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CEREAL THREAT:

East Africa’s looming grain crisis

Food erlele. Food has always been a

malor factor of Integration In East Africa
However, a new phenomenon Is threatening
not only the survival of famllies In the
region, but also the brotherly exchanges of
winks, sackfuls, and associated fortunes
across the reglon's borders. The fall
armyworm, that pesky little pest chomping
through millions of acres of crop In Kenya,
Uganda, Tanzania, and Rwanda, Is to blame
for future food crisis, yet we seem not to
know what to do with it. Nation Media
Group Special Correspondents report.

cereal shortage in the wake of the

devastating destruction caused
on farmlands by the fall armyworm,
experts have warned. The most affected
is the maize crop, the staple in the
region, meaning household budgets
could be hit as food inflation rises in
coming months,

Unfortunately, the administrations
in Nairobi, Dar es Salaam, Kampala
and Kigali are scarcely prepared for
the coming crisis, and the gloom and
dread that accompanied the invasion of
the destructive pest in 2016 has waned
within boardrooms. Yet, outside, in
the subsistence farms of peasants, the
destruction continues unabated.

Butthe danger has not gonean ywhere,
according to various food experts we
tal};ed to in the process of compiling
this report, Most ominously, the fall
armyworm is not going anywhere,
meaning the fragile economies of
the region must leam to live with the
menace at the door.

InKenya, the Ministry of Agriculture
says more than 250,000 hectares of
farmland have been affected in the food
basket counties of Uasin Gishu, which
has lost (8,000 ha) as well as Trans-
Nzoia (10,000 ha), Bungoma (31,600
ha), Nandi (7,000 ha) and Nakuru
(48,969 ha).

The total acreage of land invaded by
the worm in Kenya accounts for 11 per
cent of the total land on which maize
Is cultivated in the country. Between
2010 and 2015, maize was grown on an
average 2.1 million hectares, according
;% the Economic Review of Agriculture,
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In Tanzania, the worm is wreaking
havocin the coastal regionas well as the
uplands. In Chalinze alone, for instance,
3,000 hectares of maize crop have been
affected, and Mr Mathew Mtigumwe,
the Permanent Secretary in the Ministry
of Agriculture, Livestock, and Fisheries,
says Katavi, Mbeya and Songwe have
also fallen to the pest. A true citizen
of the world, the worm crossed over
from neighbouring Zambia into Nkasi
district of Rukwa region, and from there
it spread its tentacles.

Despite the ministry, through the
Efﬁ'cient Maize for Africa (Wema)
Project, coming up with 11 new maize
seeds which are drought-tolerant and
8ood for low- and medium-altitude
areas, the worm is spreading fast, and
S0 Ms Constansia Msola, a farmer in
Kabuku, Tanga region, laments that
she might not have much to harvest

season.

Ensl Africa is staring at a biting
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Loss. Amount of money Africa is likely to
lose to fall armyworm in the next one year.

“At the beginning of the year we
incurred huge losses when we lost
our crops to drought, and so we were
overjoyed when the government came
up with drought tolerant seeds,” she
says. “Iwas expecting to harvest at least
250 sacks from my 30-hectare plot, but
due to the worm I only got 100 sacks.”

Dr Nicholas Nyange, a consultant
with the Open Forum on Agricultural
Biotechnology in Africa (Ofab), says
farmers are bearing the brunt of the
invasion. He says researchers from
Tanzania and across the region are
collaborating to find a quick solution
before it is too late.

The government, meanwhile, is
burning the midnight oil. Mr Jackson
Nkuba of Ministry of Agriculture,
Livestock and Fisheries says the worm
has affected huge swathes of land in the
country, from Dar es Salaam to Tanga,
Morogoro, Manyara and Arusha, among
others. i

“I cannot quantify the losses in
tonnage or monetary terms, but harvests
have reduced tremendously,” he says.

Across the border in Rwanda, the
Ministry of Agriculture and Animal
Resources says that since February,

Kigali’s

an estimated 15,600 hectares, which
represents five per cent of the total
maize crop in the season, have been
attacked. The government, however,
says that everything is now under
control.

“The country is currently armyworm-
free, and it did very little effect on the
normal food production situation. We
are not required to take any special
measures because we are in a state of
normaley, but everything is in place to
actwhenneedbe,” says Ange Tambineza,
the Agriculture Communication and
Information Programme Manager.

The ministry of agriculture says that
overall production of major food crops
for the second half of the year remains
positive, although we could not confirm
theassertion. Still, projected maize
production stands at 781,000
tonnes on over 63,400
hectares. Another 1.3
million hectares are
under beans, Irish
potatoes, banana,
rice, wheat,
soybeans, and
cassava,among
other crops
prioritised by
crop
intensification
programme,

Where the
region is faltering,
Rwanda is doing
well, and increased
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the caterplllar
destroys the
malze crop.
PHOTOBY DAN

WANDERA.

output under the intensiﬁcatic_m Programme
is credited with the fall of prices of severg|
food items, resulting to lower inflation of 8.1
per cent in July this year, compared to 9
per cent in June, according to the Instityte
of Statistics. s

Food and non-alcoholic beverages account
for 27 per cent share of theitems used to gy g
the country’s inflation, alongside utilities and
transport, whichrepresent 21and 12 per cen,
respectively. Beans, maize, potatoes, cassay,
and vegetables are some of the key stap|eg
whose prices eased.

Nonetheless, in view of a possible spillover
of cereal shortage effects from the regjop,
Rwanda banks on its strategic grain reserves,
which until currently absorb bumper maja
and beans yields for redistribution.

The United Nations Food and Agricultyre
Organisation (FAO) has already listeq
Kenya — alongside Uganda, Suday
and Ethiopia — as among

countries that need external
food assistance. More than
five million people in East
Africa face starvation,
with the biggest threat
being in Kenya (27
million) and Uganda (16
million).
The latest Regional
Supply and Market
Outlook East Africa, by
USAid’s Famine Early
Warning Systems, shows
that the region’s supply of
maize is expected to fall to 12
million tonnes. from an averasa ~¢
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jon tonnes, with Uganda — the only
+ alonal country with a surplus — expected
* cord n drop to 103 million tonnes, from
u“s million tonnes.
Peross the region, the cstimnl(.*d costs
\he infestation are astronomical. Mr
of of Centre for Agricultural and
Rl\Fl“;(‘ncog International (Cabi) says Africa
fiose <o nhott §h309.2 billion worth of crop
will |(‘~m|| armyworm in the next one year.
l(\"l" the staple of the region, a shortage
B(‘"“fc will give rise to many other social
of M0 anomic problems, but inflation in a
ant ec already suffering from drought and
' mlc(“m"“c growth could be the straw
| h(;‘,nksllwcnmcl'shnck.
hat rices of food in Kenya, Uganda,
The E‘ anda, South Sudan and Somalia
n,ufn:go'l regulated by rainfall patterns,

il

1 bility, the effici

nomic stability, iciency
"“‘C“ﬁ'y"[ﬂcsmdv, agricultural policies, and,
of e sts of the region.

the € i lly tak
NOWs world, countries normally take
J n“"‘d‘ll,‘:fmc they stabilise, but not in
A hpmllﬁ_! For instance, Kenya's annual food
fast "“'n,.t'mn has averaged 12.5 per cent for
c rears.

I past five 3w0 kilogrammes of maize
at Sh150 in rural Homa Bay,

Sh90 in two months earlier,

n May-: inflation has risen to the top of
| Bank of Kenya's targeted range of
thel nt, plus or minus 2.5 per cent, and
o per ‘;"n ! that it might exceed 10 per cent
pert of the year.
P rds (llg:“‘:he International Monetary
m nnt hatannual headlineinflationrose
pund S5 L i February, but food costs have
o r “bout 19 per cent. Tanzania’s was
scon DY cent while Rwanda reported a

;‘(' sc\'g_'ém nine per cent in 2016 to eight per

op:

i d‘;‘( this y‘fca:'way you look atit, the goose is
1 S\whiche ked for the region, whereaverage
i s“ead)' e account for more than a quarter of
f‘,‘od Cosehol dbudgets— Kenya (36), Rwanda
1! it housd anzania (39) —against 15 per cent
] (27)’agevel oped world, according to a 2016
in the s of food inflation in Sub-Saharan
i O“a.bc:by the IMF. s icter
est has the region’s economists
The P but not more than the scientists’,
auennon. able to answer the mxll_lon~dollar
Wwho 8T8 e U hat to do to the nagging worm.
auesno!; as discovered in the Americas in
dthe International Maize and V\{heat
1957 ement Center — the international
mproY sum of researchers known by its
cons‘?r‘t acronym IMMYT — suggests that
5 i c; it first landed in Nigeria in January

in

1ast Y22% ore, it hopped to Central and West
rom pefore taking a tropical vacation
Afric3; o ern Africa. It was largely ignored
ties, until April this year, when it

by 3%+ "through 90,000 hectares of crop in
g;bia 17000 hectares in Malawi, 130,000

<

Sout
uthorl
in Zimbabwe, and 50,000 hectares

e mbibia.

jn Narm h, it made an unannounced landing
M ‘East Africa, found favourable

4 nd- settled-down. The region’s

weatheh, & warm-wet and sunny all year

weathel = . ctive to the pest, which is
it attra )
e rﬁ;‘é‘ig ate its body temperature and

urvive in wintry climes.

socaﬂng ihe worm burrowed in, happy to
d the right combination of factors

ceful life — abundant food, good

foer;h}ﬁa clueless farmers, and bungling
w d :

govemments.

] al behavioural ecology
I Woﬂ"[‘)’;‘f:i’dsﬁ:”":ngi, head of plant protection
wca at the Ministry of Agriculture in
servl has battled many a threat to crops in
Kenya, :on, There was the Large Grain Borer
- the rest amed it Osama — which devoured
. — they "d o sacks they were stored in, as
crn§ @NC 115 2 1othal Necrosis Virus in

LOCOMOTION

How pests move, 1 or
as |ong a5 rran has baer
farming for fond, the threat
of pasts has ! ways been
present, but a study of
1,300 invasive spacins
from all aver the world by
ecologist Dean Paini of
Australia's Commonwealth
Scientific and Industrial
Research Centre in
Canberra showed that
Sub-Saharan Africa is
particularly vulnerable to
an:'-f. Dr Paini implicated
International trada routes
and climate change for
the ease with which the
pests mave from one point
to another, When people
starve in some parts of the
world, food is quickly moved
to alleviate the suffering
and that food often comes
gwnh tsorne unwanted
uests, in the form of
That could explain ‘hepesls,
armyworm's invasion of
Africa, asin Nigeria, where
it flrst landed, an economic
crisis had caused inflation
rates as high as 50 per cent,
necessitating external food
interventions,

2006 and 2007,

From these attacks, entomologi
developed a template of ﬁghtil:g ':Srfi
pests by answering a few questions:
Are '}here Insects that can eat thé
tl?eees(;s Ca;l we deny it the food that it
o gn. \;Vhat and when does it like
Whaf lon._How giogs it reproduce?
scoffact ’;emlcals kill it? What does it

This is called behavioural ecol
the study of how insects adapt tooti‘g
Ie}nvu'onments they get in, and here

es the second worry for scientists.

When Dr Muo Kasina, an
entomologist and the director of
National Sericulture Research Centre
at Kenya Agricultural and Livestock
Rese:_arch Organisation (Kalro)
examined the fall armyworm using
th? template, he hit a wall.

‘I do not know!” he said of the
pest’s particular risk and future in the
reglon. “It is new in East Africa! The
scientists donot know anything about
it. Even the mites and spiders that

would have fed on it have
how to eat it!” FRe

The rescue, When the fall armyworm crossed
into East Africa earlier this year, first response

by governments was to fight it using pestcides...
and a bit of mother nature wizardry. Uganda set
asl@e $6.85 million for purchase of pesticides

as it struggled to save its farmers more than
$200 million in potential maize crop losses, while
Tanzania bought $132,400 worth of chemicals.

They did not work. Desperate, some farmers
started spraying double the requirement,
interfering with pollinators, which are needed for
other crops to mature well. Others under sprayed
and sold the remaining free-issue chemicals to

large-scale farmers.

As he was examining the worm,
scientists and crops experts from
the region were planning a meeting
in Nairobi to discuss the infestation,
In April, they packed thelr bags and
converged In Nalrobi, where they sat
attentively inside a conference room as
the diabolical nature of the warm was
projected on PowerPoint.

One of the presentations horrowed
from a 1987 study by Seth Johnson of
Lounisiana State University in the US,
who was among the first tolook into the
worm'’s destructive habits and risks to
economies.

The fall armyworm is not easily
noticeable to farmers at an early stage
as it stages its attack from the heart
of the maize crop. Unlike the African
armyworm, the fall armyworm bhurrows
itself in the stalk, like a borer, and
attacks from within. By the time
a farmer notices infestation, it is
often too late,

Dr Seth Johnson's research
also shows that the specie is also
polyphagous, meaning it can feed on 80
species of crops such as millet, sorghum,
cub grass, as well as pasture. Its affinity
to these crops also explains why South
Africa has contained its attacks faster
than East and Central Africa, where crop
varieties are more diverse.

Dr Raphael Wanjogu, a rescarc[\cr,
says that, unlike in South Africa,
where planting and harvesting dates
are uniform, East Africa’s small scale
farmers’ crop seasons are different,
heavily dependent on rainfall patterns.

“That means there is no one time that
the pest will starve here because crops
have been harvested from the fields,” he
says. “It has a constant supply of food
here.”

The worm also has a good dispersal
ability to colonise new species and lands
asit can fly up to 1,600 kilometres. At the
larval stage it is a cannibal, feeding on
otherlarvae, even fromits own species. It
lives for just 30 days while other insects
live for between two and six months,
and has shown particular resistance to
pesticides. \

Itisalsoa very fertile insect, laying up
t0 2,000 eggs in batches of 100 to 2000n
immature maize plants. The laying takes
about three days, and after the eggs
hatch into larvae, the worm is ushered
into the most dangerous and destructive
part of its life. It eats up the leaves,

which is the food manufacturing part of

the plant as it is where photosynthesis
takes place, leaving the plant stunted
and unproductive.
-Verah Okeyo contributed reporting from
Nairobi, Rosemary Mirondo from Dar es
Salaam, and Johnson Kanamugire from
Kigall.

and Agriculture
Organisation of

the United Nations
advised that East
African countries
establish a uniform
sustainable plan to
fight the worm with
minimal damage to the
environment. To this end,
Mr Christopher Kibazanga,

short- and long-term periods.

" = Seeing the havoc being wreaked, the Food

Uganda's minister of Agriculture, says that a team
has already been tasked with developing action
plans for management of the worm, both in the

A CHANGE OF MENU), PERHAPS?

Tha ‘World Health Omanisatinn isenmmands thas peaple

In tha ieproductive arge (1A 1y fi0) tequitn 3 cortain portion
of nutrlents that can be found in diffarant types of food. In
tha ahsenca of malze, tha frlly wing foods can supplamant
nutritional needs of a geown up, as well a5 affar ather health
benafits

The cassava is a resilient crop that
qrovis in the harshest weather. Analysis
of Its composition shaws 60 per cent
molsture and 25 per cent cartiohydrate
“ The toats ara rich in calcium,

! vitamin C, thiamine, ribaflavin
and nicotinic acid.

Sarghumn can provide
vitamins like Niacin that
boost immunity, as well
as magnesium and iron,
both of which ensure that
tha levels of calcium are
requlated in the body.

Millet is rich in magnesium,
which helps reduce the
affacts of migraines and
heart attacks, Niacin
(Vitamin B3) to lower
cholesterol, as well as
315 per cent protein
content. 2

These tubers are a source
of immune-boosting
vitamins such as A, the
B complex, Niacin and
C. They are also a good
source of bone fortifiers
such as potassium and
phosphorus.

Pumpkins are high in
protein, carbohydrates and

' potassium, which lowers the
risk of high blood pressure.
Their vitamin content

\ prevents degenerative
damage to the eyes.

These metheds
include the use of
pheromones, whichis
achemical produced by
® aninsect to modify how

members of its species relate toit.

" How it works.Dr Wilson Ronno of FAO

~ explained how this works: “The female pest
produces chemicals to attract the males. We
harvest that chemical and make synthetic forms
of it, which we place in farms. The males are
attracted to the trap and are killed en masse.
When all the males are decimated, the pest will
not reproduce, and so it dies off."
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