
Scaling-up conservation agriculture

Development challenge

In southern Africa, smallholder agricultural production remains low, leaving farmers unable to meet 
household and national food requirements. Low production levels, particularly for cereal crops, are largely 
the result of erratic and unreliable rainfall rates and the failure of agricultural techniques to mitigate such 
conditions. 

Compounded by farmers’ inefficient use of agricultural resources (use of labour, soil supplements and rain 
water) current farming methods often contribute to soil degradation. Other factors include the limited use 
of improved seed and fertilizers, and inadequate agricultural extension systems. Increasing productivity 
in the face of climate variability is central to strengthening the resilience of these farming communities. 
conservation agriculture (CA) holds huge potential to address the interlinked problems of food insecurity, 
degradation of natural resources and poverty.

Development solution

CA is a set of farming practices that help manage agro-
ecosystems for improved and sustained productivity and 
food security, while safeguarding the environment. Good 
agronomic practices involve:

 • minimizing soil tillage: focusing soil tillage to the 
area where seeds are planted;

 • maintaining soil cover: keeping a permanent 
organic top coat of soil, by retaining residues from previous 
crops;

Sharing best practices to ensure increased crop production while safeguarding the 
environment in southern Africa

South-South and triangular cooperation

 • diversifying crop species: both in time and space, 
including nitrogen fixing legumes that nourish the soil.

Thanks to these practices, CA increases returns to 
cropping through the efficient use of organic and inorganic 
soil supplements. This helps to prevent the soil from 
degrading. Energy is also conserved, as the evidence 
goes to show that CA requires less machinery than most 
agricultural processes. All in all, yields are stabilized and 
are greater than in conventional farming, which in turn 
results in a higher cash income for rural households.
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Potential for upscaling 

The social and economic benefits of CA are clear and 
governments in the region have embraced it as a means to 
address the interlinked problems of food insecurity and the 
degradation of natural resources in a changing climate. 

With national strategies and programmes for CA in place 
or in development, the region is ripe for scaling-up this 
development solution. National governments need to be 
supported to increase the number of farmers practicing 
and preserve areas devoted to CA. The extensive 
experience of Brazil and China holds potential to support 
the mechanization of CA practices in southern Africa and, 
in particular, could play a strong role in awareness raising, 
training and establishing market linkages.

Key results and lessons learned

As a result of South-South knowledge-sharing:

 • increased uptake of CA: before the study tours, 
there were less than 100 000 smallholder farmers 
practicing CA in southern Africa. Four years later, there are 
now 460 000;

 • better and more stable crop yield: farmers 
practicing CA have consistently reported that they are 
better able to cope with in-season dry spells, as well as 
droughts, and also report improved yields versus crops 
grown using conventional practices;
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Contact us
Interested partners are invited to get in touch with FAO for 
more information:

south-south-cooperation@fao.org 

All photos: ©FAO unless otherwise noted

Solution exchange

Ninety-nine policy-makers, 151 farmers’ unions and extension personnel, along with 28 parliamentarians participated in 
the three regional CA learning pathways organized in 2009 and 2010. 

The South-South collaboration involved:

 • policy dialogue:  where director generals or permanent secretaries of state and their senior officers from southern 
and east Africa met in Zambia to discuss and exchange ideas on policies;

 • study tours: representatives from farmers’ unions and extension personnel in southern Africa participated in study 
tours/learning routes in Zambia;

 • combined approaches: parliamentarians joined a regional study tour hosted in Zimbabwe. 

These activities were facilitated by the Conservation Agriculture Regional Working Group, in collaboration with the 
National Conservation Agriculture Coordination platforms. The Food, Agriculture and Natural Resources Policy Analysis 
Network facilitated the dialogues. Countries represented included: Angola, Botswana, Burundi, Eritrea, Ethiopia, 
Kenya, Lesotho, Madagascar, Malawi, Mauritius, Namibia, Mozambique, Seychelles, South Africa, Swaziland, Tanzania, 
Uganda, Zambia and Zimbabwe.

 • CA awareness and improved knowledge: 
evidence shows that senior government extension 
officers, policy makers and representatives of the farmers’ 
organizations have enhanced knowledge and know-how 
on the subject;

 • technical, policy and institutional needs 
identified: interventions have been prioritized at 
community, national and regional levels, with the aim of 
scaling-up CA;

 • development of national CA strategies: five 
countries have developed national strategies, and CA has 
been included in the National Agricultural Investment 
Plans in six of the participating countries.


