
Politics and nutrition in Africa 

JP 
olitics dictates economics, 
which in turn determines 
food and nutritional 
status, the force behind 
politics. Let us look at 

politics, economics and nutrition in the 
African countries. 

During the 1970s, thousands of 
Africans died of famine and mal
nutrition-related diseases. By then, the 
transfer of countries from colonial rule 
to African governments had already 
taken place in most of the continent, 
and so the blame fell directly on the 
new governments. 

Throughout the 1980s and to date, 
starvation seems to be the most 
common form of malnutrition. Ethio
pia alone had nine million famine 
victims in 1983. Mozambique, Somalia 
and Angola have also added to the 
toll. In fact, the most common form of 
malnutrition seen in Africa is protein
energy deficiency, combining starva
tion and protein deficiency. In 1985 
alone, between 25 and 30 million 
children were affected all over Africa 
and required special feeding if they 
were to survive. Many did not receive 
any attention at all. 
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Other forms of malnutrition affect
ing many hundreds of thousands of 
people include iron, iodine and vita
min A deficiencies. 

For over 20 years, the United 
Nations and some bilateral agencies 
have tried to convince the African 
governments to formulate national 
food and nutrition policies. But to date 
only Kenya and Lesotho have a 
written policy, although neither has 
been able to put the policies into effect. 
Tanzania is about to ~nact a policy, 
formulated over the last 12 years. 
Ghana, Malawi and Zimbabwe have 
draft policies, but the rest of the 
sub-Saharan countries have no written 
policy. 

A policy can provide guidelines for 
action. If there is no policy, action 
tends to be uncoordinated, conflicting 
or detrimental. For example, when 
food shortage is reported in a country 
where there is no policy on food and 
nutrition, action is often delayed until 
the situation develops into a crisis. 
Absence of a policy also means that no 
one is responsible for food supplies. 
Minor shortages are soon exaggerated 
by unscrupulous traders, food prices 

shoot up suddenly, panic grips the 
community and this disrupts the 
normal food supplies. A food and 
nutrition policy can help to ensure that 
early signs of food shortages are 
detected and also that corrective 
action is taken. 

The colonial rulers built for them
selves a very efficient government 
system separate from traditional or 
ethnic systems. Unfortunately, the Afri
can governments inherited the system 
without much change, and it operates 
according to "Western" values and 
concepts. Under the traditional system, 
local values, materials and beliefs 
dominated all activities of government 
or individuals. In traditional agriculture, 
for example, food production domi
nates everything else, but in the colo
nial, still prevailing system, cash
producing crops are given priority. Pick 
any other example of government 
activities in the African countries, and 
you will find local interests conflicting 
with political interests. Education, for 
instance: does it prepare one to work 
and live better in the village, where 
agriculture is the main occupation? 
Instead, it seems to encourage urban 
migration, driving the people to quit 
their village. Is that the objective of the 
government? No. Why then does edu
cation pull Africans away from the 
village even if they will face starvation 
and misery in town? 

Recently I listened to a secondary
school quiz in one relatively developed 
African country. Of the 56 questions 
put to the African students, 20 were 
about Europe, seven about the USA, 
two about Russia, one each on Japan 
and Thailand, four on the human 
body, six on the arts, two each on 
physics and nutrients, and the rest on 
general knowledge. There was not a 
single question on the situation of 
Africa or of its countries. 

Therefore, to date, the remnants of 
the colonial heritage still hang heavily 
on the African governments, so that 
countries still maintain old policies, in 
support of lost causes like the cash 
crops, while discouraging food produc-

A market in Abidjan, Cote d'Ivoire. A 
nutritional policy enables the authorities 
to detect early signs of malnutrition and 
to take countermeasures. 
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tion . Cassava cultivation is the 
cheapest method of producing natural 
starch; it could be the answer to the 
energy deficiency in Africa, but 
research must first eliminate the 
cyanide which it contains and which 
can be dangerous for health. However, 
apart from a fairly unknown unit in 
Burundi, I know of no other centre 
conducting significant research on 
cassava processing for human con
sumption in Africa. Mark you, growing 
cash crops is also essential and impor
tant, but the same if not better atten
tion should be given to the food crops. 
In a few countries where food produc
tion is given some attention, the 
emphasis tends to be on the cereals 
but, since minerals and vitamins are 
also deficient, the production of fruits, 
nuts and vegetables is equally 
important. 

The debt crisis and the resulting 
economic adjustment policies, mone
tary devaluation combined with low or 
no salary increase, have all resulted in 
food prices rising far above 60% of the 
income of many families. In Zambia, 
for example, the consumer price index 
rose from 125 in 1976 to 1625 in 
1988, while real wages decreased 
slightly. With urbanization close to 60% 
in Zambia, most people depend on 
wages to buy food. As a consequence, 
when the authorities doubled the price 
of the staple food in 1990, riots 
ensued. 

Let's try to assemble a model of a 
community formation. It starts with 
people, land and all the available 
natural resources. A community may 
be lucky if it finds itself living on rich 
land, with adequate water, or precious 
minerals. 

The people start to use the natural 
resources and, to facilitate this, they 
arrange themselves in a certain order 
based on laws, usually colonial, or 
ethnic. This order can simply be 
referred to as "the community set-up". 
This set-up determines who has power 
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over whom and what. The process of 
developing and monitoring the set-up 
is the community politics. 

To make use of natural resources 
certain conditions of the community 
set-up have to be met. If you want to 
utilize land in Tanzania, for example, it 
may just be enough to walk to a 
village, ask a villager to show you 
round and look for unused land; then 
talk to the village chairman and ask for 
the piece of land. In some areas you 
pay virtually nothing for it. In other 
areas you may have to pay for devel
opments already carried out there. A 
similar action in some other African 
countries may land you in prison for 
trespassing. 

The community set-up develops 
over years and eventually it determines 
how everything should be done, 
including distribution of natural 
resources and community products, 
such as food and services. If this 
community set-up is not properly for
mulated, it automatically destroys the 
use of natural resources and creates 
biased distribution, which may lead to 
nutrition problems in one or more 
areas of a country. It can also lead to 
civil riots and armed conflict, which 
several countries are experiencing right 
now. 

The source of life and of good health, 
dean water has an important role to 
play in any food policy. 

In many African countries where 
civil strife never ends, people cannot 
use natural resources like land and 
water because of destabilization. Since 
independence in the 1960s, only one 
or two countries have been free from 
civil strife (or violent politics). Six 
countries have suffered from military 
strife for 10 to 15 years and, of the 
remainder, only nine have no records 

of open warfare, but most of these 
have had civil troubles and violations 
of human rights. 

During the 1950s and 1960s, Afri
cans successfully mobilized their 
communities to press for and work for 
political independence at any cost. The 
people responded and contributed a 
good amount of money, all sorts of 
materials and technology. Above all, 
people contributed blood and their 
lives so that Africa could be free. 
Leaders formulated policies, which led 
Africa to independence. There was no 
option of asking for external aid as we 
do today, but genuine help came as 
soon as the well·wishers realized Afri
cans were serious. Today Africa is 
pressing for the dismantling of 
apartheid in South Africa. As long as 
Africans are united they shall win. 

Famine and malnutrition are even 
worse than apartheid and, unless 
Africa stands united and determined to 
eliminate it, there is no way one 
country, alone, can do it. Certainly, aid 
will never end famine and malnut
rition. 

With that in mind, African profes
sionals in food and nutrition met in 
1988 and created a body to initiate 
and organize joint action all over 
Africa. Since then a number of activi-

Q) ties have been initiated in: 
} - organizing and developing the 
Jl workers in food and nutrition; 
::?_ - assessing the situation of food and 
~ nutrition in Africa; 
~ - developing a policy and an action 

plan; 
- putting the plans into action; 
- monitoring by repeating the last 
three items. 

Food and nutrition policy guidelines 
have already been prepared for use by 
food and nutrition workers in Africa. 
The first and most important step in 
formulating a national policy and 
action plan in this field is to form a 
group of all those who deal with food 
and nutrition in a country. Such a 
group can then arrange to meet, 
choose its own leaders and discuss the 
problem and solutions as its members 
see them. 

Africa has enough resources to solve 
the problem of hunger and malnu
trition, but those resources have to be 
wisely harnessed. • 
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