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Another False Start in Africa Sold with
Green Revolution Myths

ince the Alliance for a Green
S Revolution in Africa (AGRA)
was launched in 2006, yields
have barely risen, while rural pov-
erty remains endemic and would

have increased more if not for out-
migration.

AGRA was started with funding
from the Bill and Melinda Gates
Foundation and the Rockefeller
Foundation to double yields and
incomes for 30 million smallhold-
er farm households while halving
food insecurity by 2020.

There are no signs of significant
productivity and income boosts
from promoted commercial seeds
and agrochemicals in AGRA’s thir-
teen focus countries. Meanwhile,
the number of undernourished peo-
ple in these nations increased by 30
per cent!

When Will We Ever Learn?

What went wrong? The protracted
2020-21 Indian farmer protests,
despite the COVID-19 contagion,
highlight the problematic legacy of
its Green Revolution (GR) which
has frustrated progress to make
food security sustainable.

Many studies have already punc-
tured some of the myths of India’s
GR. Looking back, its flaws and
their dire consequences should
have warned policymakers of the
likely disappointing results of the
GR in Africa.

Hagiographic accounts of the GR
cite ‘high-yielding’ and ‘fast-grow-
ing’ dwarf wheat and rice spread-
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ing through Asia, particularly
India, saving lives, modernising
agriculture and ‘freeing’ labour for
better off-farm employment.

Many recent historical studies
challenge the key claims of this
supposed success, including the
allegedly widespread yield im-
provements and even the number
of lives actually saved by increased
food production.

Environmental degradation and
other public health threats, due to
the toxic chemicals used as part of
the GR, are now widely recognised.
Meanwhile, water management has
become increasingly challenging
and unreliable due to global warm-
ing and other factors.

Ersatz GR2.0 For Africa

Half a century later, the technolo-
gy that fetishises, even deifies, the
AGRA initiative seemed oblivious
of Asian lessons as if there were
nothing to learn from actual expe-
riences, research and analyses.

Worse, AGRA has ignored many
crucial features of India’s GR. Im-
portantly, the postcolonial Indian
government had quickly developed
capacities to promote economic
development.

Few African countries have such
‘developmental’ capacities, let
alone comparable capabilities.
Their already modest government
capacities were decimated from
the 1980s by structural adjustment
programmes demanded by interna-
tional financial institutions and bi-
lateral ‘donors’.

Ignoring Lessons of History

India’s ten-point Intensive Agri-
cultural Development Programme
was more than just about seed, fer-
tiliser and pesticide inputs. Its GR
also provided credit, assured pric-
es, improved marketing, extension
services, village-level planning,
analysis and evaluation.

These and other crucial elements
are missing or have not been de-
veloped appropriately in recent
AGRA initiatives. Sponsors of the
ersatz GR in Africa have largely ig-
nored such requirements.

Instead, the technophile AGRA
initiative has been enamoured with
novel technical innovations while
not sufficiently appreciating indig-
enous and other ‘old’ knowledge,
science and technology, or even
basic infrastructure.

The Asian GR relied crucially on
improving cultivation conditions,
including better water manage-
ment. There has been little such in-
vestment by AGRA or other inves-
tors, even when the crop promoted
requires such improvements.
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From Tragedy to Farce

Unsurprisingly, Africa’s GR has re-
produced many of India’s problems:

e As in India, overall staple crop
productivity has not grown sig-
nificantly faster despite costly
investments in GR technologies.
These poor productivity growth
rates have remained well below
population growth rates.

e  Moderate success in one prior-
ity crop (such as wheat in Pun-
jab, India, or maize in Africa)
has typically been at the ex-
pense of sustained productivity
growth for other crops.

e Crop and dietary diversity has
been reduced, adversely affect-
ing cultivation sustainability,
nutrition, health and wellbeing.

e Subsidies and other incentives
have meant more land devoted
to priority crops, not just inten-
sification, with adverse land
use and nutrition impacts.

e Soil health and fertility have
suffered from ‘nutrient-mining’
due to priority crop monocrop-
ping, resulting in more inorgan-
ic fertiliser purchases.

e  Higher input costs often exceed
additional earnings from modest
yield increases, using new seeds
and agrochemicals, which in-
crease farmer debt.
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Paths Not Taken

AGRA and other African GR pro-
ponents have had fourteen years,
plus billions of dollars, to show that
input-intensive agriculture can raise
productivity, net incomes and food
security. They have clearly failed.

Africans—farmers, consumers and
governments—have many good
reasons to be wary, especially con-
sidering AGRA’s track record after
a decade and a half. India’s experi-
ence and the ongoing farmer protests
there should make them more so.

Selling Africa’s GR as an inno-
vation that requires unavoidable
‘creative destruction’ is grossly
misleading. Alternatively, many
agroecology initiatives, which
technophiles decry as backward,
are bringing cutting-edge science
and technology to farmers, with
impressive results.

A 2006 University of Essex sur-
vey of nearly 300 large ecological
agriculture projects in more than
fifty poor countries documented an
average 79 per cent productivity
increase, with declining costs and
rising incomes.

Published when AGRA was
launched, these results far surpass
those of GRs thus far. Sadly, they
remind us of the high opportuni-
ty costs of paths not taken due to
well-financed technophile dogma.
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The Council writes to inform members that CODESRIA has now acquired Digital
Obiject Identifier (DOI) prefix for all its journals. As a result, all CODESRIA journals
and associated articles, beginning with those in Africa Development, Journal of
Higher Education in Africa, and CODESRIA Bulletin will be assigned a DOl number
by CODESRIA effective October 2022. This will not only improve CODESRIA's
ability to identify and archive its digital publications, but it will also make the
collection of relevant metrics easier. The DOI will also provide the necessary
credibility to many of our journal articles, many of which will be published online
before the final hard copy version is published. This action has been necessitated
by the increased submission of articles to our journals since 2021. Rather than
keeping the articles in a queue awaiting assignment to the full final publication, the
Council will first publish them online with the DOI as confirmation of the volume in
which the article will appear. We hope that this will help members of the community
who need their articles published promptly for a variety of reasons, including those
related to professional development.
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