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Cassava Research and 
Development in Eastern and 
Southern Africa 

Marcia C. M. Porto and Robert Asied .. 

Cassava is the major root crop in eastern and southern 
Africa. It is an important source of calories for the 
inhabitants of such countries as Uganda, Malawi, and 
Mozambique. It may also be the best alternative for 
overcoming the food scarcities caused by frequent 
droughts in the region. 

A research network for cassava 

The history of cassava research in eastern and southern 
Africa dates back to the I 940s, when Storey and Nichols 
carried out research on interspecific hybridization. 

During the last 5 years, a research and development 
network of cassava-producing countries in the region 
has been working actively to provide a base for the 
sustainable development of the crop. Known as the 
Eastern and Southern African Root Crop Research 
Network (ESARRN), the network is responsible for 
integrating cassava research efforts at a regional level 
(Figure I). It relies on technical support from lIT A 
and the International Potato Center (CIP in Spanish), 

InternltJonallutUule of Tropk.lJ AltkW1Uft 



2 

Vol. 17 No. 2 Au ..... 1993 
ISSN 0259·3688 

Produced by erAT's Cassava Prolram and 
Communic8lions Unit, and )ITA's Rooc lind 
Tuber Improvement Program 

Coatrlbuton to this .... 

Marcia C. IA. Porto and R.obertAsied~, OATs 
Cassava Program, SIaIiODed at UTA, lbadan. 
Nigeria; and IITA's ROO( and Tuber Im
provement Program, respectively . 

Corlos l.ottJno and Ra/tu/ LmHrry, principal 
and associate phytopllhologists II OATs 
Cassava Program. respectively. 

Vincen' Gray, Department of Botany, Univer
sity of Witwatersrand, Johannesburg, South 
Africa. 

Edld,. ..... Produdloa 

Ana Luda de Roman. Spanish editor 

E1iwberh L. de Pdel.. English editor 

Bill Hardy. translacor 

Gladys RodriglUt. N .• editorial assistant 

eMf's Graphic A.rts. production 

EdItorial Commillft 

R~~rt !k,t, Carlos Wl.QN}, Carlos Iglesias, 
and MiglU/ A.. Chaux, OAT's Cassava Pro. 
gnun 

Robt'rt Asiedll.IITA· 5 ROO( and Tubc.rlmprove
menl Program 

Reittluudt Howdu. CIATs Cassava Program. 
Sl81ioned in Bangkok. Thailand 

Marcia C. M. Porto, CIA Ts Cassava Program, 
stationed alIITA, lbadan. Nigeria 

Patricia Crllz.. erAT's Information Unit 
Ana LMcla tk Roman, CIATs Communica

tions Unit 

The CASSAVA MWSItttH is also available in 
Spanish as YUCA boIett:. iaronnJItivo at 
CIAT, and in French as MANIoc, bultttin 
d'inl'ormation at liT A. Subscription is fme to 
those involved in cassava research and develop
ment 

The contents of CASSAVA HWSklter may be 
reproduced if the source is cited. 

Contributions may be sent to any member of 
the Editorial Committee. Please use simple 
language and a muimum of six pages (typed 
and double-spaced), preferably accompanied 
by illustrations. For photographs, please send 
slides orblack-and-white prints of good quality. 

Cassava newsletter. Vol. 17 No. 2. August 1993 

Mediterranean Sea 

Red Sea 

Atlantic Ocean 

Zimbabwe -\----F-.!:... 
Indian Ocean 

Figure 1. Country members of the Eastern and Southern African Rooc Crop Research Network (ESARRN) . 

assistance from national governments, 
and financing from Ihe Uniled Siaies 
Agency for Imernalional Development 
(USAID) and the Canadian Inlerna
tional DeveJopmenl Research Cenlre 
(IDRC). 

One of ESARRN's oulslanding 
achievements, in recent years, was to 
Iransfer eJile cassava populations 10 dif
ferent counIries of !he region. Several 
lines had been evaluated in mulli
localional trials, logelher wilh local 
germplasm from nalional programs. 
Countries such as Rwanda and Zambia 
have produced improved lines Ihal 
offer excellenl resislance 10 peslS and 
diseases, good qualily rOOIS, and high 
yields. They are derived from local 

varieties and introductions from interna
tional cenlers such as UTA and CIA T. 
Elile germplasm is distribuled every 
year among Ihe nelwork' s members. 

Equally, several countries wilhin !he 
nelwork have assumed !he responsibility 
for developing lechnological packages 
for cropping syslems, poslharvesl pro
cessing, and inlegrated pesl manage· 
menL Nalional programs are also com· 
milled 10 developing an effeclive syslem 
of mulliplicalion and distribulion of 
planling maleria\. 

Through Ihe concerted action of liT A 
and CIAT, 14,000 bolanical seeds of 
cassava were laken 10 Malawi in 1992 
from CIAT. These seeds came from pro
genilors adapled 10 the Latin American 
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highlands. In 1993, a similar shipment 
will be sent to the Ugandan Narnulonge 
Research Station. 

Evolution of national 
cassava programs 
Various African governments are in
creasing their effons to develop the crop 
in their respective territories. Three 
examples follow: 

Malawi. The 1991-1992 drought 
devastated southern Africa, giving rise to 
an active campaign by the Malawian 
Government to intensify the country's 
production of cassava and sweet potato 
(Figure 2) Associations of either crop 
with maize dominlte the landscape, lO 
guarantee food security. Cassava is now 
ranked as the second most important 
crop-after maize- for rescarch support. 
Previously, it was considered only as a 
minor food crop. 

As a result of these changes, demand 
for cassava planting material increased 
considerably. Consequently, the Na
tional Root Crops Commodity Team 
(NRCT) is working toward fortifying the 
national programs' long-term capacity to 
multiply and supply farmers with hcalthy 
planting material. Collaborating with the 
NRCT are the Food and Agriculture Or
ganization of the United Nations (FAO), 
liT AlESARRN, and ClP. This work is 
being supported by the Office of Foreign 
Disaster Assistanee (OFDAlUSAlD) and 
the Malawian Government. Activities in
clude varietal selection, development of 
effective protocols for propagation and 
development, problem diagnosis , and in
formation transfer to seed producers. 

The first step of the prograrn--<OStab
lishing multiplication fields called Pri 
mary Centers-will be to plant 120 hect
ares. By late 1992,45 ha in 10 sites had 
already been established, using cassava 
varieties released by Malawian institu
tions. llle multiplicalory effects of this 
effort will mean that farmers will have 
enough healthy material to plant 600 ha 
in cassava. 

Flpre 2 A M.I.wian fanner diACUs~ hil c.assa .... crop with. JC~bll( . 

Zimbabwe. The effects of the severe 
1991-1992 drought were particularly 
dramatic in Zimbabwe. which had 10 im
port maize not only from neighboring 
countries, but also from the Americas. 
Maize had always been Zimbabwc 's most 
important crop. Normally, the country 
produces enough to feed its population 
and large callie herds, to supply domes 
tic starch needs, and to export to other 
African countries. 

Unli~e in other countries of the region, 
cassava is not a traditional crop in Zimba
bwe. The recent drought, however, at · 
tracted governmental auention to its po
tential as a partial substitute for maize as 
food security and for use by the industrial 
and livestock sectors (Figure 3). 

In June 1991, • workshop on cassava 
as a commercial crop for fodder, food, 
chemicals, and liquid fuels was held in 
BUlawayo. Organized by the Biomass 
Users Network, the workshop was at
tended by representatives of the indus
trial. agricultural. and governmental sec
tors. In Harare, April 1992, a "Special 
Experts Meeting on Cassava Develop
ment in Zimbabwe" was held. during 
which a Cassava Development Pro
gramme for Zimbabwe was created. 

Since then. a professional from the 
Agricultural Development Authority at
tended a training course on root crops at 
ITT A', headquarters in lbadan, Nigeria. 
Likewise. Zimbabwean institutions. the 
Commonwealth Science Council (U.K.), 
.nd IITA organized a training course on 
the methods of determining cyanide po
tential. The Biomass Users Network, 
sponsored by the Commonwealth 
Science Council and the Rockefeller 
Foundation, has already begun a seed 
multiplication program in some areas of 
the country. 

Of high priority is introducing elite 
germplasm that is potentially adapted to 
semi-arid zones and the sublropics and 
resistant to mites and the African cassava 
mosaic virus . Botanical seed, from CIA T 
and liT A and in vitro pl.ntlelS from liT A 
will be introduced in mid- 1993 . 

Mozambique. Cassava is an impor
tant food crop for Mozambique. Despite 
the prolonged dry seasons that affect large 
areas of the country and the difficulties 
faced by farmers in times of connic~ 
cassava continues to be an escape from 
famine and depressed social conditions 
(Figure 4). 
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Figure 3. A dry-season cassava crop near Harare, Zimbabwe . 

The country's Instituto Nacional de 
Investigal'ao Agricola (INlA) considers 
cassava as a crop of high priority. INlA 
has received from IlTA elite clones that 
are resistant to pests and diseases such as 
the African cassava mosaic and cassava 
bacterial blight. As memberofESARRN, 
Mozambique has sent technicians and re
searchers for training in Nigeria. Re
cenlly, with suppon from FAO, it estab
lished a tissue cullure laboratory, which 
can manage micropropagation and post
flask handling of in vitro materials. 

In October 1992, the first Afro
Brazilian seminar on cassava was held 

in Maputo. II was organized by the 
Mozambican Government and the Brazil
ian Agency for International Cooperation 
(AIC), and sponsored by the United Na
tions Development Programme (UNDP) . 
Brazilian experts, delegates from various 
African countries, and representatives of 
UTA and CIAT panicipated. 

Conclusions 

The three cases demonstrate how cassava 
is increasing in importance in eastern and 
southern Africa. They also confirm how 

Endophytic Fungi Are Also Found in Cassava 

Carlos LOl.IJrtO and Rafa~1 ~rry 

Endophytic fungi are found in crops such 
as maize, barley, and forages. Although 
they have been known to affect cassava's 
development and yield, they had not been 
studied forthiscrop until about5 years ago 
by CIA T's Cassava Program. In contrast, 
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these fungi have been studied for many 
years in maize, barley, and different 
forage plants. 

Endophytic fungi parasitize the inter
nal plant tissues (Figure I) of roots, stems, 
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Figure 4 . As with other country members of 
ESARRN (su Figure I). Mozambique 
relies on cassava technicians and re
searchers who were trained in Nigeria. 

opponune was the decision taken by the 
Consultative Group on International 
Agricultural Research (CGIAR) to give 
high priority to cassava in its research 
agenda. 

In Africa, as in Latin America and Asia, 
countries need opponunities to use the 
enonnous quantity of natural resources 
available to trigger their development. 
Once more, cassava can prove that, if 
treated as a commercial crop and not just 
as a staple for household food security, it 
can help alleviate many serious problems 
confronted by developing countries in the 
tropics . 

and leaves, without causing necrosis or 
other visible symptoms as do pathogenic 
fungi . But they affect the crop's produc
tion and vigor by either drastically di
minishing plant development and yield 
or stimulating them, depending on the 
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