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Organic matter matters

“How much do farmers value their 
soils? 

When we ask farmers in sub-Saharan 
Africa how they invest the revenues 
generated from farming they have 
plenty of good ideas - from sending 
their children to school, to increasing 
their livestock numbers or setting up 
small business in town. And this is 
perfectly understandable: they want 
to increase their assets to feel less 
vulnerable in times of crisis.

What we often see is that farmers (and 
scientists) fail to value soils as assets, 
which must be protected to reduce 
their vulnerability, just as much as their 
children and their livestock. 

When soils are degraded there is 
nowhere to go. Nevertheless, in many 
parts of the world farmers haven’t 
invested enough in the fertility of their 
soils, which directly increases their 
asset value and effectiveness against 
vulnerability. 

In her book ‘The Challenge for Africa,’ 
Nobel Peace Laureate, the late 
Wangari Maathai, describes seeing a 
woman farmer in Cameroon cultivating 
her land in a way that led to severe 
erosion and depletion of nutrients. 
This woman was not deliberately 
destroying the resource on which her 
livelihood depended, she was just 
unaware of the consequences of her 
actions. 

A good example of the lack of 
investment is how manure from 
livestock is managed. It is true that 
manure alone won’t suffice to support 
the increase in the production 
needed to feed growing populations. 
However, manure is key to start soil 
rehabilitation processes and to trigger 
soil fertility improvement (Tittonell et 
al. 2008). 

There is a wealth of research showing 
that manure additions lead to 
increases in yield. Research has also 
shown that the amounts needed to 
increase yields at a large scale are not 
available, and will not be available (e.g. 
Rufino et al. 2011). There is, however, 
potential to utilize manure better to 
target the rehabilitation of very poor 
soils. 

Farmers rarely prioritise improving the 
fertility of degraded soils with manure, 
because handling and transporting 
take a great deal of labour and the 

“Among the various agricultural 
inputs, fertilizer contributes about 
50% of the increase in agricultural 
production. According to FAO, it 
has been increasingly realized that 
it is relatively cheaper, and more in 
the country’s long-term interest, to 
import fertilizer than food grains. 

In Ghana the large yield gaps 
resulting in food deficit are attributed 
to low or no use of mineral fertilizer. 

In the 1980s the government 
removed all subsidies on fertilizer. 
This, coupled with the elimination of 
guaranteed minimum prices, led to a 
high cost of fertilizer. 

Fertilizer became unaffordable to the 
farmer, resulting in reduced fertilizer 
importation and usage. Fertilizer use 
in Ghana is very low (about 10 kg/ha) 
while nutrient depletion rates range 
from about 40 to 60kg of nitrogen, 
phosphorus, and potassium (NPK) 
per hectare per year (FAO, 2005). 

The low use of fertilizer by farmers 
was due to its relatively high cost. 

Fertilizer research and review of 
recommendations for crops lagged 
behind for about 40 years because 
high cost of fertilizer made fertilizer 
recommendations uneconomical.
In 2008, however, the government 
re-introduced fertilizer subsidies 
through a voucher-based system to 
promote fertilizer use and improve 
the crop productivity of smallholder 
farmers. Implemented by the 
Directorate of Agricultural Extension 
Services of the Ministry of Food and 
Agriculture, the vouchers were worth 
50% of the price of fertilizers. 

Farmers were encouraged to use 
the fertilizers on mainly the key 
food crops – maize, rice, millet and 
sorghum. Fertilizer use increased, 
thereby stimulating fertilizer supplies 
in the country. The national average 
fertilizer application rate increased 
from 8 to 10kg per hectare in four 
years, with increased productivity. 

This subsidy program came with its 
challenges: the subsidy is seasonal 
and available for only six months 
of the year (i.e. May to October) 

and is perceived as top down. At 
the time the subsidy is announced/
introduced, most farmers in the 
middle and southern belts of Ghana 
have planted and it is too late to 
apply any basal fertilizer. However, 
farmers in the northern belt are 
favored by this delayed subsidy 
delivery. 

There is also a perception that 
fertilizer is smuggled through 
the borders to the neighbouring 
countries, because the fertilizer does 
not reach its targeted destination. 
Another challenge is that fertilizer 
distributors do not have offices 
(or warehouses) in all the regions 
and farming communities where 
the subsidy program is being 
implemented. Transporting fertilizer 
to farming communities that are 
far from the warehouses, creates 
the conditions for diversion and 
smuggling. 

To improve the management of 
the subsidy program and minimize 
diversion and smuggling, first there 
is a need to ensure that distributors 
exist in all the districts so that they 
can be accessible to the farmers. 
Secondly, most farmers use mobile 
phones so there is the need to 
introduce mobile phone based 
security systems to the farmers 
and distributors in order to simplify 
access to subsidized fertilizer.”  

Fertilizer subsidy needs to clean up its act…

Mariana C Rufino and her colleagues at the International Livestock Research Institute 
(ILRI) wish livestock manure was considered to be a precious resource that should be 
carefully managed, independently of the amounts produced.

Francis Tetteh wishes policy makers made better use of mobile phones and mainstream 
distribution channels to wipe out abuses of the fertilizer subsidy scheme. And getting the 
timing of the scheme better aligned to the farming year would help too…

Mariana is a Livestock systems 
analyst at ILRI. 

She received an MSc in Tropical 
Crop Production and a PhD in 
Systems Analysis from Wageningen 
University. 

At ILRI, she is involved in various projects dealing impact assessment, 
multi-criteria analysis, agricultural systems productivity, nutrient cycling, 
adaptation to climate change and mitigation. Before joining ILRI in 2010, 
she worked for Wageningen University as system modeler in a number of 
projects in Africa funded by B&MGF, EU, and IDRC. 

She has more than 10 years of experience in international research and 
education. Mariana has authored or co-authored more than 40 publications 
in peer-reviewed journals and edited proceedings.
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benefits are not quickly observed. 

There is no doubt that fertilizers are 
needed to support crop and livestock 
production. However, in much of the 
developing world vast areas have 
soils of such poor quality that there is 
no response to fertilizers. Although it 
might not be profitable to apply small 
amounts of manure to poor soils, the 
long-term investment on rehabilitation 
of soils has a larger and deeper 
societal benefit. 

ILRI’s wish: For a change in perceptions 
and value attached to poor soils and 
the realization that investments are 
needed to improve fertility. This will 
help to lead research and work with 
farmers to achieve such a long-term 
goal. Livestock manure will then 
be considered a precious resource 
that should be carefully managed, 
independently of the amounts 
produced. Our environment will 
benefit from such a change as well.”

Most farmers use mobile phones 
so there is the need to introduce 
mobile phone based security 
systems to the farmers and 
distributors in order to simplify 
access to subsidized fertilizer.

Farmers rarely prioritise improving 
the fertility of degraded soils with 
manure, because handling and 
transporting take a great deal of 
labour and the benefits are not 
quickly observed. 


