cross-referenced, to

connect related entries and guide readers to follow

their individual pathways through the Encyclopedia.”

With contributions from 110 expert authors

worldwide, the editors have created 560 authoritative

articles, illustrated with tables, figures, maps, black-

and-white and colour photographs, further reading

matter and 670 supplementary definitions.  

The Encyclopedia of Seeds sells at £185.

CABI helps bring food security to one
million Bangladeshi women farmers

In support of World Food Day1, CABI has announced

that its video project aimed at educating women

farmers in Bangladesh on improving rice seed yield

will reach one million women by the end of 2006.

The video, which has increased seed yield by an estimated 10%
in areas exposed to the footage, forms part of CABI’s Good Seed
Initiative2 (supported by the Swiss Agency for Development
and Cooperation), which aims to strengthen the ability of
farmers to guarantee food security and improve their
livelihoods.  The approach combines local technologies with
those derived from science to empower women to improve seed
quality.

Dennis Rangi, Executive Director, International

Development, CABI explains how the video project

supports World Food Day:  “The theme of this year’s World
Food Day is ‘Investing in Agriculture for Food Security’ and
this project is one example of how CABI, drawing on its global
experience and in collaboration with partners, is working
towards enabling food security in Bangladesh by educating,
informing and empowering women farmers on best practice
techniques.”

This innovative use of video was pioneered in a

programme supported by the UK Department for

International Development and involved CABI, the

International Rice Research Institute, RDA3 and the

women’s NGO TMSS.  
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The initiative focused on 28 remote communities in

Bogra, north of Dhaka, in Bangladesh where poor

seed health was associated with rice yield losses of 10-

15% and where many farmers and their families were

living in poverty.  80% of seed management is done by

women and so improving seed quality depends on

successful communication to these women.

While face-to-face communication is a very effective

way of sharing knowledge, it is hard to reach every

village, and as women in Bangladesh rarely travel

outside their villages, information and experiences are

often not shared. Recognising this as a major issue,

CABI and its partners embarked on a pilot scheme to

test if video communication could help women save

and store their seeds more efficiently, thus improving

their yields and livelihoods as a result.

Women from each of the rural communities were

selected to undergo training in seed management

techniques and video production. After initial training

from Countrywise Communication, a range of high-

quality videos were produced by the women to be

shown to the selected villages. The results were

extremely positive. In one village, 1 in 2 women

surveyed had started to practice manual seed sorting

after watching the video. Very few now dried seeds on

the floor, with 20% building their own seed drying

tables and 94% now aware that moisture absorption

can occur.

AKM Zakaria from the Rural Development Academy,

Bangladesh who worked with CABI on the project

explains why the videos were so effective: “Those
watching the videos found it very easy to relate to the women
and the situations they saw on screen.  The videos were in a
language they could understand and as equipment, such as the
seed drying tables were developed by local women, they felt
empowered to try out the new techniques.”

The seed drying video has proved such a success that

it was broadcast in November on the internet and on a

number of TV channels in Bangladesh.  Production

has now started on additional best practice videos.

For all media enquires please contact Lynsey Clark, PR

and Corporate Communications Manager on 01491

829361 or email l.clark@cabi.org

Notes
1 World Food Day is organised by the FAO every year on the 16th October.

It is observed every year in more than 150 countries. This years World

Food Day theme is ‘Investing in Agriculture for Food Security’ and the

FAO have written a discussion piece on this topic which is being

promoted worldwide.

2 The Good Seed Initiative seeks to improve awareness among poor

farmers about the value of good quality seed and how they can get the

best from their own resources by good seed management practices.

Through such knowledge, the GSI enables farmers to judge the quality

and value of purchased seed, empowers them to demand good quality

seed from the market and in some cases enables them to gain income

from becoming seed suppliers in their own right. CABI has pioneered

the Initiative as a platform, supported by the Swiss Agency for

Development and Cooperation, for collaborative activities to develop

farmer-centred seed systems around the world.

3 Rural Development Academy (RDA), Bogra, Bangladesh is a

specialised national institution under the Ministry of Local

Government Rural Development and Co-operatives. RDA carries out

training research and action research in the field of agriculture and

rural development. Presently, RDA is implementing the South Asian

chapter of the Good Seed Initiative (GSI) and is engaged in farmer

participatory video production with CABI.

Online Directory of Consultants

Get yourself known – worldwide!
For less than 50p a week, a CV of your expertise and
experience can be accessed by firms and organisations
anywhere in the world that may have assignments for
you!

Are you missing out on this proactive opportunity?

The TAA Online Directory enables potential
employers to search a database of skills and country
experience.

Any consultant who matches their search criteria will
be listed, and the firm or organisation can immediately
download a CV giving a detailed résumé of the
member’s work and contact information. Members
can then be contacted directly by anyone interested in
employing them or getting further information.

If you are not already using this valuable TAA facility,
download a registration form at www.taadirectory.
org.uk and complete the CV proforma, which is in
Word format. Full instructions are included about
where to send it, and how to pay the annual £25
registration fee.

This fee covers:

• uploading the CV to the Internet,

• extracting details of skills and country experience
to include in the searchable database, and

• two updates to your CV and database during the
course of a year.

With other major improvements being made to the
TAA website, being in the Online Directory is a
business move you really should take. Check it out
now at www.taadirectory.org.uk or contact
directory_editor@taa.co.uk for further information.

There is no cut-off date for your
entry; you can join at any time of
the year. SO DO IT RIGHT NOW!
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History of Jamaica’s coconuts

The Coconut Industry Board (CIB) is the sole statutory body responsible for all aspects of

coconut production in Jamaica, and is dedicated to ensuring the continued existence and

development of the local coconut industry. It was established by the Coconut Industry Control

Act in 1945, and consists of nine board members (directors), four of whom, including the

chairman, are appointed by the Minister of Agriculture, while the other five, who must be

coconut growers, are elected by coconut growers.

Over its 60 years history the CIB has built a solid and enviable international reputation as an

institution for research on problems related to the sustained production of coconuts. Its

scientific research involves the studies of agronomy, botany, plant breeding, plant pathology,

and molecular biology. The Board services approximately 8,000 coconut growers occupying

approximately 15,000 hectares, with an estimated three to four million coconut trees.

An important plantation crop

The coconut is not indigenous to Jamaica. It was introduced to the Caribbean and the Atlantic

coasts of the Americas in the 16th century.  By the end of the 17th century it was well

established in Jamaica, but did not become an important plantation crop until the middle of the

19th century.

In the late 1920s and early 1930s most of the crop was exported as fresh, dry nuts and some

copra and oil were produced by independent operators, but the industry was in a depressed and

chaotic state. In response to this situation, a group of coconut growers formed the Jamaica

Coconut Producers Association Limited, a marketing co-operative, in 1930. This organization

made contracts with coconut growers for their coconuts with the aim of establishing an edible

oil factory and other manufacturing operations, and exporting coconuts through their agents

abroad.

In 1932, the association issued debentures and used the funds to erect their own factory.

Further debentures were later issued and these were redeemed through a cess of six pence per

bag on coconuts sold by the association on behalf of growers.

Coconut diseases

Following World War II, the industry had to deal with disasters such as hurricanes, floods, and

coconut diseases. In 1966 when lethal yellowing disease (the most deadly of all coconut

diseases, which has been with us for over 100 years) destroyed almost all the Jamaica Talls, the

commercial variety at that time, the CIB Research Department used Malayan Dwarf as the

mother palm to develop the Maypan hybrid, which was highly resistant to lethal yellowing

disease. The Maypan hybrid and the Malayan Dwarf were used to rehabilitate the industry and

they remained highly resistant to lethal yellowing disease until a few years ago.

No variety or hybrid is currently resistant to lethal yellowing disease, and this disease continues

to be the biggest problem facing the industry. The Board’s research scientists are working to

locate or develop resistant planting material.

Taken from an article contributed by the Coconut Industry Board and published in the Jamaica Gleaner on 5th
October 2006.
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Lethal yellowing (LY) is a devastating disease that has

affected coconut palms in Jamaica since 1884, but

before 1961 was confined to the western region of the

island. It was first reported in the Cayman Islands in

1834. In 1961, LY suddenly appeared in the Buff Bay

area, about 110km from the nearest case in the west.

The disease spread rapidly to the east, the principal

coconut growing region in the island. In 1971, the

entire island was considered a disease area.

By 1980, the disease had been responsible for the

deaths of over seven million coconut palms in

Jamaica. In the 1980s, the deaths of Malayan Dwarfs in

the west of the island at Green Island, Half Moon

Hotel and Golf Course, and Bengal Estates in unusual

high numbers indicated that the pathogen was

capable of overcoming the resistance of the Malayan

Dwarf. By 1981, in other areas, the levels of lethal

yellowing mortality for Malayan Dwarf and Maypan

were found to be 5 per cent and 10 per cent

respectively. However, there were pockets adjacent to

the coast where mortality levels among populations of

Malayan Dwarfs and Maypans were as high as 40 per

cent.

Mortality levels

After Hurricane Gilbert in 1988, the incidence of lethal

yellowing began to increase. At various points along

the coastal areas of the northern region, mortality

levels among stands of Malayan Dwarf and Maypan

were observed to be consistently higher than

anticipated. This pattern persisted into the 1990s and

in certain places the disease has started to move away

from the coastal areas. In some areas monitored

regularly, the data collected was indicating that the

infection rate of the disease was increasing

significantly.

It was clear from the data that lethal yellowing again

became the single most important plant disease

affecting the coconut industry of Jamaica. At Hart Hill

(north-east Jamaica) lethal yellowing destroyed all the

Malayan Dwarf palms in six years. Similar destruction

took place in sections of the F. M. Jones estates at

Darlingford and Williamsfield in the same area as

Hart Hill. The disease has its usual characteristics of

being lethal and fast spreading and is affecting many

species of palms and different coconut varieties.

However, an important difference was observed -

lethal yellowing of the 1970s affected mainly bearing

trees while the disease of the 1990s and 2000s affects

non-bearing coconut trees with greater frequency.

Mycoplasma-like organism

Lethal yellowing is caused by a phytoplasma

previously known as mycoplasma-like organism

(MLO). Phytoplasma is a prokaryote of the class

Mollicutes and is a bacterium that has no cell wall,

cannot be cultured, and has a small genome size.

The disease is active in Hispaniola, Turks and Caicos

Islands, Cuba, the Bahamas, Florida, Mexico, Belize

and Honduras. Similar lethal diseases occur in

sections of the West African countries of Ghana,

Togo, Cameroon and Nigeria and the East African

countries of Tanzania and Kenya.

The symptoms of LY are well known. These are

premature shedding of all fruits on the palm,

blackening and death of newly emerged and

unopened inflorescences, yellowing of older and then

younger leaves, root necrosis, collapse of the newly

emerged leaf and within the crown soft rot that

invariably leads to death of the palm. Infected trees

usually die within three to six months after

appearance of the first symptoms.

Resistance was first noticed, in the late 1950s, after

observations at Round Hill Estate (Montego Bay)

where red fruited Malayan Dwarfs (grown from seeds

obtained from Trinidad) had survived despite

continuous exposure to LY. During the LY epidemic in

Jamaica in the 1970s and 1980s, the Malayan Dwarf, a

highly resistant variety at the time, was used in

replanting programmes across the island.  Lethal

yellowing is now the major threat to the continued

viability of the local coconut industry. Lethal yellowing

of the ‘newer’ more virulent type, which has been

destroying Maypans, Malayan Dwarfs and other

varieties, continues to be most active at several

locations. Most of these locations are near the coast

but, nevertheless, LY is advancing inland.

At present, there appears to be no option for the

national programme other than to continue using
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established Malayan Dwarf-based resistance.

Concerted effort is needed to locate and test new

sources of resistance as soon as possible.

Management strategies for the control of the lethal

yellowing disease include:

� Sanitation and weed control.

� Weekly monitoring of the coconut farm by grower.

� Immediate identification and removal (cutting) of

lethal yellowing-infected coconut trees.

� The infected coconut trees should be immediately

removed from the field if possible or be carefully

burned.

� Replace the removed coconut tree with coconut

seedling given by or purchased from the Coconut

Industry Board.

� Implementation of a good fertilisation programme.

Article contributed by Wayne Myrie, Plant Pathologist,
Coconut Industry Board to the Jamaica Gleaner, 5th October
2006.
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A celebration of 20 years of the work of the Henry

Doubleday Research Association’s international

development work to support organic farmers in

developing countries.

Dr Julia Wright, Manager of the International

Development Programme at HDRA, invited TAA to

join other organisations in presenting table displays

at this Tropical Day, and Mike Long and I took up the

challenge. We had three poster boards featuring

TAAF, including Chinnie Kingsbury’s project in India,

and our “World of Flags” poster that attracted

attention - as it does at the Royal Show. TAA, TAAF

and UK Forum leaflets were on show, as well as back

numbers of the Newsletter.

Garden Organic at Ryton is an impressive venue,

presenting a varied range of organic gardening and

agriculture. We were near apple orchards, and en

route to our site you passed a relaxed garden which

looked a bit like my own - rambling flowering shrubs

and some sense of disorder. Central to the Gardens

are a large “organic” shop and a good cafe, as well as

offices and meeting rooms. However, although there

were presentations inside, the Tropical Day was

largely focussed outside. The weather “just held”, so

those of us with tables in the open survived the day.

Other displays included those by Resurgence (with

Satish Kumar, one of their leading lights); Practical

Action (as ITDG – the Intermediate Technology

Development Group - now style themselves); Friends

of the Earth; Harvest Help; Rainbow Development in

Africa: Rothamsted International; the Soil

Association; and Send a Cow. Like ITDG, our host

organisation HDRA, the national charity for organic

growing, has also chosen a popular working name

and is now known as Garden Organic.

We had a range of interested visitors, including TAA

Awardee Ed Hamer. Discussions between stall

holders were just as lively as those with visitors, and it

was very useful for the TAA to be visible amongst the

NGO development community. 

Henry Gunston

Also from Henry:

Design Workshop for the proposed
Tropical Soil Management

Conference: CHANGE OF DATE

Following the information given on p.35 of the

September 2006 Newsletter, we have had to reschedule

the date of the Design Workshop. Due to insufficient

funding yet being secured for inviting speakers from

overseas – thus destabilising the programme

planning – the date of the Workshop at Newcastle

University has had to be changed to Friday 30th

March 2007. The Conference itself will take place in

Autumn 2007 at Reading University.    

The number of places at the Workshop has to be

strictly limited to not more than 50. However,

although not everyone who applies may be able to take

A Tropical Day at
Garden Organic Ryton, August 20th 2006
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part in the Design Workshop, all applicants’ names

will be put on the list of those interested in the

Conference itself, which should be able to

encompass all comers.

Contact Henry Gunston (address details inside front

cover) for the latest information on these events,

including booking details and the programme of the

Workshop. Accommodation will not be included in

the cost of the Workshop, although details can be sent

of hotels in and around Newcastle. 

The Planning Committee is urgently seeking sources

of external funding to help participants from tropical

countries to take part in these events. Any details of

potential offers of support in this area should be sent

to Henry Gunston.

Purpose of the Workshop

The purpose of the Workshop is to consider the

following urgent questions:  

� If current technical recommendations do not

appropriately address the real factors leading to soil

degradation, then what is the nature of the true

causes of the problems, and how can they be better

addressed?

� If current approaches, messages and arrangements

for assisting the rural populations are unacceptable

and unconvincing to resource-poor small-farm

families in the face of the ‘ecology of problems’,

which they face in decision-making, what and

where are the blockages to effective two-way

communication?    

� How can an ‘ecology of disciplines’ be developed

across the spectrum of agro-ecologic and socio-

economic aspects of rural realities that mirrors

their ‘ecology of problems’, in order to provide

appropriate, acceptable and effective advice,

responses and assistance for developing

sustainable bases for improved livelihoods?

The responses agreed by the Workshop participants

would then form the core material for discussion, and

the basis of recommendations, by the subsequent

international conference.

The intention is for participants to (a) identify and

explore the implications of the agro-ecologic

principles and synergies which underlie sustainable

land use and production, and (b) suggest how

scientific understandings of the biology, chemistry,

physics and hydrology of soils and landforms can be

interlinked to guide technical recommendations for

achieving better land husbandry. This clarification

will lead towards a clearer understanding of reasons

for past failures.

Participants will be invited also to identify and explore

(c) the interlinked socio-economic factors which

determine people’s decision-making in resource-poor

farming, and (d) the ways in which they react to

current modes of dispensing advice by non-farm

agricultural advisers.   

In this manner it is hoped to be able to identify and

promote the necessary ‘ecology of disciplines’. 

These two cross-cutting sets of consideration – of

conditions at micro-level of both a soil-profile and of

an individual person or family – will be used further to

explore the implications they may have for policies,

institutional arrangements, etc. at the macro-level.

The Design Workshop will (a) define what the

International Conference should aim to achieve, and

how best to structure it for the above output from the

Workshop to be presented for discussion by

participants, and to take account of points made in

presentations, comments, feedback, etc. from them.

It will also (b) suggest organisational arrangements

for the Conference – date, duration, responsibilities

for action between the time of the Workshop and

Conference.

Structure of the
Design Workshop (1 day)

The Workshop programme will include only a few

keynote presentations. It is hoped that there will be a

view from Government, highlighting of the

problems/challenges and future need, and identifying

evidence of successful initiatives that deserve wider

consideration. This first session will be followed by

syndicate (‘Working-Group’) discussions (two

sessions with two syndicates in parallel), to consider

ways forward. The first two parallel sessions will

focus on ‘science’ – agro-ecological and socio-

economic; the second two parallel sessions on

‘practice’ (technology) and on ‘enabling environment’

(policy and institutional arrangement). The

Workshop will end with a facilitated plenary

discussion and recommendations for the Conference

based on feedback from the two syndicates. A

document will be prepared which both summarises

the conclusions of the Workshop and provides

support for further requests for funding towards the

costs of the Conference.
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The Tropical Agriculture Association India formally

launched itself with a half-day meeting on “Making

Agriculture Work for the Poor in India” organised on

28th April 2006. The meeting was organised as a post-

lunch session at the auditorium of the National

Academy of Agriculture Science, New Delhi and was

the first in a series of such meetings with a view to

encourage a debate on issues having a bearing on the

needs of the agricultural sector. Sanjeev Vasudev,

TAAIndia Organiser, welcomed the audience and

thanked the speakers and sponsors, ODI and STADD

Development Consulting for making the event

possible. Keith Virgo was present and stressed the

support that TAA was willing to extend to see the local

chapter grow. Other TAA members present were

David Radcliff (DFID), Bill Thorpe (ILRI), and John

Farrington (ODI) who gave the main paper at the

meeting.

The line up of speakers was impressive. Dr. John

Farrington, a Research Fellow at ODI, agreed to be the

Lead Speaker and timed his visit to coincide with the

date of the meeting. John is well known in India

having worked in India and other parts of Asia for 25

years on subjects such as participatory approaches to

research and extension, watershed rehabilitation,

livelihood diversification and the interface between

social protection and the productive sectors. He spoke

on the subject “Strengthening Small Farm Agriculture

in the Context of Broader Dynamics”.  He was

followed by Balakrishna Renake, Chairman, National

Commission on Nomadic and Denotified Tribes, who

for decades has been an activist working particularly

for the cause of poor, nomadic tribes. He has also

contributed to making small landholding farming

viable by pursuing an innovative approach to organic

farming. Balakrishna spoke on “Bringing Together

Needs of Livelihood and Sustainable Agriculture in

Rural India”.  The final speaker was Rajiv Khandelwal,

a development practitioner based in Udaipur, who

manages a specialised facility “Aajeevika1 Bureau”.

His organisation has initiated a number of innovative

activities to support the livelihood advancement of

seasonal and primarily unskilled migrants of South

Rajasthan. He spoke on the subject “Agriculture in the

Broader Dynamics of Rural Change – A Personal

Journey”.

The meeting was well attended by an audience drawn

from policymakers, practitioners, and donor and

technical agencies involved with the subject of

agriculture and rural development. Prominent

attendees included professionals from ADB,

CYMMIT, DFID, IARI, ICRAF, ILRI, ICRISAT, ICID,

IFPRI, the Planning Commission, the National

Commission on Farmers, N.R. International, and

USAID.

Summary of Deliberations

John Farrington stressed that agriculture in India had

scored major successes with the achievement of self-

sufficiency in major commodities. But, for the future

there would be a need not to look narrowly at

agriculture but to relate it to new dynamics of rural-

urban relations. In Asia, rural:urban population ratios

would probably change from 60:40 at present to 40:60

within the next 15-20 years. This was bound to have an

impact on agriculture. The following seemed

pertinent:

There would be a need to intensify agriculture to

continue at or near self-sufficiency, but also to

improve its efficiency and to keep ahead of rival

producers, whose commodities could now enter India

more easily under WTO arrangements.

One of the major implications of changes in

rural:urban population ratios was that there would be

growing rural-urban migration, both seasonal and

more permanent. It was widely recognised that

migration was under-reported in the National

Statistical Survey and census rounds. In China,

around one quarter of the national labour force has

migrated from low productivity western and central

provinces to the coastal belt where manufacturing and

construction are booming. It would not be

unreasonable to expect the same level of migration to

be eventually reached in India.

Agriculture-related policy may wish to consider

several potential implications of shifting population

ratios for the future:

� Remittances from migration may constitute a

major source of investible funds for agriculture,

and there was a need to know where money was

being invested and for what purpose.

� At the same time, migration may make some

activities, such as certain kinds of livestock
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keeping, more difficult unless “share-herding”

arrangements were developed.

� Land may lie idle as links with villages weaken. But

much improvement in efficiency of land

registration would have to be achieved before land

consolidation became possible. Once this

happened, and once fewer persons were relying for

their livelihoods on unfavourable land, then less

intensive and more environmentally friendly ways

of cultivation may be possible.

� Migration may mean that farming becomes

increasingly part-time and/or managed by women

or the elderly. Levels of physical effort,

management skills, etc. involved in any proposed

enterprise will have to be adapted to this new reality

– the assumption that a man of active working age

will be available to implement such enterprises may

no longer be valid.

Balakrishna Renake spelt out the need to address the

plight of nomadic and semi-nomadic tribes, who

constitute a large section of the country’s population.

He stressed the work that would be undertaken by the

recently formed Commission that he was heading. He

went on to outline a unique partnership model that

seemed to be emerging where large landholders were

willing to commit a small piece of land to a group of

women who were pursuing sustainable zero-budget

agriculture. They would in turn be willing to work on

the landowner’s larger tract of land and also be

covered by the government under the National Rural

Employment Guarantee Act for minimum 100 days of

labour. As this organic-based approach bore fruit,

landowners were making larger areas of land in their

holding available to such sustainable agriculture

approaches. The experiment had worked over the last

decade in various locations of Maharashtra and efforts

were being made to promote it nationally.

Rajeev Khandelwal described the work being done by

Aajeevika Bureau – a specialized facility for education

and training of rural migrants. It began with efforts

directed at strengthening agriculture and rural

livelihood means that were seen to be effective in

halting migration to urban areas. However, noticing

that the urban pull went far beyond developing means

of higher income in the local context, Aajeevika

reviewed its approach and developed a new model.

The model took cognisance of the fact that it was

difficult to halt migration and as such the

organisation started to focus on improving the lives of

potential migrants. This has met with a huge success

through Aajeevika strengthening the capacity of rural

migrants by efforts directed at education, health, skill

enhancement and identity proof. Aajeevika is now

extending its activities to urban centres and

developing links for improved employment

opportunities, housing, remittance mechanisms,

education for children and health.

The meeting was well received and generated a lively

discussion. Many participants expressed the need for

such meetings and looked forward to participating in

such events in the future. Bill Thorpe proposed a vote

of thanks, congratulated TAAI, and expressed the

hope that similar meetings would be held in future.

Sanjeev Vasudev

1 Aajeevika is the Hindi for “Livelihood” 
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Book Review

Challenging Nature: Local Knowledge, Agroscience and
Food Security in Tanga Region, Tanzania.

Philip W. Porter, University of Chicago Press, 2006, 318pp. ISBN 0-226-67580-7

Porter’s purpose was to understand how people in the Tanga Region of Tanzania, East Africa, understood
their environment and used it to fashion their livelihoods with particular emphasis on water-crop
relationships. The book is broken down into eight chapters, with titles such as Research Questions and
Conceptual Contexts; Livelihood  and Poverty; Biophysical Environment/ Local Knowledge; Assessing
Different Farm Management Practices; and Drought, Food Shortages and Ways of Coping. Obviously there
are many sub-chapters  with such agricultural aspects of Choice of Crop, Delay in Planting, Spacing and
Intercropping, and Food Shortages and the 1953 Handeni Famine (which, incidentally, was not a famine but
a localized food shortage).

A
nother good book



His book is supported by innumerable charts and graphs.They range from rainfall figures, age difference
of husbands and wives, time taken to collect water, planting densities, main crops grown, planting dates,
and a host of other allied features. Many are computer analyzed such as a model of energy-water-crop
relations.

How did Porter undertake this extensive survey? It began as a research project when the author was at
Dar-es-Salaam University in the early sixties. He then carried out a physical survey by interviewing farmers
with students from the University in 1972; this was over a total of eighteen villages throughout the Region,
many in Handeni District. He returned again in 1992/3 and revisited the villages with students and similar
questionnaires.

From the above potted version it may be seen that this is a book which covers a vast mosaic of an African
agricultural system, albeit in one Region. My interest in his publication was that I was an Agricultural Field
Officer in Handeni District for almost six years during the 1950s in what was then the Colonial/Overseas
Civil Service.

Challenging Nature is a comprehensive treatise on ‘agroscience’ in Tanga Region. His research was
extensive as evinced by the bibliography which runs to twenty-two pages. He also had access to old
Administrative reports during the 1940s/50s and 1960s up to the time of Tanganyika’s (Tanzania)
Independence in 1961. Sadly references to agricultural reports are few and had these been read some of
his assertions, in many respects, may have been altered.

Porter sets out to discover how African farmers make a living in areas of marginal rainfall, and by extensive
interviews and computer predictions, arrives at a position where farming priorities could be
recommended. By this means productivity could be improved and income increased.The book concludes
and I quote: “The possibility exists to improve Tanga’s agriculture and the well-being of its people. In Tanga
Region, those who study and those who tend growing plants could benefit by working together and
learning from one another”! The exclamation mark is mine as I wonder what Professor Porter thinks that
we agriculturists, and others, were doing in colonial days. A case perhaps of ‘Reinventing the Wheel’!

There is no doubt that Challenging Nature is a well researched and academic book with some good
educational points but sadly an anti-colonial theme runs through the whole book which is quite
unnecessary. Early in the book, at page five, he states “—- how governmental policies (German and British)
caused the local people to lose control of their environment, as livestock losses, disease, bush
encroachment and tsetse fly infestation increased”. I cannot speak for German times but such a statement
is patent nonsense during the British administration of this Trust Territory.

In a purely agricultural sense there are many assertions that just do not ring true. In Handeni District of
some 6000 sq miles we assessed the problems of farming in an area of marginal rainfall.We took steps to
encourage the farmers to plant crops which could help to alleviate food shortages when rainfall was
marginal.We encouraged cash crops such as cotton and cashew to wean farmers away from total reliance
on maize which they used as a cash crop apart from food. More drought resistance crops such as sorghum
and cassava were encouraged and over a period, by providing demonstration plots and encouragement
from the local Authorities and Field Staff, much progress was made. Grain stores were built and kept filled
with maize as a provision against local food shortages. Later in the book Porter does make the point that
in the 1960s, after Independence, there was a lack of effort by the authorities which may have caused a
set-back in sound agricultural policies and perhaps this coloured the author’s general view of past
achievements.

In Chapter 4, on British Colonial Policy he states, “—-  policies was minimalist—-night watchmen state—
-even British policy with respect to food shortages was reactive and palliative—-no overall plan to improve
agriculture”. He goes on to say that as a result of this “—sorghum production, well suited to Handeni’s
erratic rainfall declined”. It may well have done with increased emphasis of maize but any agriculturalist
knows that sorghum is more drought resistant and it was not as a result of any of our doing that it
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declined. He decried our efforts on promoting cotton as a cash crop on the grounds that it was more
labour intensive, obviously so, but if farmers got a cash crop when maize had failed, the policy of
encouragement, with its resounding success in the 1950s, was correct.

Finally away from agriculture, Porter states that “Top-down autocratic attitudes, common amongst District
Officers, were prevalent”.This was in connection with a story that he had heard about an individual being
refused permission to trade in a “most demeaning, insulting manner”.The very fact that he could quote
this example gives an indication of his mind-set about the Colonial era.

I could quote several other untrue, or half-truths in this book which is really sad, but perhaps the fact that
he is a geographer rather than an agronomist gives an excuse. As to his views on the ‘Colonial era’, I
suspect he is of that American generation to whom the word ‘Empire’ was anathema; it coloured his
otherwise scholarly research.

John Ainley

John Ainley was appointed to the Overseas Civil Service in 1948 as an Agricultural Field Officer in Tanganyika (Tanzania).
He worked in the Southern Highlands, Tanga and West Lake Regions, the latter as Regional Agricultural Officer. He resigned
in late 1964 and returned to the U.K. where he continued working in the agricultural industry. He is the author of Pink
Stripes and Obedient Servants: An Agriculturalist in Tanganyika published in 2001.
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TAAF News

(compiled by Antony Ellman and Basil Hoare)

TAAF Awardee Meeting, 
29-30 September 2006 

A meeting of recently returned TAAF awardees with

resource people from TAA and other organisations

was held at the Lensbury Club, Teddington, on 29-30

September.  The aims were to enable awardees to: 

� review and build on their own overseas experiences, 

� discuss how TAAF procedures can be more helpful

to future awardees before, during and after their

assignments, 

� examine future career opportunities in develop-

ment for UK natural resource graduates, and 

� discuss measures which would make TAAF and

TAA itself more attractive and relevant to the needs

of younger members.

Thirteen TAAF awardees who undertook their first

overseas assignments between 1991 and 2006, seven

TAA/TAAF Committee members and two people from

Gatsby Charitable Foundation who sponsored the

event attended the meeting.  Fourteen other awardees,

who could not attend the meeting, responded to a

questionnaire addressing the same questions.

All the awardees said they had benefited enormously

from their TAAF experience:

� It was a great opportunity to get involved in running a
development project.

� An excellent stepping stone which helped me to build a
career in environmental management.

� An enriching experience, the skills I learnt as a TAAF
awardee will stand me in good stead for the rest of my
career.

Most thought that their placements had also been

useful to the institution or community which hosted

them:

� I could bring in new knowledge, perspectives and working
methods.

� I believe that through working with an NGO and living in
a small community there was a positive cultural exchange.

� I feel I brought more participatory ways of working so that
more community members were meaningfully consulted.
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Many participants said that their TAAF award had

helped them get on the job ladder, but there was

recognition that, while careers in development do

exist and it is important that they should continue to

do so, different skills and different approaches are

now needed:

� A degree in a technical subject is rarely enough on

its own: supplementary skills in finance,

marketing, economics, business management,

social science, etc make young graduates more

employable.

� Six-months practical experience is only a start: it

needs to be supplemented, e.g., by work as a

research assistant or junior consultant with a

company or NGO.

� Being in the right place at the right time and

knowing how to “sell yourself ” is almost as

important as the skills you possess.

� TAAF and TAA can help young graduates prepare

themselves for and gain access to job opportunities,

but the services provided need to be re-examined.

Several suggestions were made for improving TAAF

procedures, though on the whole the services

provided by the committee were well appreciated:

� Wider advertising of the availability of TAAF

awards. 

� Contacts with TAA members who can offer

awardees advice in specific areas, to supplement

the advice provided by the TAAF-appointed mentor.

� More active assistance in accessing job opport-

unities, e.g., by posting awardees’ CVs on the

website.

� More frequent opportunities to network with other

awardees, and use of ex-awardees to advertise the

award scheme and encourage new applicants.

There was lively discussion on why so few awardees

continue their membership of TAA, and on the

changes needed to make the Association more

appealing to young people:

� I disengaged due to the slightly crusty feeling of the society
– “rugger at the Nandi Club in ’67 is a long way from my
experience”.

� The Newsletter is not very appealing, being extremely
focused on technical issues rather than cross-disciplinary
approaches.

� The TAA website is not very accessible, though I know that
there are many people in TAA from whose experience I could
benefit. 

The proposals currently under consideration in the

context of TAA’s Business Plan were discussed:

� To turn TAA into an international think-tank for

dialogue and action on development. 

� To transform the Newsletter into a topical magazine

on Agriculture for Development.

� To streamline the management system with sub-

committees of ExCo for finance, membership,

publications, regional activities and TAAF.

� To develop a programme of strategic services more

relevant to the needs of younger members.

These suggestions were welcomed by the workshop

participants.  Many would like to contribute to the

reforms by joining some of the sub-committees,

contributing to publications, participating in if not

running regional meetings, etc.  Involvement of

younger members is the best strategy for ensuring the

survival of a rejuvenated TAA.

Additional proposals made for action following the

workshop included the following:

� Modernisation of the TAA website with links to

development institutions and employer organisa-

tions.

� Facelift for the TAA Newsletter including more

topical articles on practical development issues.

� Readier access for TAAF awardees to expertise of

TAA members, especially regarding job

opportunities.

� More experienced TAAF awardees to advertise

TAAF at their universities and offer advice to

younger awardees or award applicants.

� Timing and venue of TAA and TAAF events to be

reviewed in light of member priorities and

availability.

� Greater representation of younger TAA members

(including recent TAAF awardees) on TAA

management committees.

The opportunity provided by the meeting for

networking and discussing critical issues of concern

was greatly appreciated by the participants.  The

meeting was considered a great success by all:

� Extremely interesting and informative, stimulated a

lot of valuable discussion.

� Wonderful chance to interact with past awardees

and experienced people: teamwork at its best.

� I am keen to do more with TAA if there is mass

change and more young people/new blood become

involved. 
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� I hope the views of this meeting will be fed through

to TAA: if the ideas are really taken on board TAA

will be a great organisation.

A report of the meeting will be discussed with ExCo,

and the offers made by the awardees to contribute to

future activities of TAAF and TAA will be pursued to

ensure that the momentum built up at the meeting is

not lost.

Awardees in the field 
Lucy Nickoll

She is due to return from Bolivia in November.  Apart

from various activities outlined in the September

newsletter she is much involved with the editing and

production of the newsletter for the NGO

ACDI/VOCA, the organisation that she is working

with.

Mentor. Basil Hoare

Graham Clarkson

With a degree in geography, Graham has been in

Malawi since July where he will spend a total of nine

months. He is working towards a PhD on a project

concerned with trees on farms in three different

locations in the country. In the south he is liaising

with ex-awardee Nick Evans and the SUNESMA

programme at Neno. He has also been involved in the

training of students from Hull at the local University.

Mentor. Margaret Pasquini

Cecily Hindley

Having been awarded a degree in agroforestry from

Bangor, she left for the Philippines after participating

in the Awardee Workshop in September. Cecily will be

based at Los Banos and will implement her

programme in association with ICRAF – the Centre

for Research in Agroforestry.

Mentor. Mikael Grut

David Carr

David Carr is due to complete his time in India early in

2007 where he is working in   collaboration with Dr C.

Heffernan, Director of the Livestock Development

Group at Reading University. He recently produced a

report on livestock development and associated

problems in collaboration with an NGO in Madhya

Pradesh.

Mentor. Basil Hoare

Peter How

Peter has just completed his two year assignment in

Afghanistan and returned to this country. He has been

working with the Direct Seeding programme of the

International Assistance Mission (IAM). He is now

actively looking for employment.

Mentor: Basil Hoare

Ex-awardees
Heidi Mayes (Bolivia 2005)

Heidihas returned to this country after her assignment

in Bolivia with the ACDI/VOCA programme funded by

USAID.  Although she is very keen to gain more field

experience she has decided, in the meantime, to do an

MSc course at Bath University. 

Jeremy Knox (Tanzania 1993)

Jeremy is a Principal Research Fellow in Irrigation and

Water Resources within the Cranfield Centre for

Water Science.  His work is mainly centred in the UK

and to a lesser extent overseas on agricultural (and

sports-turf ) irrigation water resource issues. The

work focuses mainly on solving water management,

planning and allocation problems, including

assessing the impacts of climate change on water for

agriculture, and the likely adaptation options required

by that sector.  As water becomes more valuable, other

sectors are also facing problems caused by

increasingly unreliable supplies including the sports-

turf sector. The Centre is actively engaged in helping

golf courses in the UK and overseas to solve their

water problems. As he says “this adds an interesting and
slightly different dimension to our agricultural work”.

Richard Vokes (Uganda 2000)

Having been awarded a DPhil at Wolfson College

Oxford, Richard is currently a lecturer in Social

Anthropology at the University of Canterbury,

Christchurch, New Zealand.  He has carried out some

20 small research and consultancy projects in rural

development.

Damion Young (Swaziland 1991)

Damion is working on Medical Education Technology

at Oxford University.
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Susan Azam-Ali
(India and Bangladesh 1991)

Susan has been with Practical Action (ITDG) for a

number of years. She is currently a freelance

consultant.

Kate Green (Warren) (Kenya 1992)

Kate is a Research Fellow with AERDD, Reading

University and has carried out a number of individual

consultancies in various countries.

Tania Graymore (Brazil 1992) is working at Kew

Gardens.

Caroline Hattam (Mexico 2003) is now  employed

at the Scottish Agricultural College.

John Blithe (Swaziland 1991)

John is working with the British Trust for

Conservation Volunteers (BCTV) on a programme of

practical conservation and horticultural activities.

Simon Milligan (Nigeria 1999)

Simon gained his PhD at the University of Sussex and

subsequently occupied a number of project executive

positions with DFID and various consultancy

companies. Recent projects have been in Liberia and

Nigeria.  

Jane Hull (Bryden) (Nepal  2000)

Jane was awarded an APOS position with DFID

followed by a period of one year in South Africa with

the Water and Forestry Ministry.  She is now with the

Forestry Commission in the UK and has worked as

both a Woodland and Framework Development

Officer.

James Lomax (Kenya 2001)

James worked in Kenya with 2000 small-scale farmers

on vegetable production.  He is now the owner of a

global vegetable growing and trading company based

in Amsterdam and Nairobi.

Janet Geddes (India 2002)

Janet was employed by the consultancy company ERM

as a member of the International Development Team.

She later retuned to India where she is engaged in

consultancy work on both urban and rural issues.

Steven Usher (Costa Rica 2002), having gained a

first class honours degree in Rural Resource

Management at Bangor, undertook a research

programme in Thailand.  He has completed an MPhil

in Environmental Policy, Law and Economics at

Cambridge and has recently started an internship with

UNESCO.

Chinnie Kingsbury (India 2004)

After completing her HND in Medicinal Horticulture

at Hadlow, Chinnie has been employed as Manager at

the Organic Herbal Trading Company in Somerset.

Heidi Mayes (Bolivia): extract from her final report

Conclusions. The award undoubtedly helped alleviate
some of the financial pressures associated with
volunteering and I am thankful for having been selected as
a recipient of a TAAF award. I think the opportunity to
work in the field is an essential foundation for a career in
international development. It provides the opportunity to
see the interaction between NGOs, the Government and
the beneficiaries that, for many, is something only learnt in
theory during a postgraduate degree course. This is
certainly true for me. I was also lucky to be working with
a group of friendly and kind colleagues who made me feel
welcome from the beginning. They hopefully learnt
something of my culture as I did of theirs. By being part of
ACDI/VOCA Bolivia for a relatively short time I hope that
I brought my own ideas and enthusiasm to the work I was
involved in and contributed, in my own small way, to much
worthwhile and important work being carried out by this
organisation.

Lessons Learnt. I have learnt a great deal in terms of
general knowledge of rural development from my time in
the project. Should I repeat this type of experience I think
that I would endeavour to establish a clear job description
before taking up a placement, thus putting the skills learnt
from the assignment into practice in the future. Without
an experience such as these few months have provided,
however, I would not have been in a position to know
which avenue I wanted to pursue, making volunteering a
great opportunity. From taking a project management
internship at Oxfam, and then working in Bolivia, I am
hoping that I am now in a stronger position to engage in
paid employment in the development sector. I would
certainly like to pursue the area of Monitoring and
Evaluation further and to strengthen my research skills.
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Editorial Guidelines

1. The Newsletter issues quarterly in early March (green), June (yellow), September (brown) and December (blue).

2. The Editor is primarily responsible for the production aspects of the Newsletter.
3. Regarding the professional content, unless falling within the Editor’s area of expertise, the copy is referred to an

appropriate Member of ExCo, who de facto act as an Editorial Board.

4. All copy should be with the Editor by the first week of the month preceding the month of the next issue—at the latest—

the earlier, the better.

5. Whenever possible, reports and papers from meetings and seminars should be presented in summary or as concisely as

the material permits. References should be kept to the minimum (these are printed in a very small sized point) and the

author should be prepared to accept enquiries from Members seeking further detail. In general, submissions to the

Newsletter should not exceed 1,200 to 1,500 words in length.

6. Submissions by email and/or disc are encouraged. Such material should always be supported by a confirming hard copy

posted separately to the Editor.

7. All email submissions to the Editor should be repeated to the General Secretary.

8. To ensure accurate scanning, hard copy submissions should be of good quality, double spaced and with wide margins.

9. Drawings, diagrams, maps, etc., should be good quality line art,  and the original artwork (on disk or printed at least

600 dpi black and white) made available to the Editor. Photographs: good quality black and white or colour photographs

to be sent to the Editor (s.a.e. for return). Digital format: Max quality JPEG. 300 dpi EPS, TIFF. 

10. Exceptionally, short notes in clear and legible handwriting may be accepted.

11. The following House Style has been adopted for production of the TAA Newsletter, and contributors are asked to present

contributions, as far as possible, in this format:

� References to the Newsletter and other journals and books/publications to appear in italics

� Titles of papers to appear in italics rather than parentheses

� Caps to be used in titles for all words, apart from words like ‘a’ ‘the’ etc. Caps in general to be kept to a minimum.

� Companies always to be referred to in the singular , i.e. ‘its’ and ‘has’ rather than ‘their’ and ‘have’

� Organisations to be identified by full name the first time they are mentioned with acronym (if it exists) in brackets.

Thereafter use acronym 

� Latin phrases and names in italics

� Authors of papers to be referred to by full name, and affiliation included

� Papers might include short biography of author, so please include this, if possible

q Contributors of letters to have names in full, plus place of origin, to permit cross referencing with the Membership

List.

Disclaimer:  While we make every effort to protect the interests of our members, we are unable to check the accuracy or integrity of any advertisements in

the Newsletter.  We cannot accept responsibility for any misfortune resulting from an advertisement in the TAA Newsletter. 

Design, Layout and Press-Ready Files
Tina Bone—Artist, DeskTop Publisher & Web Designer, 18 Harbour Avenue, Comberton,

Cambridge CB3 7DD. Tel: (01223) 262962; Fax: (01223) 262877; Mobile 07802 708 028;

email: tina@tinabonedtp.co.uk web: www.tinabonedtp.co.uk

Printing
Acorn Press, 3 London Road Industrial Estate, Pampisford, Cambridge CB2 4EE

Tel: (01223) 834301;  Fax: (01223) 837685; email: info@acornprintsolutions.com

Packing/labelling
Hester Adrian Centre, Hawthorn Way, Cambridge CB4 1AX

Tel: 01223 478601; Fax: 01223 478606

John Aves, Manager. Tel: 01223 478605; email: john_aves@papworth.org.uk

Subscriptions

Subscriptions are due annually on 1st August and, with the

exception of members having no bank account in the UK, are

payable by banker’s order.  Members joining after 30 April in

any year will not be charged a subscription for the balance of

that year.

Current subscription rates are:

� Individual membership (printed Newsletter) £30 p.a.

� Individual membership (online Newsletter) £20 p.a.

� ‘Journal’ membership (with J. Exptl Agric.) £50 p.a. 

� Student Member £5 p.a.

� Corporate Membership £80 p.a.

Advertising Rates

� Full page £200

� Half page £110

� Quarter page £60

� A4 inserts £300 per sheet

Personal advertisements from

� members—10p per word.

q Minimum £2.50—cash with advertisement please.

Extra copies of the TAA Newsletter if available £2 per copy post

free in EC, £2.50 outside EC.  Contact General Secretary.






