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of food and cash crop production, e.g. veg-
etables, cotton, rice, and sugar cane;

−	 wetland conditions: wetland rice-based live-
lihood zones, dependent on monsoon rains 
supplemented by irrigation.

•	 Zones characterized by farm size and 
management:

−	 dualistic (mixed large commercial and 
smallholder) livelihood zones, across a vari-
ety of ecologies and with diverse production 
patterns.

•	 Other zones:
−	 coastal artisanal fishing zones;
−	 peri-urban zones.

Analysing poverty, water and 
agriculture across livelihood 
zones
For the purposes of this study, issues relating to 
water and rural poverty have been analysed and 
mapped out in each livelihood zone in order to 
define linkages and identify the potential of each 
zone in terms of water development and poverty 
reduction through water interventions.

Rural poverty
As shown in Figure 5, the rural poor are spread 
out across the region with a higher concentration 
in East Africa, the Lake Victoria basin, Madagas-
car and the Gulf of Guinea.

Figure 8 shows that, in absolute terms, the 
cereal–root crop zone and the cereal–based zone 
host the largest number of rural poor, with 26 and 
21 million, respectively. This is principally because 
of the large area and rural population of these 
zones. Although droughts can occur, poverty is 
not mainly driven by climate variability in these 
zones. It is also related to socio-economic factors, 
such as very small farm size or landlessness, 
lack of oxen, low off-farm income, and deteriorat-
ing terms of trade for maize producers (FAO and 
World Bank, 2001).

In relative terms, the pastoral zone is the one 
with the highest share of rural poor (more than 
50 percent of rural population is poor). As in the 
agropastoral zone (42 percent are poor), the main 
sources of poverty appear to be climate variability 
and a high vulnerability to droughts. These zones 
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present similar features – climate represents the 
main driver for rural poverty resulting in crop 
failure (in agropastoral areas), famines and food 
shortages, and livestock weakness, which leads 
to deaths and price falls. Besides droughts, rural 
poverty is aggravated by low levels of assets. Bet-
ter-off households are food secure even in most 
bad years because their abundant livestock can 
compensate the lack or loss of grain. Households 
in the lower stratum are chronically food insecure 
in both good and bad years because they cannot 
grow enough grain to feed themselves, and they 
do not have enough livestock or other assets to 
exchange for grain. Poverty is also exacerbated 
by physical isolation and, consequently, the lack 
of infrastructure, access to markets and health 
facilities. However, insufficient access to water is 
a crucial element determining rural poverty.

The highland temperate zone presents severe 
poverty both in relative and absolute terms. Politi-
cal instability, migrations and civil conflicts have 
had a strong impact on the rural poor population 
of this area. In addition, interannual variabil-
ity in rainfall has caused several droughts in the 
last 20 years and, as a result, wide fluctuations 
in agricultural production have been observed. 
This has contributed to famines that have been 
responsible for increases in poverty and a consid-
erable narrowing of the horizons of the country’s 
rural households.The zone is also characterized 
by ineffective and inefficient agricultural market-
ing, inadequate production technologies, a lack 
of developed transport and communication net-
works, and limited access of rural households to 
support services. These factors, combined with a 
lack of participation by the rural poor in decisions 
that affect their livelihoods, contribute to main-
taining high levels of rural poverty.

The rice–tree crop zone also contains a signifi-
cant percentage of rural poor although the abso-
lute number is limited. Farmers in this zone eke 
out a living under subsistence agriculture, whose 

products are hardly enough to feed their families. 
The average size of a family plot is small (1–1.5 
ha). With the population growth in Madagascar, 
this situation has been aggravated further, and 
malnutrition has increased. The isolation of the 
rural population and the lack of adequate infra-
structure and markets also contribute to make 
living conditions hard.

Agriculture and water
In the last 40 years, the cultivated area has 
expanded at an annual rate of nearly 0.75 percent. 
This has mostly happened through conversion 
of forest and grasslands and shortening of fal-
lows. Up until 2030, cultivated land is projected 
to expand more slowly, but the actual rate of 
expansion will depend upon the future evolution of 
livelihood zones (FAO and World Bank, 2001).

The Global Agro-Ecological Zones (GAEZs) 
dataset developed by the International Institute 
for Applied Systems Analysis (IIASA) and FAO 
(IIASA and FAO, 2000) provides spatially distrib-
uted information on “cropland”, defined as a 
land cover type. This study has adopted cropland 
as defined in the GAEZ assessment as the best 
geo-referenced approximation for cultivated land. 
However, at the level of the region, there is a 
discrepancy between the GAEZ cropland area 
(234  000 ha) and official data on cultivated land 
(arable and permanent crops, 210  million  ha in 
2005) as provided by FAOSTAT-2008.

As shown in Figures 9 and 10, cultivated land is 
mainly concentrated in the agropastoral, cereal–
root crop, and cereal–based  zones. They account 
for almost 60 percent (130 million ha) of the total 
cultivated land in the region, and cover nearly 30 
percent of the total land. The cereal–based  zone 
serves as the food basket of the East and South-
ern Africa region. Both local and hybrid maize 
is grown (the former often being preferred for 
home consumption because of its better taste in 
spite of lower yields) (FAO and World Bank, 2001). 
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Figure 9 Cultivated land (rainfed and irrigated) of sub-Saharan Africa




