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Climate-adaptation effort cuts hunger in African villages
Shift in farming techniques reduces number of households eating one or no meals each day.

13 March 2015

An ambitious project to help smallholder farmers to adapt to climate change has significantly reduced hunger at test sites in East
Africa. In seven villages in Kenya, for example, the number of households that experience at least two months per year with one or no
meals per day fell by roughly 60 percentage points over a period of four years.

The African sites are part of an effort to turn villages on five continents into labs, testing new farming techniques, crop varieties and
livestock breeds to improve food security in the face of climate change. Run by the CGIAR, a global partnership focused on agricultural
research for food security, the project will present initial results from its 22 'climate-smart villages' at a conference in Montpellier,
France, on 16–18 March.

Krystyna Swiderska, a researcher in agricultural and biodiversity at the International Institute for Environment and Development in
London, says that climate change is already affecting farmers in developing countries, creating a clear need for better information and
resources to help them to cope. “Those areas that are already finding it hard to produce food will be worst affected by climate change.
More erratic rainfall and greater incidence of pests and disease is making it harder to grow food,” she says.

Feed the world
One of the longest-running test sites is a set of seven villages in the Nyando district of Kenya. There, the latest data show that the
number of households eat just one or even no meals per day is falling. When 139 households in the area were surveyed in 2010-
2011, 81% experienced up to two such 'hunger months' per year; that has since dropped to just 23%. And 3% of the households now
have food year-round, compared to 1% in 2010-2011.

“The amount of food farmers are able to produce and consume is growing. The extra crops are filling that food deficit,” says James
Kinyangi, who leads the CGIAR project in East Africa.

Farmers in the 22 test sites pick from a portfolio of approaches to help them to adapt to their individual environmental challenges, such
as improved seeds or better access to fertilizer. The farmers also participate in research studies, such as testing whether growing
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New seed varieties and planting techniques have helped to reduce hunger at test farms in Kenya.
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legumes such as the pigeon pea (Cajanus cajan) in addition to staple crops such as maize (corn) can improve food security.

When the project began in Nyando, just 32% of households grew 'improved' crop varieties, and just a handful of farmers used
inorganic fertilizer. Then CGIAR helped to make fertilizer and drought- and pest-resistant seeds accessible to the farmers through a
nearby shop. By 2013, the average annual use of fertilizer had risen to 16 metric tonnes. And by 2014, around 92% of the 340
households surveyed were growing improved seed varieties.

Coping strategies
Farmers in the Kenyan test villages are also growing more types of crop, a practice that Kinyangi says increases smallholders’ ability to
cope with bad weather or long-term environmental change. The project has also provided farmers with drought-resilient goats and
sheep that they can cross with local breeds. The new livestock are very popular with the farmers. In 2011, fewer than half the
households had introduced new breeds. At current rates, all the goats and sheep in the test villages will be replaced with the new
breeds by 2020.

“The project has brought in a new range of skills to fill gaps in local knowledge,” says John Recha, a CGIAR employee who works with
farmers to incorporate their opinions and knowledge into the project’s operations. Giving farmers control helps to ensure that they will
stick with the new practices after the project withdraws its support, Recha adds.

It is important for development projects to recognize the value of traditional knowledge and enable locals to make their own decisions
about how to adapt to climate change, says Swiderska. “Farmers' traditional knowledge should be on par with scientific knowledge,”
she says. “We need all the knowledge we can get.”
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