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wHAt is tHis MAP tELLinG Us?
Agroecological zones (AEZs) are geographical areas exhib-
iting similar climatic conditions that determine their ability 
to support rainfed agriculture� At a regional scale, AEZs are 
influenced by latitude, elevation, and temperature, as well 
as seasonality, and rainfall amounts and distribution during 
the growing season� The resulting AEZ classifications for 
Africa have three dimensions: major climate (tropical or sub-
tropical conditions), elevation (warmer lowland or cooler 
upland production areas), and water availability (ranging 
from arid zones with less than 70 growing days per year to 
humid zones where moisture is usually sufficient to sup-
port crop growth for at least nine months per year) (Fischer 
et al� 2009)� 

The map shows the broad latitudinal symmetry of 
major climates and water availability north and south of 
the equator, disrupted by the influence of highland and 
lake complexes primarily associated with the East African 
Rift Valley that extends from Ethiopia to Mozambique� 
The Sahel—located between the Sahara Desert in the 
north and the Sudanian Savanna in the south—comprises 
warm tropical arid and semiarid zones characterized by a 
strong north-south water availability gradient, while the 
highlands of East Africa are distinguished by cooler, more 
humid tropical conditions� The most extensive humid 
zone is centered on the Congo Basin, stretching from the 
Rwenzori and Virunga mountains at the borders of Uganda, 
Rwanda, and the Democratic Republic of the Congo in the 
east to the Atlantic coast in the west� The continent is pri-
marily tropical, but significant subtropical areas with pro-
nounced seasonality in temperatures and day length are 
found in northern and southern Africa (beyond the tropical 
limits of 23�44 degrees north and south of the equator)�

wHY is tHis iMPortAnt?
Most African farmers, particularly in tropical areas, rely on 
rainfed agriculture with very limited use of inputs such as 
fertilizers� This means that the land’s agricultural produc-
tion depends almost solely on the agroecological context� 
The spatial distribution of Africa’s dominant farming systems 
(p� 15) is, therefore, closely aligned with the regional pat-
tern of AEZs� Local agroecological conditions not only influ-
ence the range of feasible agricultural enterprise options but 
also often strongly predict the feasibility and effectiveness 

of improved technologies and production practices� For this 
reason agriculture research and development planners are 
keen to understand the nature and extent of agroecological 
variation in the areas where they work� Planners who think 
in terms of AEZ boundaries rather than country or regional 
boundaries open up the potential for sharing knowledge and 
tools with people on the opposite side of the continent who 
work in similar AEZs� There is also growing interest in the 
potential consequences of agroecological change� Change 
might be brought about by mitigating local agroecological 
constraints through, for example, investments in irrigation or 
improved soil-water management practices� Or external fac-
tors such as climate change may drive agroecological change� 
The likely negative economic and social implications of shift-
ing agroecological patterns in Africa due to climate change 
are  priorities for emerging research and policy research�

wHAt ABoUt tHE UndErLYinG dAtA?
The most common approaches to agroecological zone map-
ping were originally developed by the Food and Agriculture 
Organization of the United Nations (FAO) and are still being 
developed and applied (for example, Fischer et al� 2009 and 
FAO/IIASA 2012)� In Africa, the variable (and in many cases 
declining) quality and availability of climate-station data 
needed to generate reliable climatological maps is an 
ongoing challenge (p� 37), although increased access 
to satellite-derived weather and land-surface observations 
could ease the constraints on gathering the data in the 
future� The map was developed applying the regional AEZ 
approach using long-term average, spatially interpolated cli-
mate data for Africa for the period 1960–1990 (Hijmans et al� 
2005; Sebastian 2009)�

wHErE CAn i LEArn MorE?

AEZ maps and underlying data can be downloaded at: 
http://hdl�handle�net/1902�1/22616

The most comprehensive collection of 
global AEZ-related data can be found at the FAO/
International Institute for Applied Systems Analysis 
Global Agro-Ecological Zones website:  
www�fao�org/nr/gaez/en/
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Data source: Sebastian 2009.
Note: Moisture classes are defined as follows: Arid = length of growing period (LGP) of less than 
70 days; Semiarid = LGP of 70–180 days; Subhumid = LGP of 180–270 days; and Humid = LGP of 
greater than 270 days.
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