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WHAt Are tHeSe MApS telling uS?
The area devoted to harvest root crops in Africa has grown 
significantly over the last 50 years� Cassava area has more 
than doubled, from 5�5 million to 12 million hectares (ha); 
sweet potato area has more than quintupled, from 
600,000 to 3�3 million ha; and potato area has grown more 
than six-fold, from 250,000 to 1�8 million ha� Cassava and 
sweet potatoes continue to be among the most import-
ant root crops in Africa, with cassava occupying about half 
of the root crops area and sweet potatoes about 14 per-
cent� South of the Sahel, cassava and sweet potatoes are 
grown in similar areas (Maps 1 and 2)� Both are grown inten-
sively, with 1,000 or more ha per cell,1 in the southeast cor-
ner of Nigeria, in the eastern part of Uganda, and in Rwanda 
and Burundi� Potatoes are becoming a more important 
part of Africa’s crop mix, although they currently account 
for only 8 percent of the harvested area and are grown in 
just a few African countries (Map 3)� While harvested area 
of root crops has expanded considerably since 1961, yields 
per hectare have increased significantly for only some crops 
(Figure 1)� Cassava yields have notably improved by about 
80 percent, from less than 6 to roughly 10 metric tons per 
hectare� Potato yields have also fared well, increasing by 
about half from about 8 to 12 metric tons per hectare� Taro 
and yam yields grew more modestly, by 41 percent and 26  
percent to 6 and 10 metric tons per hectare, respectively� 
Sweet potato yields, however, have hovered around 5 metric 
tons per hectare for decades and even shown a slight down-
ward trend over the past 30 years (FAO 2012)�

WHY iS tHiS iMportAnt?
Africa needs to improve yields and the share of nutrient-rich  
roots and tubers in the diet of its growing population� 
Roots and tubers contribute only about 13 percent of the 
calories in the average African’s diet, which is a smaller por-
tion than other staples� But roots, especially cassava, are 

“insurance crops” that increase food security because they 
can be left in the ground until needed� Nearly all the sweet 
potato crop (85 percent) is destined for human consump-
tion� But cassava is also important as fodder, and more than 
a third produced goes to animal feed� Most of the roots and 
tubers consumed are grown locally� Thus, policymakers and 

agricultural experts can use the maps to identify areas that 
might benefit from larger harvests of roots and tubers, and 
by extension, improve nutrition at the local level�

WHAt ABout tHe unDerlYing DAtA?
The maps are based on area harvested per cell, calculated 
by the Spatial Production Allocation Model (SPAM) 2000 
(You et al� 2012)� The model uses many datasets, includ-
ing land cover recorded by satellites, crop suitability maps 
under various water regimes and production systems, irri-
gation maps, subnational crop statistics from each country, 
Food and Agriculture Organization of the United Nations’ 
country totals (FAO 2012), and data on production systems 
within each country�

WHere cAn i leArn More?

SPAM: The Spatial Production Allocation Model: 
http://mapspam�info

Food and Agriculture Organization of the United Nations 
statistical database: http://faostat3�fao�org

FIGURE 1 Yield of top five root crops
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Data source: FAO 2012.
Note: One metric ton = 1,000 kilograms.

1 Each cell measures approximately 100 km2 or 10,000 hectares at the equator.
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http://faostat3.fao.org


Data source (all maps): You et al. 2012.
Note: The values on the maps represent the number of hectares harvested per 100 km2 cell.
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MAP 1 Cassava MAP 2 Sweet potato

MAP 3 Potato

Root crop area harvested, 2000
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