
RELIABLE ROOTS 
. ..NOW THEY YIELD BETTER TOO 

Smallfarmers in Cameroon are bokteting their 
food supply and income by planting improved 
varieties of cassava and sweetpotato. In some 
areas demandforplanting material has shot 
ahead of supply. The local researchers behind 
this root clap bonanza ascribe their success to 
intensive collaboration with both thefarmers 
and an international agricultural research 
centre in Nigeria. 
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cot crops are grown in every 
province R of Cameroon’s 
diverse landscape -- from the 
hot, humid evergreen forest 
fringing the foot of Mount 
Cameroon, to the vast north- 

ern Savannah. Cultivated for their 
carbohydrate-rich, underground storage 
organs, root crops furnish half the 
country’s major food crop species, al- 
though they were slighted until recently 
by agricultural research. 

“We are a nation of agriculturalists.” says 
the director of Cameroon’s Institute of 
Agronomic Research (IRA), DrJ.A. Ayuk- 
Takem, pointing out that the mainstay of 
Cameroon’s root crops production, like 
that of other food crops, is the small-scale 
family farm. Root crops are a reliable 

source of food in an uncertain climate and 
even tolerate drought well. This helps ex- 
plain why subsistence farmers depend on 
them so heavily. 

Until a few years ago, the woman trek- 
king long distances to her cassava fields in 
the forest, the yam cultivator in the north- 
ern Savannah, and millions of root crops 
farmers in between, had no choice but to 
grow traditional low-yielding crop 
varieties that fall prey to pests and dis- 
eases. 

The Cameroon National Root Crops Im- 
provement Program (CNRCIP) was 
created in 1977 as the country’s first na- 
tional food crop program. It has begun to 
turn the situation around for farmers, at 
least for several target crops: casswa, 
cocoyam, yam, and sweet potato. 

Irish potato was added recently to the 
program. New varieties and growing prac- 
tices are beginning to boost production 
for Cameroon’s expanding population. 

The International Institute of Tropical 
Agriculture (IITA) in Nigeria has close ties 
with agricultural scientists in Cameroon. It 
has provided them with superior plant 
genetic material for their breeding work, 
as well as training cowses, access to le. 
search networks, and technical experts. 

Two donors, IDRC and Belgium’s Agen- 
cy for International Development and 
Cooperation (AGCD), funded the 
program’s early development, along with 
Cameroon’s Institute of Agronomic Re- 
search. As the program matured, the In- 
stitute assumed a greater share of the cost. 
Recently, Britain’s Gatsby Charitable 
Foundation has underwritten the effort to 
distribute new varieties to farmers. 

Under the root crops program, farmers 
participate in the research process right 
from the beginning. They are surveyed by 
the scientists to determine their needs 
and, later, they test crop lines in their 
fields and let scientists know the results. 

“The policy for government researchers 
many years ago was ‘don’t interfere with 
farmers’,” recalls Dr Simon Lyonga, na- 
tional coordinator of root crops research. 
“We were struggling to solve farmers’ 
problems without involving them. There 
was also the evident gap between re- 
search resulw and farmers. Our results 
were confined to offices and drawers.” 

Seeing through farmers’ eyes means 
focusing on many factors. These include 
not only technical constraints such as rain- 
fall, climate, and soils, but also local set- 
tlement patterns, authority structures, and 



eating habits. All of these affect the degree 
of acceptance of new technologies. Many 
types of cassava, for instance, require 
laborious processing to render them 
edible. But people in central Cameroon 
might not welcome such varieties even if 
productive, because their custom is to 
simply peel and boil most of their cassava. 
Only 30 percent of cassava is made into 
other products. 

Perhaps the single worst obstacle to ex- 
panding root crop production is slow mul- 
tiplication. Unlike cereals or legumes, 
which farmers grow from seed, root crops 
are propagated vegetatively from “plant- 
ing material” -- stems, vines, or tubers of 
the parent plant. This slower process 
often limiw how much a farmer can plant, 
and retards the dissemination of improved 
varieties. New rapid multiplication techni- 
ques promise to help overcome the 
propagation bottleneck. 

At this point, it is mainly CNRCIP’s cas- 
saw and sweet potato lines that are begin- 
ning to pay off in farmer’s fields. Im- 
proved cassava varieties can yield 100 to 
300 percent better than the best local 
types in the country’s diverse zones, while 
ney sweet potatoes IRA 1112 and TIB 1 
yield twice as much or more than local 
varieties, on average, across five different 
ecological tones. 

More than 1000 farmers and extension 
workers have graduated from CNRCIP 
courses on root and tuber production. 
They have helped to disseminate the new 
root crops to farms in some of Cameroon’s 
most isolated plateaus, and even to neigh- 
bouring countries. 

One region where the new varieties are 
catching on is the forest belt spanning 
south and central Cameroon, and com- 

prising about one-third of the country. 
Root crops supply 60 to 70 percent of 
dietary calories in this tone, with cassava 
alone accounting for 44 percent of the 
t0cl1. 

“There’s more demand for the new cas- 
sava varieties in this region than can be 
supplied,” says Ekona Research Station 
agronomist Dr Jerome Ambe Tumanteh. 
The station recently held a root and tuber 
workshop for 17 female community 
development leaders from seven provin- 
ces. They returned home with samples of 
improved cassava and sweet potato to 
multiply in their areas. “The women v.we 
surprised to see the disease-free material 
and bow quickly the cassava had bulked 
(produced tubers),” he says. “In fact, there 
was a scramble over planting material 
when they were leaving because of 
limited space to fit it on the bus!” 

One of the trainees, an extension 
worker, took stems of new cassava 
varieties to Muyuka, a nearby small town. 
There, Mary Njuma, president of a group 
of 50 women farmers, convinced her 
group to pool their labour to plant a com- 
mon multiplication field. Each will even- 
tually take some stems to multiply on her 
own farm. 

Ms Njuma says her group likes the new 
cassava types’ ability to mature faster than 
old types (in 10 months instead of 121, as 
well as their high yield and resistance to 
disease. The women also appreciate the 
new cassava’s denser canopy cover, 
which shades out weeds and reduces the 
tedious work of weeding. Ms Njuma 
registers only one complaint about the 
new varieties: planting material has been 
quietly disappearing from the field, as 

CAMEROON’S MAJOR 
ROOT CROPS 

CASSA VA In Cameroon’s fores- 
ted south, cassava is a major food 
crop. It can be cultivated on lea- 
ched tropical soils and grown last 
in a crop rotation, when soil is 
considerably exhausted. It has the 
singular capability of remaining 
viable underground for up to three 
years as a hedge against hunger. 

COCOYAM Two types of this 
large-leafed root crop -- macabo 
and tam -- are grown throughout 
Cameroon. The crop performs 
best, however, in the higher rain- 
fall areas. 

YAM Cameroon lies in West 
Africa’s yam zone, which produces 
90 percent of the world’s crop. 
Yams must be staked to yield pro- 
perly. Unfortunately, stakes are so- 
metimes unavailable in wood-de- 
pleted areas of the savannah. 

SWEETPOTATO This root crop 
was once considered suitable for 
consumption only by livestock or 
children. But cultivation is increa- 
sing as knowledge of its nutritional 
value spreads. Two crops of sweet 
potato per year can be grown in the 
forest area of Cameroon. 



. ..Reliabk roots 

other farmers see its performance and 
help themselves. 

In the Savannah of northern Cameroon, 
root crops play more of a backup role in 
case of crop failure. In the Adamaoua 
region, however, where dark volcanic 
crags overlook expanses of plateau, cas- 
sava is still the primary carbohydrate 
staple, The area’s population of semi- 
sedentary livestock herders had been 
neglected by food crop researchers until 
CNRCIP turned its attention northward in 
1981, with IlTA assistance. 

In just a few years, improved sweet 
potato varieties became the first new food 
crops to be distributed in the region. They 
were enthusiastically acclaimed by 
farmers for their high and stable yields, 
resistance to disease and weevils, and 
good taste. In 1985, the program also 
began distributing three improved cas- 
saw lines, which yield 25 to 50 percent 
better than local types. 

“Nothing passes ‘em!” a farmer near 
Ngaoundere, Adamaoua’s largest town, 
tells visitors about the new sweet 
potatoes. He says that he and his neigh- 
bour, to whom he passed planting 
material, now grow the crop for commer- 
cial sale -- a change from the past, when 
farmers grew the low-yielding local 
varieties mainly for home consumption. 

The outreach approach of Cameroon’s 
root crop scientists gives them a thorough 
grasp of the country’s different growing 
regions and the varying needs of farmers. 
Agricultural scientists from around the 
country all agree on the importance of net- 
working as a way to ensure that improved 
varieties reach remote farms. This means 
keeping in touch with government exten- 
sion workers, influential farmers, village 
chiefs, local farmers’ groups, religious 
missionaries, and representatives of 
parastatal organizations. 

CNRCIP’s campaign to distribute new 
va%eties and train farmers in new tech- 
nologies is now in full swing. The scien- 
tists believe, though, that success is not 
measured only by the number of cassava 
stems distributed or extension agents 
trained. “It’s also a question of attitude,” 
explains Malachy Akoroda, an IITA scien- 
tist in the Cameroon program. “If we sen- 
sitize farmers so they’re eager to take our 
varieties, then we have created the poten- 
tial for rapid change in the future.” n 

WATER QUALITY 
TESTING 
IN THE TROPICS 
Western-style lab tests for determining drinking water quality are a 
majorproblem for many &eloping countries. They are usuully too 
expensive, too complicated, and inappropriate for rural ayeds 
where mostpeople live. A network of researchersfrom several 
developing countries ti now examiningpromising alternative tests 
that are cheaper and easier to administer. 
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I 
n villages and cities around the 
world, new wells, pumps, reser- 
voirs, latrines, and sewage systems 
have been installed during the last 
decade in pursuit of the goals of the 
International Water Decade. But un- 

less these water sources are protected 
from contamination and proper monitor- 
ing and maintenance procedures 
instituted, all these efforts will have been 
in vain. 

Among the ingredients of a realistic 
program to assure water quality are simple 
tests for determining microbiological 
properties of water, and a scheme for 
classifying water sources according to 
their health risk to users. 

Few developing countries, however, 
have enough lab space, equipment, 
chemical supplies, or trained personnel to 
carry out the sophisticated water-quality 
tests routinely done in the industrialited 
world. Long incubation periods and lack 


