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SHOCK AFTER SHOCK IN AFRICA:
A TALE OF ECOLOGICAL IMBALANCE, THE FALL 
ARMYWORM INFESTATION AND FALSE SOLUTIONS
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Fall armyworm infestations – ranging from 
25% to 100% in African countries – is 

but one of many shocks battering Africa’s 
smallholder farming systems in recent years. 
Ebola, droughts, cyclones, climate change-
induced shifts in rainfall patterns, plagues 
of locusts and most recently COVID-19 have 
successively and sometimes simultaneously 
struck smallholder farmers, affecting their ability 
to produce food and generate livelihoods. These 
shocks, which are not once-off events, have 
long-lasting consequences, particularly when the 
resilience of farming systems has been steadily 
eroded over the decades through liberalisation 
of the agricultural sectors in most countries, the 
influence of neo-liberal philanthropic projects, 
and implementation of perverse subsidies 
of synthetic pesticides and hybrid (mostly 
maize) seed to encourage farmers to plant 
monocultures of commodity crops.

FAW is considered a serious threat to food 
production on the continent, particularly to 
the 35 million hectares of maize grown by 
smallholder family farmers. It is estimated to 
have affected the food security of more than 
300 million people and cost about $6.1 billion in 
lost yields to date (CABI, n.d.[b]). The infestation 
has also provided ground for further advancing 
false solutions that compartmentalise nature 
and further corporate and industrial agriculture 
interests and profits, rather than promoting 
practices that mend the rift between humanity 

and the rest of nature. The FAW infestations 
show that if we do not restore the natural 
balance within and between ecosystems, we will 
be continually beset by ecological disruptions.

These cumulative shocks have long-lasting 
consequences in countries already battling with 
high levels of inequality, unemployment, hunger, 
poverty and external debt, all of which diminish 
their ability to build the necessary infrastructure 
and capacity to weather events of this nature. In 
addition, decades of following the agricultural 

About this 
paper
Fall armyworm (FAW) is an invasive moth (Spodoptera frugiperda) 
that originates in the tropical and subtropical regions of the Americas 
(ACB, 2018). It was most likely carried to the African continent aboard 
an aeroplane around 2016 (Early et al., 2018) and then quickly spread 
throughout the continent, except in Lesotho, where cold temperatures 
prohibit breeding (Sangomla and Kukreti, 2019). Although FAW can 
feed on more than 300 crop varieties, its favoured choice is maize – 
Africa’s staple food crop (Kansiime et al., 2019).
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SHOCK AFTER SHOCK IN AFRICA

and industrial-style 
agriculture. African 
governments’ 
response has, thus, 

been reactive and focused 
on distributing synthetic 

pesticides (CABI, 2019a), in the 
hopes of containing infestations. 

While understandable, given the 
immediacy of the disaster, this 

response has highlighted the lack 
of institutional capacity to preserve 

and enhance long-term environmental 
resilience. In addition, the use of agrochemicals 
further deteriorates ecosystem health, posing 
risks to the health of people, animals, organisms, 
birds and aquatic life (FAO, 2017).  

These chemicals, some of which are banned in 
much of Europe, leach into the soil or run off 
into underground and surface water sources, 
accumulating in organisms, harming people and 
further damaging what are sometimes already 
fragile ecosystems (Prasanna et al., 2018).  In 
short, the response is likely to further weaken 
Africa’s ability to weather shocks of a similar 
nature. 

There have been attempts to quickly scale up 
production of biopesticides, which have minimal 
environmental effects, and have these pushed 
through regulatory processes. Nevertheless, 

advice of corporate-
influenced developmental 
and philanthropic organisations has 
resulted in deteriorated ecosystems, 
precisely when healthy ecosystems are 
the best defence against many of these 
shocks (Harrison et al., 2019). 

FAW is a particularly dangerous invasive 
pest because it reproduces extremely quickly 
and females lay up to 200 eggs at a time 
(SANBI, n.d.); they can reproduce throughout the 
year and the typically warm climate across the 
continent enables them to establish permanent 
populations (Prasanna et al., 2018); they can 
travel up to 100 kilometres a night (ACB, 2018b) 
– making them a transboundary pest; and they 
can live off about 350 plant species. In addition, 
they quickly developed resistance to insecticides 
in the countries of origin (Harrison et al., 2019). 
The Food and Agriculture Organization notes 
that it is impossible to eliminate FAW once it has 
established permanent populations (FAO, 2020e).

Overall, however, the responses have remained 
locked in the industrial agriculture paradigm, 
which seeks to confront the problem within 
the same logic of domination over nature. The 
responses do not attempt to address the more 
fundamental ecological imbalances in humans’ 
relationship with the rest of nature, which 
accrue through practices related to corporate 
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these are still patented external solutions that 
focus on the symptoms of the problem and not 
the cause. FAW infestation has also, therefore, 
created another opportunity for advancing 
techno-fixes and false solutions, based on 
an agenda of deepening commodification, 
compartmentalisation and instrumentalisation 
of nature, and benefitting corporate control 
and profits. Corporate interests are furthering 
the genetically modified (GM) organism agenda 
in many countries, with unproven claims that 
GM maize is resistant to the pest. Meanwhile, 
farmers in the Americas have experienced 
FAW developing resistance within a few years 
(Boaventura et al., 2020); by 2018, FAW 
was the only insect ever to have developed 
resistance to Bt toxins (in GM maize) in multiple 
locations (ACB, 2018b). There is also talk of 
releasing GM male FAWs with self-limiting 
genes to eliminate the species within a few 
generations (Rwomushana et al., 2018). These 
technocratic solutions all ignore the cause 
of the shocks faced – the world’s ecological 
system is out of balance. 

There is, therefore, a need for a systems-level 
approach. FAW is in Africa to stay, which 
means that responses can no longer just be 
reactive. Policy and investments must shift to 
also focusing on building long-term resilience 
to the pest and its impact. This means focusing 
on the whole (the farming ecosystem located 
within a broader ecological and landscape level) 
and not just the parts (the pest). Solutions 
to FAW are available in the 
form of practices that are 
grounded in harmonious and 
productive socio-ecological 
relations. There has been 
extensive work done on 
push-pull methodologies 
that use intercropping of 
cereals with plants that “push” 
pests away and plants that “pull” 
them (ICIPE, n.d.[a]). For example, 
desmodium repels pests while Napier 
grass attracts and traps them – and provides 
added benefits in generating additional fodder 
for farm animals and boosting nitrogen, 
phosphorous and carbon content in the soil – 

which also then helps with carbon sequestration 
(ICIPE, n.d.[a]). There is also documented 
evidence from South American and African 
countries that farms practising agroecological 
methods (intercropping, plant diversity, providing 
habitats for beneficial insects and natural 
enemies, building soil health) have suffered 
fewer infestations and less damage, if infested 
(Niassy and Subramanian, 2018; Kansiime et al., 
2019; Harrison et al., 2019).

The best line of defence is reducing the risk 
of infestation by maintaining and enhancing 
ecosystem functioning and building the 
resilience of the system to shocks. As this will 

take time, the significant funds that are being 
spent on poisonous pesticides should be 

diverted to building up the institutional 
capacity to monitor, provide early 

warning systems and advise farmers of 
the threat, and to use biopesticides 
as an interim solution. 
Government farm input subsidy 
programmes must be reorientated 

towards supporting farmers in 
maintaining and enhancing ecosystem 
functioning, with all the additional 
benefits that this would provide, such 
as the adaptation of farming systems 
to climate change. 
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