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After winning the only UK place on an International Federation of
Agricultural Journalists trip to Tanzania in November, Georgina
Haigh reports on her experiences of arable farming in East Africa. 

Experiencing how
Tanzanian farmers
produce their crops 

W
ith abundant land
and water re-
sources, a range
of climatic condi-
tions and access

to international markets
through two ports and two main
airports, Tanzania has excellent
potential for agricultural-led
economic growth.

Today, about 80 per cent of
Tanzanians are employed in the
agricultural sector, which 
accounts for half of the national
income.

Smallholder farmers are
dominant in the country and 
average farm sizes are about 0.9
hectares (two acres) to 3ha 
(seven acres). There is some 5.1
million hectares (12.6m acres) 
of land cultivated annually, of

which, 85 per cent is producing
food crops.

Women are the main source of
agricultural labour in the coun-
try, but because of a lack of
knowledge and training in the
sector and dependence on unre-
liable weather conditions, the 
development of the industry is 
hindered.

With rainfall mainly confined
from  February to June, the avail-
ability of adequate irrigation is 
crucial to the stabilisation of

agricultural production in Tan-
zania. Widely available irrigation
will result in an improved food
security, productivity and ulti-
mately higher incomes for farm-
ers through higher yields and
quality of crops being grown.

Water resources
The potential for attaining sus-
tainable irrigation development
exists in the availability of Tan-
zania’s many natural water 
resources, and the accessibility
of about one million hectares
(2.47m acres) of irrigable land.

Farmers are currently allowed
to sell their crops both to coop-
eratives and private traders, and
as a result of increased competi-
tion, producer prices for food
and export crops have increased.

80% 
About 80 per cent of
Tanzanians are employed in
the agricultural sector. 

Farmworkers harvesting the sweet potato crop, which is usually sold at the side of the road.

SWEET potato production in
Tanzania is not dissimilar to
potato production in Europe.
Aside from the fact crops are all
planted, maintained and
harvested by hand that is.

Stephen Joseph Missigaro
rotates his three crops: maize,
sweet potatoes and sunflowers
on his land in Mto wa Mbu. As a
rule, potatoes will follow maize
crops.

Mr Missigaro’s potato crops
are grown under furrow irrigation
and he employs 10 workers at
peak times on his 1ha (2.47 acres)
of sweet potatoes.

Mr Missigaro says he is paid
about TZS6,000 (£2.19) for a 10kg
bucket of sweet potatoes. From

0.4ha (one-acre) he will usually
achieve a yield of 23t/ha
(9.6t/acre).

Although some crops are sold
to buyers from Arusha, most of
his sweet potatoes are sold on
the side of the main road through
Mto wa Mbu.

He feels more should be done
by the Tanzanian Government to
help farmers meet challenges from
pests and diseases, and train them
to market their crops better.

Many Tanzanian farmers we
spoke to felt the sale of their
crops was where problems lay,
and stopped them making a
potentially higher profit.

Crops are sold in sacks rather
than as loose grain like in the UK

because transportation is an
issue in Tanzania. Access to
farms is limited, and haulage is
too expensive to warrant.

Sweet potato

RICE is mainly grown near the
border of Lake Manyara
National Park, around Mto wa
Mbu, which is in the north 
of Tanzania, to the west of
Arusha city, due to the year-
round availability of water. But
in the rainy season, about
February to June time, rice can
be found in other areas of Mto
wa Mbu.

Rice is grown in a swamp-
like area, with narrow, raised
walkways separating each
farmer’s field from other crops.

A total area of 146ha (362

acres), which is owned by the
Government and rented to the
community, is split between
150 farmers in the area, more
than 20 of which are female.

The farmers in Mto wa Mbu
pay 350,000 Tanzanian
shillings (TZS) (about £128) for
six months per acre (£315/ha).

Josepha Pius has farmed 1ha
(2.5 acres) since 1984, all of
which is planted in continuous
rice, as is the rest of the
community area.

Rice crops mature in just five
months and growers in the

Rice

area hope to plant two rice crops
in their plot each year.

Planting is done by hand, with
the rice seeds scattered into 
the soils. Ms Pius is growing rice
variety Saro which, she says, is
the main variety grown in
Tanzania because it is the only 
one suited to the climate and is
more productive.

In terms of inputs, Ms Pius says
she uses both organic and non-
organic fertilisers, but urea can be
expensive, about 60,000TZS (£22)
for 50kg. If urea is needed, a
recommendation of two bags per
acre is given.

Hand-weeded
After planting, rice fields are
regularly hand-weeded and
patrolled, often to control pests
such as wild animals and birds.

Because the rice plantations
are in such close proximity to
Lake Manyara National Park, rice
growers can have issues with
animals straying into their fields.
Elephants can cause unlimited
damage and workers are
employed day and night to chase
wildlife away.

When crops are destroyed by
wild animals the Tanzanian
Government sometimes provides
compensation.

Ms Pius says: “This year the
Government provided us with
compensation, but last year it 
did not.

“But it will only give us
100,000TZS [roughly £37] when

production is a lot more.”
Ms Pius estimates production

costs to be about 500,000-
600,000TZS/acre (£452-
£541/hectare or £183-£219/acre).

Main challenges for Tanzanian
rice growers are climate change
and lack of water, says Ms Pius,
but diseases, pests and the
market can also cause problems.

Regionally-based farm input
supply stores sell sprays and
fertilisers for crops, and sprays
are applied with a knapsack
equivalent.

When rice plants are ready to
harvest, crops are hand cut with
a knife, grains are thrashed out
and then left to dry.  

Mto wa Mbu rice growers
expect yields in a good year to be
about 30-35 100kg bags per acre,
and when rainfall is down, closer

to 20, 100kg bags/acre. This
would be equivalent to 7.4-8.6
tonnes/ha (3-3.5t/acre) in a good
year and 4.9t/ha (2t/acre) in a 
bad year.

Grains are laid out on a sheet
of plastic to dry in the sun and
stored in 100kg bags once dry.
Ms Pius has no storage for her
grain and keeps it in her house
until she chooses to sell.

Open market
Most of the rice in the country is
sold on an open market, where
anybody is allowed to come and
negotiate a price.

The key to a better price is to
hold onto the rice and not sell
immediately, says Ms Pius.

“If you harvest and sell straight
away you will get a poor market.”

She says on average growers

get TZS50,000 (£18.30) per
100kg of rice.

Since becoming a rice grower
she says she can now pay her
bills and the education fees for
her five children. Ms Pius is the
sole supporter of her family after
her husband died in 1990.

She is a member of a farmers
organisation called MVIWATA
which encourages farmers to
work together, promotes good
agricultural practice and
provides training where
necessary.

It helps farmers build storage
facilities suitable for their crops,
and other initiatives which
Tanzanian farmers may not have
yet adopted. Each members’
annual membership fee allows
the organisation to carry out this
work.

People are employed to scare birds and other pests, including wild animals, away from crops.

MVIWATA chairman Damian Sulumumo with farmer Josepha Pius.

Stephen Joseph Missigaro


