






Unlocking potential for farmers    

                                  

Listening to Peter and Joanina Kibuti’s animated 
discussion on the latest happenings on their farm is 

refreshing.

Joanina: It all began in October 2007 when CNFA, 
supported by AGRA, pitched camp in Embu town. Their 
extension officers trained us to use early rains to our 
advantage, space our planting, select seeds – and most 
importantly – how to use fertiliser at every stage in the 
right amounts. Each member in our group was provided 
with a voucher worth 6000 shillings ($90) which we 
presented to certified agro-dealers. The inputs we 
received included 10 kilos of improved varieties of maize, 
10 kilos of dust to take care of stock borers and 50 kilos of 
top dressing. To save on transport, our group purchased 
the inputs from one agro-dealer shop and hired a 
transporter to deliver the inputs to our homes.

The Kibutis and their group members more than tripled 
their maize yields. Such was their success that they 
opened a cereal bank to store their surplus.

While other farmers sold their produce at 800 shillings 
(US$ 12), the Kibutis’ group, using bargaining strength, 
sold their maize for 1800-2000 shillings per bag.

Joanina: Two more seasons of these vouchers – with 
good rains – will completely stabilise us and transform 
our village. In our group, we plan to start grinding 
flour and packaging because adding value is critical to 
increasing our profits. I paid school fees for my daughter 
on time after I sold the maize. I had never managed to 
pay on time before!

Peter: We started a goat project where villagers bring 
their female goats to mate with the groups’ he-goat at a 
fee. This money was used to purchase inputs.   ◊

We have farmed for 15 years on this 2-acre plot, but until now 
we never harvested anything close to the 16 bags of maize 
we harvested last season. It was always less than 4 bags – we 
have never produced so much maize!

Homecoming: Mr Annan in Ghana 

Mr Kofi A Annan, Chairman of AGRA’s Board of 
Directors, spent several days in July and August 

meeting with farmers, crop scientists and other key 
partners in his home country of Ghana. The former UN 
Secretary-General heard first-hand about the challenges 
facing Ghanaian farmers. 

In Nsawam, Mr Annan met with members of the 
Afumkrom Vegetable Growers Association, who told him 
that poor access to credit and low water availability are 
major limitations to their farm production and incomes.

In Accra, Mr Annan met with a group of PhD candidates 
who are part of an ambitious AGRA-funded program 
that aims to train 40 crop scientists at the University of 
Ghana-Legon over the next five years. Launched in March 
2008, students at the university’s West African Centre for 
Crop Improvement (WACCI) are working on improving 
and adapting indigenous crops like cowpea, rice, millet 
and sorghum as well as staples like cassava and maize. 
In the past, most African crop scientists were trained at 
universities in Europe or the United States on crops that 
are not important – or may not even grow – in Africa. 
This program takes a new approach.

One area that Mr Annan stressed while speaking to the 
students at WACCI was the issue of providing financial 
support and innovative insurance measures for African 
farmers, most of whom are women. ‘Women are the 
backbone of agriculture in Africa. They assume the 
greatest risk in agriculture without any financial support, 
no insurance, and without any support from government. 
They can’t do it all by themselves.’

‘We need immediate solutions for today’s crisis, but we 
must act within the context of a long-term concerted 
effort to transform smallholder agriculture and bring 
about food security for the most vulnerable. Africa needs 
a Green Revolution,’ said Mr Annan.  ◊
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Faso Kaba Seed Company, Mali

Ms Maimouna Coulibaly is a forward-thinking businesswoman who hopes to 
improve the livelihoods of smallholder farmers in southern Mali by providing 

them with access to hybrid seed through an innovative partnership with AGRA. Ms 
Coulibaly’s company, which she gave the appropriate name of Faso Kaba (‘good 
maize’ in Bambara), is a small seed multiplication and distribution business that 
seeks to meet the seed needs of the most underserved subsistence farmers. 
 The way it works is a two-pronged approach. First, the company contracts 
farmers to grow improved seed for distribution. Second, it facilitates farmers’ 
access to seeds by selling them at 40% below current market cost and in a variety 
of affordable packaging sizes. Major crops such as maize, cowpea, rice, groundnut, 
sorghum and millet will be produced under contract with the Institut d’Economie 
Rurale (IER), Mali’s national agricultural research institute.
 ‘Through this AGRA-supported project,’ says Ms Coulibaly, ‘Faso Kaba will 
target very poor farmers. Once improved varieties are made known and made 
available to them, the story will be very different.’   ◊

Ms Coulibaly (right) at her seed farm.

Moving upward in South Africa

In January 2009, Lilian Njeri will embark on the next phase of her education 
as one of 120 African plant breeders to benefit from AGRA’s agricultural 

PhD candidate sponsorship program. AGRA is partnering with two academic 
institutions – the University of Kwa Zulu Natal in South Africa and the University 
of Ghana at Legon – in a 10-year program to help create the critical mass of 
plant breeders who specialise in African staple food crops. These scientists are 
urgently needed to help end the continent’s persistent food crisis.
  Njeri was born in Kericho, a predominantly maize- and tea-growing 
area of Kenya, but grew up in the outskirts of Nairobi. While                                     

            attending school, she grew kale for household use on her family’s small plot. 
 ‘My interest in science really started in primary school. I was curious to know how a seed develops into a 
plant and then back to seed again. It fascinated me,’ says Njeri. This curiosity grew into a passion that was fueled by 
her studies at the University of Nairobi and her work as a maize breeder for the Kenya Agricultural Research Institute 
(KARI), where she is currently employed. 
 ‘What I admire about agricultural science is that it empowers people, makes the world greener and ensures 
that people have food,’ says Njeri. One of her greatest personal and professional achievements to date is that she has 
been able to see farmers use seeds that she herself helped to develop.    ◊

Fighting virus in Tanzania 

Forging new hope in the battle against a disease that kills a popular local variety of rice in Tanzania, researchers 
have identified a disease-resistant cultivar that can be cross-bred with the preferred Supa variety to counter 

the spread of Rice Yellow Mottle Virus disease (RYMV). At Ifakara 
Research Station, Dr Nkonki Kibanda generated new varieties of rice 
with inherent resistance to the virus and with similar taste to Supa, 
the preferred local variety. His efforts resulted in the creation of New 
Supa.
 ‘New Supa will be crossed with other varieties and screened for 
resistance. We expect it to reach the farmers in 2009,' he says.
 According to AGRA’s Dr Jane Ininda, New Supa will improve food 
security and household income for smallholder rice farmers. The 
project is a welcome relief to millions of Tanzanians who depend 
on rice for their livelihoods. RYMV, which is endemic to the African 
continent, causes 20-100% yield losses, resulting in serious financial 
and food security consequences for farmers and consumers.    ◊

Dr Kibanda's team at Ifakara.

Lilian Njeri at work.

aAGRA grantees   
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The Japanese connection: AGRA 
and JICA

Mr André Dellevoet, 
Executive Manager, AECF

JICA Senior Vice President Kenzo Oshima and AGRA 
President Namanga Ngongi flanking Kenyan Minister of 
Agriculture Hon William Ruto at the CARD general meeting. 
Inset: Hiroshi Hiraoka, Coordinator, CARD. 

Global partnerships
A perfect couple: 
AGRA and AECF

AGRA and the Africa Enterprise 
Challenge Fund (AECF) are 
closely intertwined. Not only 
does AGRA host the office of 
the Executive Manager of the 
AECF, it also provides the 
administrative support. 

It made sense for AGRA to offer to host the AECF as a 
special partnership initiative. The synergies between 
AGRA’s programs and the proposed AECF interventions 
in agribusiness and financial services targeted at the 
rural poor were clear from the start.

AGRA and AECF are both engaged with agribusiness to 
improve access to agricultural inputs (seeds, fertiliser), 
knowledge and information (extension services, 
information systems) and the processing and marketing 
of agricultural raw materials and finished products. The 
AECF objective of increasing access to financial services 
in rural areas should prove a valuable asset in achieving 
AGRA’s aims of improving agricultural productivity and 
the well being of smallholder farmers. The link may even 
be more direct. AGRA grantees who wish to scale up and 
commercialise their farms may be eligible for funding 
under the AECF. 

For the AECF, the advantages of a close collaboration 
with AGRA were obvious. Rather than establishing its 
own infrastructure in Africa, the Fund can now benefit 
from the technical and administrative capacity of AGRA, 
thus saving time and money. The bottom line: more 
money from the Fund will be available for investment in 
rural Africa.

AGRA President Dr Namanga Ngongi was elected 
President of the AECF Governing Council for the next 
two years.

More information about AECF: www.aecfafrica.org

On 29 October, Kenya's Honourable Minister for 
Agriculture, Mr William Ruto, opened the first Coalition 
for Africa Rice Development (CARD) general meeting in 
Nairobi. In the hope of doubling Africa’s rice production 
by 2018, AGRA, the Japan International Cooperation 
Agency (JICA), along with several other organisations, 
launched this new and comprehensive initiative at the 
TICAD IV Conference in Yokohama in May 2008.  

Stakeholders in the improvement of rice production in 
Africa, including bilateral and multilateral donors as well 
as African and international institutions, held informal 
exchanges and consultations in preparation for this first 
meeting of CARD members.

The meeting happens as stakeholders in agriculture 
affirm that Africa needs to reduce its reliance on 
expensive rice imports. Given the importance of rice as 
an African food staple, the crop is viewed as one that 
will play a key role in bringing a green revolution to 
Africa.

Bationo honoured
Dr André Bationo, Senior Program Officer, Soil Health Program, and Director, 
AGRA Office in Accra, has received an honourary doctorate  from Uppsala 
University, Sweden. The words read by Dean Kristina Glimelius:

It is a pleasure and honour for the faculty to confer an honourary doctorate 
on you and herewith express the faculty´s respect and great esteem for your 
contributions to the understanding of agricultural research in Africa....
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Investing in youth
AGRA supports a vibrant and colourful 
publication called Young African Express. 
Published 9 times a year in Nairobi and 
targeted at youth, the newsletter is an 
excellent mix of news, science, health 
advice and entertainment. It provokes 
thinking about important social and 
environmental issues and consciously 
promotes agriculture as a noble and 
worthwhile vocation. The issue pictured 
here has an article about Mr Kofi A 
Annan, our Chairman. If any readers of 
AGRA Update would like to know more 
about Young African Express, send an 
email to info@youngafricanexpress.net. 

A l’intention de nos lecteurs 
francophones
Il nous fait plaisir de vous annoncer 
que le bulletin AGRA UPDATE L’AGRA 
Aujourd’hui est maintenant disponible 
en français. Veuillez s’il vous plait 
nous faire savoir si vous préféreriez 
recevoir le bulletin en français ou 
bien si vous vouliez avoir aussi bien 
la version française que la version 
anglaise. Veuillez envoyer un message 
à information@agra-alliance.org pour 
nous informer. Nous vous remercions!

AWARD winners pose for a photo on a farm in Tanzania. AGRA's Dr Jane 
Ininda, third from right, is a member of the Steering Committee. Ms Lilian 

Njeri, who is featured on page 5, is on the far right. Between them is Ms Vicki 
Wilde, head of the CGIAR's Gender & Diversity Program. Ms Josephine Songa, 

AGRA consultant, is on Dr Ininda's right.

60 top African women 
scientists honoured

Sixty African women scientists have 
been selected to receive the first 

fellowships granted by the new African 
Women in Agricultural Research and 
Development Program (AWARD). 
Designed to enhance the careers of 
women agricultural scientists in Africa, 
AWARD is supported by a grant from the 
Bill & Melinda Gates Foundation and 
USAID. It is administered by the Gender 
& Diversity Program of the Consultative 
Group on International Agricultural 
Research (CGIAR), based in Nairobi. 
 The winners, chosen from more 
than 900 candidates in nine African 
countries, represent 44 institutions 
plus a broad variety of agricultural 
disciplines, academic levels and 
nationalities. While women produce 
60 to 80 percent of Africa’s staple food 
crops, less than one in five agricultural 
researchers in sub-Saharan Africa is 
female.  AWARD was founded in the 
belief that, in addition to their scientific 
contributions, female scientists also have 
a unique understanding of the needs of 
smallholder farmers, most of whom are 
women. The AWARD Steering Committee, 
which includes AGRA’s Dr Jane Ininda, 
selected the winners.   ◊
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develop alternative uses 
and promote an enabling 
environment for trade. 
MAP will facilitate the 
development of rural 
markets and storage 
facilities, improve access 
to market information, 
and develop pro-
smallholder trading 
systems. In addition, 
MAP will promote the 
development of small- 
and medium-scale 

processing facilities to increase value addition of food 
and feed.

SHP, which rolled out its investment plan in November, 
recognises the strong need to increase fertiliser access 
and use by smallholder farmers. SHP supports forums 
and events that enhance dialogue between governments 
and the private sector in the development of efficient 
programs that promote soil health.   

Fertiliser use will remain low until key constraints in the 
supply and demand chain are addressed. Cumbersome 
and inefficient port handling and poor inland transport 
are major challenges. Significant investments are 
needed to address these constraints. AGRA’s Soil Health 
Program will assist 
governments and 
their partners to 
address these 
constraints, including 
making some catalytic 
investments where 
necessary.

Demand for fertilisers 
is limited by high cost 
and timely availability. 
SHP will improve 
farmers' access to 
inputs through agro-
dealer development, 
creating demand for 
inputs through large-
scale demonstrations, 
awareness and 
extension. To achieve 
its objectives, SHP 
will work very closely 
with the other AGRA 
programs.   ◊

Contact details:
Eden Square, Block 1, 5th Floor

PO Box 66773, Westlands, 00800 Nairobi, Kenya
Tel: +254 20 3750 627

www.agra-alliance.org

Alliance for a Green Revolution in Africa (AGRA)
The Alliance for a Green Revolution in Africa was launched in September 2006 with initial funding from 
The Rockefeller Foundation and the Bill & Melinda Gates Foundation. AGRA is listening to and learning 
from all partners and stakeholders. Please visit us online or call us with your feedback.

Two new AGRA 
initiatives are up 

and running. The 
Soil Health Program 
(SHP) was initiated 
at a June meeting in 
Nairobi, where 25 
African countries were 
represented. The Market 
Access Program (MAP) 
was kindled in June at 
another Nairobi meeting.

AGRA is pleased to welcome 
Mrs Anne Mbaabu and Mr Stephen Njukia as Director 
and Senior Program Officer, respectively, of MAP; and Dr 
Bashir Jama as Director and Dr André Bationo as Senior 
Program Officer of SHP. The two new programs effectively 
complement the Program for Africa's Seed Systems 
(PASS), AGRA’s first program, which has been active for 
the past 18 months. All three are initially operating in 13 
countries – Burkina Faso, Ethiopia, Ghana, Kenya, Malawi,  
Mali, Mozambique, Niger, Nigeria, Rwanda, Tanzania, 
Uganda and Zambia. 

'The need for MAP could not be more pressing, or 
the timing more opportune. AGRA recognises that a 
sustainable Green Revolution in Africa hinges not only 
on production but also on well-functioning markets that 
provide reliable outlets for farm produce while serving 

as dependable 
sources of 
affordable 
food' says Mrs 
Mbaabu.

MAP will drive 
the agenda for 
smoothening 
avenues through 
which small-
scale farmers 
will market 
their produce 
at competitive 
margins and 
gradually lift 
themselves 
out of poverty. 
The program 
will consider 
interventions 
that reduce 
transaction costs, 

AGRA adds two new programs

The Soil Health team will take on 
the difficult challenge of finding 

ways to help smallholder farmers 
put nutrients back into their 

depleted soils.

The Market Access team will explore 
innovative methods of assisting farmers 
to market their produce, improving their 
livelihoods and incomes.

AGRA's two new Program Directors: Mrs Anne Mbaabu, 
Market Access (left), Dr Bashir Jama, Soil Health (right).




