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MORE THAN
COFFEE

help for Brazil’s
smallholders

Organic fertiliser made of milk,
sugar beets, bone meal and
cows manure; banana plants
giving shade and providing the
soil with nutrients after their
leaves have been converted
into compost — these are the
tricks of sustainable agriculture
that make APTA, a Brazilian
NGO, popular among farmers
in the Brazilian state of Espirito
Santo.

There are more than
70,000 smallholders along this

part of the Atlantic coast
whose main source of income
is coffee. Because world market
prices are extremely low
farmers do not even reach a
third of their already low
average income. They are not
even able to ask for better
prices for organic coffee.
Because poverty and hunger
are not only the result of bad
harvests, APTA helps to increase
harvests sustainably.

New sources of income like
growing fruit and vegetables
are proposed and the way the
produce is marketed is being
changed: rather than share the
profit with middlemen, the
smallholders from the region
sell onions, fruit and vegetables
on the market and earn double
the income.

Ethiopia is the cradle of many
crops —and the IBCR is a veritable
treasury. But conserving this rich
genetic legacy requires more than just
seed archiving. It is also necessary to
conserve the knowledge of the
farmers about local food-crop
varieties, their breeding improvement
and their conservation.

That’s why the IBCR cooperates
with about 200 farmers who preserve

most recent hybrid high-yielding seeds
which — being hybrids — cannot re-
seed productively and have to be
purchased anew year after year.
Through a long process of adaptation,
local varieties are productive with
much less or even without the
chemical means to dominate the
agricultural-ecosystems.
They are much more
robust against

TREASURES OF
THE FIELD

caring for the seed
in Ethiopia

Stored within the countless tins and
bags that line the shelves of the
Institute for Biodiversity Conservation

and Research (IBCR) in Ethiopia’s and propagate the traditional diseases,

capital Addis Ababa are the seeds of varieties. By so doing the researchers pests or

hundreds of varieties of food crops. commonly discover that some drought
varieties are better suited for difficult stress.

These range from the long-forgotten
to commonly used

regional TP
varieties.
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than the

PHOTOS: OPP

S TOP SOPHIA EVANS, BELOW MATTIAS ZEIGLER

GREENPEACE 09|01 9



A remedy
against moths
and genetic
engineering

Using all the resources at their disposal, the
big agrochemical companies are trying to
muscle genetically engineered maize into the
Kenyan fields. Yet scientists in the East African
country have developed a natural method of
cultivation which achieves better yields for
the farmers

ne after another, the men from the vicinity rise
to their feet from the benches Lawrence Odek
has brought from the nearby church to provide
a proper setting for the ‘field day’ — the
agricultural information day being held at his
farm. They praise their host’s pioneering spirit
and gladly reveal what other improvements, in
their view, the 48-year-old farmer might be able to make.
And if jests, derision, or envy should mingle with the
miscellaneous praise, Lawrence Odek knows how to respond:
“It’s better to invite all the neighbours to the field day” he
explains. “Much better than being pestered by people every
day when they come to gape at my maize plantations —and
trample down my harvest in the process.”

Two fields the size of tennis courts have turned the Odek
farm into an agricultural attraction. One of them resembles
the majority of maize-growing plots in the sun-scorched
Lambwe Valley at the Kenyan shores of equatorial Lake
Victoria: a square of barely hip-high, moth-eaten plants with
ears as shrivelled as dried prunes. Purple St John’s wort
sprouts amid the tangle of yellowing growth, a parasite that
feeds on the roots of the already sickly plants. And in direct
proximity to this agronomic disaster, a crop rises in
unblemished green; healthy, and so high that not even the
tallest of the field day visitors can reach the tops of the
plants with outstretched arms. As the farmers stand
assembled between the two plantations, no jokes or teasing
interrupts Lawrence Odek’s explanation of this incredible
contrast.

When, roughly a century ago, colonial farmers set up the
first maize plantations, the crop imported from America soon

10

outstripped sorghum, the traditional staple. Corn was
easier to grow, produced higher yields, and was tastier to
boot. Unfortunately, it was also more susceptible to
parasites from the alien African fauna and flora. For St
John’s wort, in particular, it proved the ideal host —as it
was for a half-inch, mud-brown moth called chilo
partellus, which was imported accidentally from India in
the 1920s, and whose caterpillars have been voraciously
eating their way through East African corn fields ever
since. Together the weeds and moths now destroy half of
Kenya’s corn crop, at an annual cost of millions of dollars.

For the subsistence farmers of the Lambwe Valley,
the damage is even more devastating. They lack the
funds needed to buy the imported agrochemicals used
by the big farms to curb their losses. They don’t even
have money to finance their children’s education, so
most of them pay school tuition in kind, that is, with
maize. If the harvest is bad, the children have to drop out
of school or else the family will go hungry; sometimes
both these things happen at once. At the end of a semi-
annual growing season, Lawrence Odek used to have a
yield of rarely more than three sacks of corn, some 400
pounds — hardly sufficient for a family
of ten to manage.

Then, two years ago, Lawrence and
his brother travelled to the nearby
provincial capital of Mbita. They had
heard that a Doctor Khan there had
devised a means of controlling the i _
corn pests and was now looking for ':. v
farmers willing to try it out in - L

StJohn’s wort, a pdrasite on
the maize plants
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