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Sub-Saharan Food Crisis Revisited 


Food in Sub-Saharan Afnca. By Art Hansen and 
Della E McM,llan (ecUl) Boulder, CO Lynne R.enner 
Pubhshers, Inc, 1986, 410 pp, $9850 (cloth), $1495 
(paper) 

Reviewed by Francis Urban 

Sub·Saharan Mnca has changed m the past 25 years 
from a net exporter to a net Importer of food and 
agncultural products Fanners are poorer now, and 
most fannmg IS at the subsistence level 

Meanwhtle the region's populatIOn IS mcreasmg at an 
average annual rate of over 3 percent, adding about 15 
mtlhon people each year Agncultural land IS margJnal 
at best The Sahel loses fannland to creepmg desertm· 
catIOn at a rate that may be as high as 8 mllhon hectares 
per year, the result of overgrazmg and overculttvatlOn 
Two senous fammes devastated the region m 1973-74 
and 1984-85 The region has a crushmg foreign debt of 
nearly $200 bllhon, beyond Its capacity to repay, and 
servICmg the debt can be done only at the expense of an 
already poor phySICal mfrastructure 

One would trunk the region might nvet the attentIOn of 
the mternatlOnal commumty But such IS not the C.lBe A 
number of pubhcatlOns deal Wlth mdlV1dual countnes or 
problems, but few scan larger honzons Hence, trus 
volume, deahng Wlth the broad food problem m the 
reglOn as a whole, IS a welcome adrntlOn One should 
probably read It Wlth L Ttmberbacker's Afnca m 
Cru"s (London 1985) 

Food m Sub·Saharan Afnca had ItS ongln m the annual 
Spnng Semmar on Mnca and Food Issues, begun m 
1983 at the Umverslty of Flonda's Center for Afncan 
Sturnes It represents a multldlsclplmary approach to 
dealmg Wlth such a large Issue Of 31 authors, 8 are 
agrononusts or zoolOgists, 7 anthropolOgists, 5 econo
nusts, and 3 Justonans Other rnsclphnes mclude pohtt
cal SCience, meteorology, geography, forestry, and nutn
tton Most of the authors are university professors; 6 are 
sCientists Wlth the World Bank, the Agency for Inter-

The reVIewer IS an agricultural econorrust WIth the Agncultural and 
Trade AnalYSIS DlVlslOn, E RS 

The papers mclude (1) "Overview Food m Sub
Saharan Afnca" by Della E McMillan and Art 
Hansen, (2) "Food as a Focus of NatIOnal Regional 
Pohcles m Contemporary Afnca" by S K B 
Asante, (3) "The Pohtlcal Economy of Food 
Issues" by Rene Lemarchand, (4) ''Agncultural 
Development Ideas m Hlstoncal Perspective" by 
John M Staatz and Carl KEicher, (5) "SoCial 
SCience Perspecttves on Food m Afnca" by Sara 
Berry, (6) "The Mncan EnvlfOnment" by Charles 
Guthne; (7) "Climate, Drought, and Famine m 
Afnca" by Sharon E Nicholson, (8) "SubSistence 
Strategies and Systems of Land Use m Afnca" by 
Damel McGee, (9) "TraditIOnal SOCial Fonna
tlons" by Ronald Cohen, (10) "Agriculture, Food, 
and the Colomal Penod" by R Hunt DaVIS, Jr, 
(11) "Afncan Solis Opportumtles and Con
stramts" by Hugh Popenoe, (12) "Major Domesti
cated Food Crops" by Chfton Hiebsch and Ste
phen K O'HaIT, (13) "Livestock m the Econonues 
of Sub-Saharan Afnca" by James R Simpson and 
Robert E McDowell, (14) "Undomesttcated Am
mals and Plants" by Michael E McGlothlen, Paul 
Goldsnuth, and Charles Fox, (15) "Postharvest 
ConsideratIOns m the Food Cham" by Robert P 
Bates, (16) "Fuelwood" by OhV1a Webley, (17) 
"DlstnbutlOn of Resources and Products m Mossl 
Households" by Della E McMillan, (18) "Meeting 
Human NutntlOnal Needs" by Patncla A 
Wagner, (19) "The Role of InternatIOnal Agncul
tural Research Centers m Afnca" by Donald L 
Plucknett, Nigel J H Smith, and Robert W 
Herdt, (20) "Farnung Systems Research and Ex
tensIOn. An Approach to Solvmg Food Problems 
m Afnca" by LOUIse 0 Fresco and Susan V 
Poats, (21) "Women Fanners and Food m Afnca 
Some ConsideratIOns and Suggested Solutions" 
by Amta Spnng, and (22) "Prospects for Long
Thnn Afncan Changes Lagos Plan of Actton 
Versus the Berg Report" by Robert S Browne 
and Robert J Cummmgs 
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natIOnal Development, or research mStltutIOnS, and 4 
are graduate students All worked, or are currently 
workIng, m Afnca Only one of them IS an AfrIcan, 
S K.B Asante, a well-known GhanaIan pohtlcal 
sCIentIst 

In part one, pohtIcal sCIentIsts and economIsts provIde 
an overvIew of the problem, at the level of pohcy and 
theory Asante mtroduces the concept of food pohcy and 
mseusses pohcy responses to food cnses He consIders 
the overvaluatIOn of natIOnal currenCIes as partICularly 
detnmental to food prodUCtIOn m AfrIca Staatz and 
EIcher also revIew the evolutIOn of agncultural devel
opment econonucs m the'past four decades 

Part two mscusses the envIrOnmental and human back
ground of the AfrIcan food problem The authors are 
hlstonans, anthropolOgIsts, and a meteorologIst Most 
of the dIscussIOn IS mtroductory and general, useful to 
those who are not partlcuhirly fanuhar WIth Afnea_ 
NIcholson's paper, however, IS of partIcular mterest 
because she mamtams that droughts are an mherent 
eharaetenstlc of the Afncan enVIrOnment; they occur at 
faIrly predIC_table mtervals and should, therefore, be 
mcluded m the plannIng process 

Part three IS agam basIC ,and technIcal, c~venng SOIls, 
maJor crops, llvestock mdustry, and undomestIcated 
anImals and plants The authors may be overemphaslZ
mg the unportance of WIld anImals and plants as a 
source of.food, smce large parts of AfrIca are already 
overcrowded and land IS mcreasmgly scarce 

Part four deals WIth post-harvest technology, food 00
tnbutIOn, nutntIOn, and fuelwood It contaIns artIcles 
on subjects not often dealt WIth m econonuc and devel
opment lIterature M,cMIllan nghtly qUeStIOnS the use
fulness of the household concept as the basIS for eco-

In Earlier Issues 

nonuc plannmg and suggests that WIder groupmgs, such 
as the tnbe, should be the basIC UnIt m some cases 

Part five dIscusses the ways Afncans and mternatIOnal 
development agencIes are searchmg for solutIons to the 
AfrIcan food cnsls It focuses on the role of mternatIOnal 
agncultural research centers, farnung systems, re
search and extenSIOn, women m fannmg, and prospects 
for future changes Its rather ObVIOUS conclUSIOn IS that 
AfrIcans and therr InItIatIVes should be the basIS for the 
solutIOn of the AfrIcan food cnsls as well as for progress 
on the contment m general 

The book does not completely escape the problems of a 
conference proceerungs It lacks a clear focus and the 
artIcles are often uneven The ewtors seem to expect 
too much from an mtenhsclplmary approach to the 
AfrIcan food problem But If thIS approach IS chosen, the 
mscussIOn should be enlarged ~o mclude toPICS such as 
the lugh rate of populatIO!, growth, contmuous CIVIl 
unrests and wars, and resultmg maSSIve refugee move
ments WItlun and among countnes Such conmtIOns help 
create mtractable food, memcal, and pohtIcal problems 
A chapter tymg the state of development of regIonal 
phYSIcal mfrastructure to food productIOn would also be 
welcome 

The stress on the colomal expenence of Sub-Saharan 
Afnca as a cause of current food cnsls seems somewhat 
overdone, partIcularly m DaVIS' artIcles 

The book IS extremely useful, even If the treatment of 
some tOPICS IS rather basIC All those mterested m 
Afnca and m economIc development Issues,should ex
anune It Hansen and McMIllan have done an excellent 
Job emtmg the ru:tlcles and presentmg therr overvIeW 
The extensIve references sectIon and suggested read
mgs enhance the book's value as a gWde to AfrIcan and 
food Issue studIes 

If the proposed annual sample census IS hmlted to 
general-purpose samplmg; even a natIOnal sample as 
large as 400,000 fanns would not solve the problem of 
adequately samplmg these 60 to 70 POpulatIOns of' 
speCIalIZed producers wluch requrre specIal-purpose 
samplIng Nor would It solve the problem of mcreasmg 
the accuracy of State estunates of maJor crop and 
lIvestock Items m those States m wluch'the productIOn 
of those Items IS geograplucally concentrated 

Charles Sarle 
Vol I, No 4, Oct 1949 
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