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INTRODUCTION
This briefing highlights key issues raised at a farmer exchange and learning event 
held in August 2019 at the Namushakende Farm Institute (NFI) in Mongu District, 
Western Province. The district lies in Agroecological Region IIb, with hot conditions, 
very sandy soils in the east, and annual rainfall ranging from 800 to 1000 mm. 
Mongu is on the edge of the Barotse Floodplain of the Zambezi River. The plain 
floods from January up to May or June. Farmers use the moist and fertile land for 
cattle grazing, fishing and growing crops, mostly rice and vegetables. Farmers also 
grow upland crops such as maize, cassava and groundnuts in the Kalahari sandy 
soils.

The overall objective of the meeting was to share and exchange ideas on 
transitioning from the current farm input support programme (FISP), which is heavily 
biased to chemical fertilizers and hybrid maize seeds, to a smallholder support 
system for diversified agroecological farming.
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“FISP has not been improving the soil. 
This inorganic fertiliser impoverishes the soil. Farmers 
have realised that they have to start improving the soil 

using manure and other organic inputs.” 
CHAMA MWILA, PRINCIPAL, NAMUSHAKENDE FARM INSTITUTE
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CONTEXT
Climate change
Intensifying drought and unpredictable weather, with flash floods and prolonged dry 
spells during the growing season.

Biodiversity loss, deforestation and soil degradation
An example is indigenous forests being cut down in Western Province to make way 
for a large-scale cashew nut plantation; changed farming practices to production 
of chemical intensive mono-culture cash crops; and annual burning that destroys 
precious soil organic matter, natural forest and their products, as well as critical 
ecosystem services provided by the floodplains.

Farming conditions are very challenging. Government support is mainly 
in the form of the inflexible and most often inappropriate FISP, which 
focuses on synthetic fertilisers and hybrid seeds, and only a few crops, 
unsuitable for the growing conditions. 

This changes the way farming is traditionally done and most farmers do not benefit. 
The green revolution model of farming promoted by FISP is ecologically damaging as 
a result of mechanisation, carbon emissions especially from long distance transport, 
with multiple damages to the ecosystem from synthetic fertilisers and pesticides, 
including runoff into water, the release of greenhouse gases from synthetic fertiliser, 
carbon extraction from the soil and release into atmosphere, and biodiversity loss as 
the system is largely biased towards maize monocrops.



THEN AND NOW
Participants started by discussing the changes they had observed in their farming in 
particular and communities as a whole over the past few decades. External factors 
such as climate, population dynamics and economics have combined with changing 
farming and homestead practices. The situation has worsened over time, with few 
areas of improvement.

Then Now

Fertile soils, natural fertilisers (manure, 
crop residues), use of hand hoes and 
minimum soil disturbance

Synthetic fertiliser and pesticides, 
ploughing, soil disturbance, burning crop 
residues, no livestock for manure, soil 
degradation, dependency

Seed, crop and tree diversity – sorghum, 
finger millet, sweet potatoes, wild fruit and 
medicines

Fewer crops and varieties, less diversity, 
trees cut for charcoal

Seed sharing Buying seed

Mixed farming – animal, crop, tree 
integration, crop rotation

Monocultures with a focus on a few crops, 
less livestock

Children involved in farming from a young 
age, working in fields at home

Formal schooling, lack of interest by 
children in farming

Climate – good rainfall No rains, or unexpected flooding at planting 
time followed in most cases by prolonged 
dry spells.

Small population, enough land and 
resources for all, food security, good 
harvests, land fallowing

Population growth, resource limits, land 
scarcity, no rest for the land

Self-sufficient food production for own and 
community use

Farming for income – new costs of 
fertilizer, lime, seed, buying food from the 
shop, schooling for children

The idea behind Sustainable Organic Agriculture (SOA) is not to bring something 
totally foreign to farmers, but to build on existing farmers’ knowledge and 
traditional practices, and combine these with modern scientific understanding. This 
combination is stronger than either indigenous knowledge or modern science used 
on their own. The result is diversified agroecological practices that look after the 
environment for future generations, and that look after people today by providing 
them with healthy, low cost and diverse food and medicines.
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MAIN PRACTICES OF SOA / AGROECOLOGY
•	 Organic	soil	fertility	management	through	the	use	of	readily	available	and	cheap	

resources such as animal manure, crop residues, grass, green manures, organic 
kitchen waste, compost, agroforestry, etc. 

•	 Permanent	ground	cover	(e.g.	mulch,	crop	residues,	green	manures),	water	
harvesting.

•	 Use	local	resources.
•	 Intercropping,	mixed	livestock	and	crop	farming,	agroforestry.
•	 Biological/natural	pest	management.
•	 Diverse	farmer	seed.
•	 Farmer	to	farmer	learning	and	sharing.
•	 Indigenous	forest	protection	and	harvesting	of	diverse	products.

“The time when we were growing up, every home  
had at least a granary of food. At that time we used to grow 

using natural fertilisers. The fields were very supportive to the 
crop. When new technologies came in, chemicals, things like 

that, we thought we were developing, but we did not know these 
technologies were bringing a problem.” FRANK MUTOKE, FARMER

“We talked about burning the crop residues. This is  
destroying the residues as well as the organisms in the soil that  

can help with fertility. The crop residues we leave in the field 
have a lot of benefits. Because there is no direct heat, it keeps 

moisture in the soils. It will help the crops grow. In terms of climate change, 
with drought, those with residues will retain moisture. Those who remove  

residues will have lots of evaporation, and it will intensify  
the effects of drought.” ROSE MULAWA, AGRICULTURAL ASSISTANT, NFI
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SEED IS OUR LIFE, SEED IS OUR IDENTITY, 
SEED IS OUR RIGHT

Mary Sakala from Rural Women’s Assembly (RWA) Zambia led a discussion on seed. 
Participants showed a lot of interest in the diverse local seed displayed and shared 
by farmers from Shibuyunji.

“In the farmer seed system, the farmer has their  
own seeds, they plant, harvest, select and keep for the next season. 

These are always readily available, they are with us. Most are 
nutritious because there is a wide variety. The seeds are not found 
in a shop. We have been recycling for so many years. They are free 

to share. These seeds make us who we are as Africans.”
MARY SAKALA, RURAL WOMEN’S ASSEMBLY



FIELD VISITS
Participants visited the SOA demo plot at NFI. Although no production was taking 
place at the time of the visit, NFI shared what they had done in the fields and the 
results. They had planted a variety of crops, including cowpea, maize, sorghum, 
finger millet, groundnuts, sunnhemp, jack beans, velvet beans and rice with maize-
tephrosia; maize-cowpea, millet-jack beans and sunnhemp-cassava intercrops.

Participants visited Mufalo Mufalali’s organic vegetable plot on the flood plain. 
Mufalo uses composted manure and mulch around the plants. The biggest challenge 
is water. A canal was built for transport and to drain swamplands. Although the canal 
is of use, in the dry season it takes all the water from fields near the village. Other 
participants also highlighted problems they have experienced with water access.
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“There are two types of seed system, the formal and  
the farmer seed system. The formal system is mainly in business. This is  

done by big multinational corporations. There are a lot of policies to protect the 
seed in such a manner that they are the only ones allowed to breed and multiply 

the seed. If the seed is bred, no one can recycle the same seed. This seed 
creates dependency if you are not careful. If you buy this year, you will be  
forced to buy again next year, and the many years to come. It means it is  

not sustainable either. It does not address food security because  
there are only a few varieties found there.”

MARY SAKALA, RURAL WOMEN’S ASSEMBLY
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CHALLENGES
Participants	discussed	challenges	they	face	with	starting	the	transition	to	SOA/
agroecology, and others responded.

Challenge Response

•	 We	are	saying	we	need	to	come	back	
to traditional seed and food but now 
the seed is not available.

•	 In	Shibuyunji	they	said	whoever	has	rare	seed,	
bring it, we will multiply it and then have a 
community seed bank. It is within you to bring 
the seed together.

•	 I	am	coming	from	an	area	close	to	
the desert. There is little rain. It is a 
challenge coming back to our original 
crops which take long to mature.

•	 There	are	early	maturing	varieties	of	maize,	
sorghum, groundnuts and others among the 
traditional seeds.

•	 After	you	produce	local	crops,	when	
you want to sell, the same buyers 
come to control the prices.

•	 These	crops	do	not	produce	income	
and we need cash.

•	 SOA/agroecology	takes	effort	to	start	up,	but	
you can reduce costs because you use free 
local resources rather than buying inputs, but 
you still sell at the same price.

•	 Farmers	need	to	organise	to	improve	market	
access and terms of trade.

•	 By	looking	after	natural	resources,	we	are	
protecting our own future economic activity, 
because farming depends on these natural 
resources.

•	 Pest	and	disease	management	without	
pesticides.

•	 We	can	use	biological	pest	control.	There	are	
natural pesticides in the area, for example 
chilli and pawpaw. You can make a tea manure 
to spray. This has no bad environmental 
effects. We can use companion planting with 
strong-scented crops such as onion, spring 
onions, garlic, etc. to push pests away from our 
susceptible crops.

•	 The	sausage	tree	(upungupungu)	can	be	used	
to prevent Newcastle disease in chickens.

•	 With	minimum	tillage,	the	issue	is	
weeds. How do we manage weeds 
with these technologies?

•	 To	avoid	weeds,	it	is	better	to	use	a	simple	
hand hoe.

•	 Plant	cover	crops	such	as	velvet	beans.	It	
covers the fields and suppresses weeds. 
The same bean is a legume, so it also adds 
nitrogen.
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                         WHAT SUPPORT
                         IS NEEDED

•	 Training	on	SOA/agroecology	techniques,	including	seed	banks,	soil	fertility	and	
pest management for farmers, extension workers, farm institutes, civil society 
organisations, and the district and provincial agricultural coordinators (DACOs 
and PACOs) of the Ministry of Agriculture.

•	 Include	agroecology	in	higher	education	curricula.
•	 Invest	in	agroecology research at the Farmer Training Centres (FTCs) and Farm 

Institutes (FIs) and other departmental levels.
•	 At	district	level,	DACO office to take coordination role of agroecology activities.
•	 Government	to	diversify FISP beyond just fertilizer. 
•	 Local seed to be available in agro-dealer shops.
•	 Irrigation	and	appropriate	farming	equipment.
•	 Invest	in	soil	testing,	local	seed,	seed	banks,	seed	multiplication	and	storage.
•	 Protect indigenous forests for sustainable harvesting of high-value forest 

products.
•	 Finding	markets.
•	 Non-government	organisations	(NGOs)	to	facilitate	access	to	advocacy spaces 

for farmers.
•	 Documentation and publication of good practices.
•	 Policy changes and resource allocations to support agroecology.

                         WHAT FARMERS 
                         CAN DO

•	 Organise into farming groups.
•	 Share what we have learned with others.
•	 Go	back	to	the	traditional	farming	of	our	forefathers	by	using	our	old	seeds	such	

as sorghum, finger millet and others.
•	 Meet	to	discuss	local varieties, do a diversity wheel, bring seed, share, plant out 

and	do	demos,	seed	banks,	seed	fairs/agricultural	shows.
•	 Farmer to farmer training and sharing, exchange visits (e.g. Mongu to 

Shibuyunji), farm walks, farmer field days – invite Dept of Agriculture and 
province to see and document.



www.acbio.org.za
13 The Braids Road, Emmarentia,
Johannesburg, 2195, South Africa

P O Box 29170, Melville, 2109
+27 11 486 2701 

ZAAB
Zambia Alliance For Agroecology & Biodiversity

zambianagroecology.org
ZAAB Secretariat

32a Leopards Hill Road, Kabulonga, 
Cnr Latitude Hotel, Lusaka

+260 76388 7225

A multi-stakeholder dialogue
Namushakende Farming Institute (NFI) in Mongu District hosted the field visit and 
dialogue together with Zambia Alliance for Agroecology and Biodiversity (ZAAB), Kasisi 
Agricultural Training Centre (KATC) and African Centre for Biodiversity (ACB).

63 participants included farmers from around the area and from Mumbwa/Shibuyunji, 
KATC, Caritas, RWA, ESAFF, ZAAB Secretariat, CTDT, Celim, Keepers Zambia Foundation, 
ACB, Namushakende Farm Institute, Ministry of Agriculture District Agricultural 
Coordinator (DACO) and Senior Agricultural Officer (SAO), technical officers, agronomists 
and National Agricultural Information Services (NAIS).

ZAAB is a policy and advocacy network. The Secretariat is based in Lusaka but many 
organisations are part of this network including founding members KATC, CTDT, ESAFF, 
Caritas and RWA.


