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The In ter na tional Food Pol icy Re search In sti tute was es tab lished
in 1975 to iden tify and ana lyze al ter na tive na tional and in ter na -
tional strate gies and poli cies for meet ing food needs of the de vel -
op ing world on a sus tain able ba sis, with par ticu lar em pha sis on
low- income coun tries and on the poorer groups in those coun -
tries. While the re search ef fort is geared to the pre cise ob jec tive of

con trib ut ing to the re duc tion of hun ger and mal nu tri tion, the fac tors in volved 
are many and wide- ranging, re quir ing analy sis of un der ly ing pro cesses and
ex tend ing be yond a nar rowly de fined food sec tor. The In sti tute’s re search
pro gram re flects world wide col labo ra tion with gov ern ments and pri vate and
pub lic in sti tu tions in ter ested in in creas ing food  production and im prov ing
the eq uity of its dis tri bu tion. Re search re sults are dis semi nated to poli cy -
mak ers, opin ion form ers, ad min is tra tors, pol icy  analysts, re search ers, and
oth ers con cerned with na tional and in ter na tional food and ag ri cul tural pol icy.

IFPRI is a re search cen ter of the Con sul ta tive Group on Inter-
 national Ag ri cul tural Re search and re ceives sup port from the
Asian Development Bank, Australia, Belgium, Brazil, Canada,
CARE, China, Colombia, Denmark, the European Commission,

the Food and Agriculture Organization of the United Nations, the Ford
Foundation, France, the German Agency for Technical Cooperation, the
German Federal Ministry for Economic Cooperation and Development,
Honduras, India, the Inter-American Development Bank, the International
Fund for Agricultural Development, Ireland, Italy, Japan, Malawi, Mexico,
Mozambique, the Netherlands, the Neys-Van Hoogstraten Foundation,
Norway, the Philippines, the Rockefeller Foundation, South Africa, Spain,
Sweden, Switzerland, Tunisia, the United Kingdom, the United Nations
Development Programme, the United Nations Sub-Committee on Nutrition,
the United States, Venezuela, the World Bank, the World Resources
Institute, and World Vision.

The IFPRI Lec ture Se ries, ini ti ated in 1993, pro vides a fo rum for speak ers at
the fore front of cur rent think ing and an ex change of ideas on con tro ver sial
is sues rele vant to food, ag ri cul ture, and en vi ron mental pol icy and to the
 alleviation of hun ger and pov erty.
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Fore word

In this lec ture, Moïse C. Men sah traces the recent his tory of eco nomic pol icy 
in Benin and exam ines how Benin can meet food secu rity needs while over -
com ing the chal lenges posed by a grow ing popu la tion, frag ile natu ral
resource base, and con straints on pro duc tiv ity.

Although the gap between food sup ply and demand is not sig nifi cant in
Benin, about a third of the popu la tion is food inse cure because of regional
dif fer ences in food pro duc tion and lack of income. The growth in popu la tion 
means that Benin’s food require ments will dou ble in vol ume by 2020, pos si -
bly increas ing the food- insecure share of the popu la tion. To help make the
Beninese food secure, Men sah sug gests that sev eral steps be taken in three
areas: agri cul tural and rural devel op ment, agri cul tural research, and regional 
coop era tion. These steps include faster decen trali za tion of gov ern ment in
order to empower local com mu ni ties, improve ment of infra struc ture and
rural serv ices, enhance ment of mar ket effi ciency, pro mo tion of income gen -
era tion in rural areas, improve ment in the link between farm ers’ needs and
research themes and exten sion pack ages, strength en ing of the capa bil ity for
food pol icy analy sis and research, and bet ter inte gra tion of Benin into
regional mar ket ing and coop era tion.

Per Pinstrup- Andersen
Decem ber 1999



Feed ing More Peo ple and Bet ter
in West Africa: The Case of Benin

Moïse C. Men sah

The Inter na tional Food Pol icy Research Insti tute’s 2020 Vision ini tia tive has 
been pro vid ing us with enlight ened guid ance on the steps we must take if we
want to wit ness a sig nifi cant if not total eradi ca tion of hun ger and mal nu tri -
tion within the next gen era tion. By we, I mean poli cy mak ers at both national
and inter na tional lev els, sci en tists, devel op ment think ers and prac ti tio ners,
and all citi zens of the world who do not accept the increas ing gap between
the wealthy and the poor, the gap between what we know can be done to feed 
the poor and the lit tle we are doing to meet those needs.

The IFPRI lec ture series on food, agri cul ture, and the envi ron ment pro -
vides a forum for reflec tion on these and related issues, and I am hon ored to
take part in this event. I wish to thank IFPRI for invit ing me to deliver this
year’s lec ture. I shall attempt to describe how Benin, a West Afri can coun -
try, is fac ing the chal lenge of hav ing to feed a grow ing popu la tion in a sus -
tain able way on a rela tively frag ile natu ral resource base. In so doing, I shall
look at Benin’s food needs and assess the means avail able to reach food
deliv ery tar gets in an effi cient, sus tain able, and socially accept able man ner. I 
shall also raise a few pol icy issues that must be addressed to achieve suc cess.

BENIN: IDENTITY CARD

The Repub lic of Benin is one of the 16 mem ber coun tries of the Eco nomic
Com mu nity of West Afri can States (ECOWAS), which con tains 235 mil lion 
inhabi tants and stretches from Mau ri ta nia to Nige ria over an area of 6.1 mil -
lion square kilo me ters.

Moïse C. Men sah has been a national and inter na tional poli cy maker for many years.
He has served as min is ter of rural devel op ment in his native Benin, assis tant direc tor
gen eral for Africa at the Food and Agri cul ture Organi za tion of the United Nations, and
assis tant presi dent of the Inter na tional Fund for Agri cul tural Devel op ment. He recently 
served as the min is ter of finance in Benin. Men sah is a mem ber of IFPRI’s 2020 Vision 
Inter na tional Advi sory Com mit tee.



Geo graphi cal Pro file
Benin cov ers 113,000 square kilo me ters and has a popu la tion close to 6 mil -
lion. The coun try looks like a 700- kilometer- long cor ri dor link ing the Atlan -
tic Ocean in the south to River Niger in the north. The land scape is gen er ally
flat with the excep tion of the Ata cora Pla teau in the north west, which
reaches up to 800 meters high. Rain fall var ies between 900 mil li me ters
and 1,450 mil li me ters per year, and the tem pera ture ranges between 22° and
37° Cel sius under shel ter.

With the excep tion of a few pock ets of for est areas and man groves, the
vege ta tion is of a savan nah type. The soils are sandy along the coast and
largely fer ralitic in the other areas, with tracks of ver ti sols in river val leys.
The arable land amounts to 70,500 square kilo me ters, of which only 15 per -
cent are exploited.

Sociocultural and Political Background
Benin is a mul ti eth nic soci ety with three major groups of lan guages. The
com mon denomi na tor among the Beninese popu la tion is the impor tance
attached to the fam ily cell as a pro duc tion, con sump tion, and social inte gra -
tion unit. With con tinu ing eco nomic changes, how ever, the extended fam ily
is being replaced by a nuclear fam ily mod ule, espe cially in the fast-
 expanding urban areas.

Benin became an inde pend ent state in 1960 and has since expe ri enced a
wide spec trum of politi cal sys tems, begin ning with lib eral democ racy and
then return ing to it after 17 years of Marxism- Leninism. The lat ter regime
failed eco nomi cally but it enhanced peo ple’s politi cal aware ness with out
affect ing their devo tion to relig ion and deep attach ment to pri vate own er -
ship. The mul ti party democ racy that now pre vails in Benin seems to be
work ing to the sat is fac tion of the major ity.

Economic Profile
Benin has wit nessed two major eco nomic phases in recent years. The first
phase, severe eco nomic cri sis, lasted from 1985 to 1990. The sec ond, recov -
ery, phase began in 1990.

The cri sis phase devel oped as a con se quence of the gov ern ment’s deci -
sion to apply Marxist- Leninist pre cepts to gov ern ance, includ ing the man -
age ment of eco nomic and social devel op ment. All large- and medium- scale
enter prises were nation al ized. So was the bank ing sys tem. Pre vail ing rules
and regu la tions left lit tle room to the pri vate sec tor. State- owned trad ing
com pa nies were estab lished.

The omnipo tence of the pub lic sec tor led to the mas sive recruit ment of
civil ser vants far beyond the capac ity of the national budget. At the same
time, the poorly man aged pub lic enter prises accu mu lated severe losses,
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com pel ling the gov ern ment to pro vide sub stan tial sub si dies to keep them
afloat. The bank ing sys tem col lapsed com pletely. For its sur vival, Beninese
soci ety reacted by vig or ously expand ing and diver si fy ing the activi ties of
the infor mal sec tor.

To put the econ omy back on track the gov ern ment decided to under take 
a struc tural adjust ment pro gram in col labo ra tion with the Inter na tional
Mone tary Fund and the World Bank. The pro gram began in 1989 and is
cur rently in its third stage. The first two stages aimed at restor ing the
viabil ity of pub lic finances and the bal ance of pay ments, keep ing the rate
of increase of domes tic prices and costs low, and enhanc ing the accel era -
tion of eco nomic growth. The third stage adds a sig nifi cant social dimen -
sion, con sist ing of the pro tec tion of vul ner able groups and the pro mo tion
of human resources.

So far the results of the adjust ment pro gram have been encour ag ing. The
rate of growth of gross national prod uct (GNP), which was 2.7 per cent per
year between 1985 and 1990, rose to 4.5 per cent between 1990 and 1997.
The pro gram has had a posi tive impact on the evo lu tion of gov ern ment
expen di tures and reve nues, the pri va ti za tion of pub lic enter prises, and the
recov ery of the bank ing sys tem, which is now healthy and expand ing.

The Rural Sector
The rural sec tor, which includes agri cul ture, ani mal hus bandry, fish er ies,
and for estry, pro vides occu pa tion to 56 per cent of Benin’s active popu la tion
and accounts for 36 per cent of GNP.

From 1960 to 1975 agri cul tural devel op ment poli cies and pro grams
accorded pri or ity to the pro mo tion of export crops, mainly cot ton and oil
palm. From 1975 to 1985, poli cy mak ers empha sized self- sufficiency in food 
and the sup ply of raw mate ri als to local indus tries. Sub se quently the gov ern -
ment sought to expand both the food- and export- crop sec tors.

The agri cul tural growth rate has risen from 4.8 per cent dur ing the period
1985–90 to 5.5 per cent dur ing 1991–97. The gov ern ment, which devotes
24 per cent of pub lic invest ment to agri cul ture, has rede fined its role in that
sec tor, mak ing a pro gres sive trans fer of rele vant eco nomic func tions to the
pri vate sec tor.

The most sig nifi cant jump in agri cul tural out put has come from cot ton
pro duc tion, which rose from 162,000 met ric tons in 1992–93 to 350,000 met -
ric tons in 1996–97. Pro duc ers can thank insti tu tional reforms in the cot ton
sub sec tor, price incen tives, and reve nue redis tri bu tion meas ures for this spurt.

Benin’s main food crops include cere als and roots and tubers. Maize is
the main cereal crop, with annual pro duc tion of 497,000 met ric tons in 1995,
cor re spond ing to a yield of 1,019 kilo grams per hec tare. Sor ghum is sec ond
(112,000 met ric tons, with a yield of 776 kilo grams per hec tare).
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Rice pro duc tion is mak ing prog ress in both out put (14,600 met ric tons in
1996 com pared with 8,845 met ric tons in 1990) and yield (1,550 kilo grams
per hec tare in 1997 com pared with 1,300 kilo grams in 1990).

Yams lead the roots and tubers group, with a pro duc tion level of 1,225,000 
met ric tons (11 tons per hec tare yield) fol lowed by cas sava (1,094,000 met ric
tons out put, 8.5 tons per hec tare yield). Other food crops include grain
 legumes, ground nuts, and a vari ety of vege ta bles and tropi cal fruits.

On the live stock front, Beninese ani mal hus bandry involves over 1 mil lion 
head of cat tle raised pre domi nantly in the north ern part of the coun try. Sheep,
goats, and pigs are raised as well, although pigs were deci mated by pests in
1997. Benin pro duces about 30,000 met ric tons of meat, 40,000 met ric tons of
milk, and 20,000,000 eggs a year. Ani mal pro duc tion is char ac ter ized by low
labor pro duc tiv ity and a lim ited number of market- oriented enter prises.

There are two main sources of fish ery prod ucts: marine fish er ies, which
yield an aver age of 10,000 met ric tons per year, and land fish er ies, which
pro duce 30,000 met ric tons. Marine fish er ies are con strained by lim ited
natu ral resources and equip ment, while the out put of island waters is handi -
capped by sil ta tion, over ex ploi ta tion, and pol lu tion by float ing weeds.

BALANCING FOOD NEEDS AND SUPPLY
Food Balance Sheet: The Current Picture

Most of the calo ries and nutri ents Beninese con sume come from vege tal
sources. Benin is self- sufficient in maize, yams, cas sava, and ground nuts,
but not in mil let, sor ghum, rice, and cow peas (Table 1).

The analy sis of the food situa tion by region shows that the defi cit at the
national level for mil let and sor ghum stems from inef fi cient pro duc tion in
the two major pro duc ing and con sum ing regions (Ata cora and Bor gou). Yet
those two regions were able to deliver excess pro duc tion of maize to the
Atlan tique and Mono regions, which are tra di tional pro duc ers and con sum -
ers of that com mod ity. This inter re gional trade reflects a new trend in the
pro duc tion pat tern of the north ern savan nah areas, which are seiz ing mar ket
oppor tu ni ties and diver si fy ing pro duc tion.

The posi tive national bal ance for maize rep re sents only 4.5 per cent of
con sump tion, whereas the national bal ance for cas sava amounts to a com -
fort able 13.7 per cent of con sump tion. Yam pro duc tion exceeds con sump tion 
by 65.9 per cent. On the defi cit side, domes tic pro duc tion of rice cov ers only
14 per cent of con sump tion.

If one com pares the sta ple food bal ance sheets for 1996/97 and 1997/98
(Tables 1 and 2; see Table 3 for an aggre gate pic ture), the simi lar ity in the
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sta ple food sup ply pic ture sug gests sev eral research and pol icy issues. Yams
could play a greater role in meet ing food needs through appro pri ate proc ess -
ing and pres er va tion. There is room for expand ing rice pro duc tion to a
 significant extent. About 60,000 hec tares of suit able land are avail able for
this pur pose. Grain leg umes have a low pro file in the food bas ket. Indeed,
the evo lu tion of per cap ita sta ple food pro duc tion from 1993 to 1997 shows
a decline of grain leg ume pro duc tion from 37.4 kilo grams per cap ita to
26.7 kilo grams (Table 4). The pro duc tion of cere als seems to hover around
128 kilo grams and that of roots and tubers rises from 448 kilo grams to reach
518 kilo grams per cap ita. The decline in grain leg ume pro duc tiv ity is due
mainly to the lack of cost- effective pest con trol pack ages that can pro tect
cow peas and other leg umes against their numer ous para sites.

Providing Food for the Next Generation
The 1992 cen sus recorded a popu la tion size of 4.9 mil lion inhabi tants. The
cen sus also showed a life expec tancy of 54.2 years, an infant mor tal ity rate
of 162 per thou sand, an aver age of 6.1 chil dren per adult woman (at age 50),
an aver age fam ily size of 5.9 per sons, a ratio of women- headed house holds
amount ing to 21 per cent of total house holds, and an urban popu la tion ratio
of 36 per cent. Women account for 51.3 per cent of the total popu la tion.

The over all popu la tion is increas ing at the rate of 2.8 per cent per year.
By 2020 10.5 mil lion peo ple will be liv ing in Benin. All other things being
equal, the food require ments by 2020 also will be about twice the cur rent
vol ume. Other fac tors, espe cially health status and income lev els, could raise 
demand fur ther.

The popu la tion of Benin suf fers from tropi cal trans mis si ble and para -
sitic dis eases. The rela tively rapid popu la tion growth of 2.8 per cent makes
it hard to pro vide ade quate health serv ices at a sat is fac tory pace. The cov -
er age rate of medi cal staff, for exam ple, is still far below World Health
Organi za tion (WHO) norms. The coun try has 1 doc tor for 19,617 inhabi -
tants, com pared with the WHO rec om men da tion of 1 per 10,000. One mid -
wife assists 12,504 women, whereas the WHO norm is 1 per 5,000. Under
its five- year devel op ment pro gram the gov ern ment is vig or ously try ing to
improve the cov er age of health serv ices by recruit ing addi tional staff under 
spe cific con tracts to assist the needi est com mu ni ties. The con struc tion of
health cen ters is expand ing, espe cially in rural areas. The sup ply of drink -
ing water is improv ing. Other posi tive fac tors include the devel op ment of a 
pri vate medi cal sec tor, the upgrad ing of tra di tional medi cine, and the
emer gence of coop era tive health insur ance schemes.

Unless atti tudes toward fam ily size change sig nifi cantly, the efforts
being made to improve health may result in a popu la tion even larger than the
10.5 mil lion fore cast for 2020.
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Income deter mines the qual ity and quan tity of food con sumed by a per -
son, a fam ily, and the nation as a whole. The aggre gate food sup ply at the
national level may be suf fi cient to feed the entire popu la tion and yet some
seg ments of the popu la tion may not have ade quate access to food because of
lack of income.

In Benin, the inabil ity to pur chase ade quate food mani fests itself in
urban as well as rural areas. In urban areas, unem ploy ment is the main cause 
of inade quate income lev els. Unem ploy ment was par ticu larly severe dur ing 
the ini tial years of the struc tural adjust ment pro gram, when the gov ern ment
had to lay off thou sands of civil ser vants, add ing to the many job less peo -
ple, espe cially young gradu ates and school- leavers. In order to reduce
unem ploy ment the gov ern ment launched the Highly Labor Inten sive Pub lic 
Works scheme (TUHIMO) in the main cit ies. This scheme con tin ues as part 
of the social dimen sion of struc tural adjust ment. In rural areas, some farm -
ing com mu ni ties do not always pro duce enough to meet their basic food
needs, let alone enough to buy addi tional food and meet other essen tial
require ments. To ensure a sus tain able income base for rural com mu ni ties,
the gov ern ment launched an Income- Generating Activi ties proj ect
(PAGER) in 1995. This proj ect rec og nizes gain ful employ ment and income 
as the key to eradi cat ing rural pov erty and ensur ing food secu rity. It pro -
motes micro economic ini tia tives on an indi vid ual and col lec tive basis. It
should go a long way toward increas ing rural fam ily income, espe cially for
women, who tend to direct more house hold resources toward improv ing the 
nutri tion status of the fam ily. We know that “no mother who has money in
her purse would allow her child to go to bed with an empty stom ach” (stated 
by a rural women’s group leader at a recent meet ing on pov erty eradi ca tion
in Natitin gou, north west Benin).

Moreo ver, the nation’s eco nomic growth rate has aver aged 4.5 per cent
over the 1991–97 period. It was 5.5 per cent in 1996 and is expected to be
6.2 per cent in 1998 and 6.7 per cent in 2002. If cur rent efforts to reach those
tar gets are pur sued in par al lel with employ ment crea tion through pri vate,
small- and medium- scale enter prises, addi tional income should be avail able
to boost house hold con sump tion. That would affect the quan ti ties as well as
the qual ity of food required.

Because of its geo graphic posi tion Benin is a regional cross road and a
tran sit coun try. It belongs to two regional eco nomic unions: the Eco nomic
and Mone tary Union of West Africa (UEMOA), com pris ing eight states that
share the same cur rency, are close to estab lish ing a cus toms union, and
belong to a larger union of 16 coun tries, ECOWAS. ECOWAS is also tak ing 
impor tant steps toward regional eco nomic inte gra tion, espe cially with
respect to the free move ment of goods and serv ices and the crea tion of a
larger cus toms union within the next few years.
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Look ing at its most imme di ate neigh bors, Benin has a mar ket of over
100 mil lion con sum ers in Nige ria and bor der ing Sahe lian coun tries, which
suf fer peri odi cally from drought and food short ages and must draw on the
Beninese food bas ket to meet their own needs. There fore, to ensure ade quate 
food sup ply to the popu la tion of Benin, farm ers must pro duce sig nifi cantly
more than required by domes tic demand.

Such indeed has been the pat tern, although it has not pre cluded the
impor ta tion of some food items, espe cially from Nige ria, when the cur rency
exchange rate has favored the Beninese. Demand for sta ple food stuffs pro -
duced in Benin has also been increas ing in the for eign subre gion far beyond
neigh bor ing coun tries. While this situa tion leads to strong infla tion ary pres -
sure on domes tic prices and occa sion ally to organ ized impor ta tion, for eign
demand should also be seen as an oppor tu nity to expand pro duc tion.

For Benin to seize such an oppor tu nity, how ever, its food pro duc tion and 
sup ply sys tem must be com peti tive. That is a basic require ment for two main 
rea sons. First, because ECOWAS offers an inte grated eco nomic space, other 
farm ing com mu ni ties will be keen to com pete in the food mar ket. Sec ond,
the new rules of the World Trade Organi za tion call for global com pe ti tion
and the dis man tling of pro tec tion ist bar ri ers.

IMPROVING THE FOOD SUPPLY SYSTEM

To improve the food sup ply sys tem, con straints to land and labor pro duc tiv -
ity, ade quate food proc ess ing and pres er va tion, and food dis tri bu tion and
con sump tion must be addressed.

Constraints to Land and Labor Productivity

Soil fer til ity. The deple tion of soil nutri ents makes it impos si ble to real ize
the poten tial of exist ing crop varie ties that are well adapted to local con di -
tions. Varie ties of maize are avail able that can yield four met ric tons per
hec tare against the cur rent aver age of one ton. Like wise 20 to 28 tons of
cas sava roots can be obtained against the cur rent yield of 8.5 tons per hec -
tare. The res to ra tion of the fer til ity level is a major pre con di tion for tak ing
full advan tage of yield poten tial. The cost of imported fer til iz ers and other
inputs, given CFA cur rency devalua tion, also becomes an issue for achiev -
ing maxi mum yields. A plant nutri ent sup ply pack age that com bines nutri -
ents pro duced on the farm with pur chased inputs may go a long way toward 
miti gat ing cost and main tain ing soil fer til ity at the required level. Some
steps are being taken along this line in Benin.
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Land deg ra da tion. Land deg ra da tion can be observed through out the
coun try’s farm lands, espe cially in the cotton- producing areas in the north -
ern savan nah belt. Rapid growth in cot ton pro duc tion came partly from a
sig nifi cant expan sion of cul ti vated area at the expense of a scarce and valu -
able natu ral popu la tion of trees and shrubs. As a result, the land has been
severely eroded and floods are becom ing a recur rent phe nome non dur ing
the rainy sea son. Pro posed cor rec tive meas ures include par tial refor es ta -
tion, intro duc tion of agro for estry prac tices, and a com bi na tion of a cot ton
acre age ceil ing and more pro duc tive tech ni cal pack ages.

Water man age ment. Because tra di tional Beninese agri cul tural prac tice
has not included irri ga tion, more than 300,000 hec tares of irri ga ble lands
are left idle, even though their use could pro vide a sub stan tial amount of
food and allow less suit able land cur rently under cul ti va tion to be used for
for estry or envi ron mental con ser va tion pur poses.

On- farm equip ment. Except for the few fruit and vege ta ble grow ers, the
return per man- day of labor input is low for the major ity of small farm ers
who still work with hand tools. The pro mo tion of ani mal trac tion, which
is spread ing in the cattle- raising north ern prov inces, pro vides the be-
 ginnings of a solu tion. Simi lar or alter na tive means must be devel oped
for the south.

Lack of access to appro pri ate finan cial serv ices. This seri ously lim its the
abil ity of the rural poor, espe cially women, to seize com mer cial oppor tu ni -
ties. Exist ing com mer cial banks are far too dis tant from rural finan cial mar -
kets. The FECE CAM (agri cul tural coop era tive credit union) net work is not
yet reach ing dis ad van taged pro duc ers. In spite of their diver sity and their
adap ta tion to the con di tions of the poor est seg ments of the rural popu la tion,
infor mal finan cial sys tems remain inse cure, expen sive, and lim ited in their
vol ume of opera tions. And the cen tral ized finan cial sys tems estab lished
within vari ous proj ects, includ ing non gov ern men tal organi za tion (NGO)
proj ects, have restricted cov er age. There fore, a real need exists for cre at ing
local finan cial enter prises that are able to pro vide a large spec trum of serv -
ices and easy access to the rural poor, par ticu larly women (IFAD 1990). The
gov ern ment has just launched a micro fi nance and a com mer ciali za tion proj -
ect to address this issue.

Dis semi na tion of tech no logi cal infor ma tion and know- how. In its efforts
to stream line the civil serv ice, the gov ern ment sig nifi cantly reduced the
size of the agri cul tural exten sion staff, but sub se quent con trac tual arrange -
ments have lim ited the nega tive impact. The qual ity of the exten sion
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mes sages and the man ner in which they are con veyed, how ever, remain a
mat ter of con cern to farm ers, who want to have more say in the deter mi na -
tion of the research themes that pro duce the even tual exten sion mes sages.
Farm ers also want to play an active part in the evalua tion of the tech no logi -
cal pack ages offered, so as to amend them and thereby pro pose new
research top ics. Par tici pa tion at these lev els is also a nec es sary part of the
farm er’s train ing process.

Constraints to Adequate Food Processing
and Preservation

Agro- industrial enter prises have been expand ing their activi ties and pro -
vid ing proc essed food items mainly to urban areas. Most of the popu la tion
in rural Benin depends on locally proc essed food items. These proc ess ing
activi ties are car ried out largely by women who can not increase the quan -
tity and improve the qual ity of their out put unless equipped with more
labor- and energy- efficient equip ment. The gov ern ment, along with
NGOs, is pro mot ing the adop tion of improved proc ess ing equip ment used
in neigh bor ing and other devel op ing coun tries. Energy to run this equip -
ment will have to come from vil lage wood lots, bio gas, and solar energy.
The expan sion of drink able water sup ply schemes is also needed to facili -
tate food proc ess ing. The lack of low- cost stor age facili ties that are easy to
man age and effec tive in mini miz ing crop losses is another seri ous con -
straint to food pres er va tion.

Constraints to Food Distribution
and Consumption

High trans ac tion costs of agri cul tural com modi ties con sti tute the main
 constraint to food dis tri bu tion and con sump tion. These costs can be traced
to (1) inade quate road links, which make access to mar ket places dif fi cult,
(2) poor access to com mer cial infor ma tion, (3) the mul ti plic ity of actors
along the com mer cial chain, each of them han dling small quan ti ties of
prod ucts, (4) the het ero ge ne ity of the norms and prac tices asso ci ated with
weight meas ures and pack ag ing, (5) post har vest losses, and (6) unlaw ful
levy of fees by cor rupt pub lic agents deal ing with trans por ta tion con trol.

The gov ern ment’s efforts to miti gate high trans ac tion costs places spe -
cial empha sis on improv ing road net works, mainly feeder roads, and fight -
ing mal prac tice in trans port con trol. New rural devel op ment proj ects can
also assist trad ers of agri cul tural pro duce–most of whom are women—by
sup port ing grass roots efforts to improve the capac ity of com mer ciali za tion
sys tems to be self- financing and sus tain able.
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MORE FOOD ON A SUSTAINABLE BASIS
Nutritional Requirements

Data from the 1992–94 FAO (Food and Agri cul ture Organi za tion of the
United Nations) food bal ance sheets show that Beninese have 2,325 calo ries
avail able per cap ita per day, 57.4 grams of pro tein, and 44.8 grams of fat.
Vege tal sources pro vide 95.3 per cent of the calo ries, 81.3 per cent of the pro -
tein, and 85.9 per cent of the fat (Table 5).

The nutri tional require ments rec om mended for Benin by the National
Food and Nutri tion Direc tor ate (DANA) are 2,400 calo ries, 60 grams of pro -
tein, and 60 grams of fat per day. The gap between the rec om men da tions and 
real ity is not sig nifi cant under pres ent popu la tion and food pro duc tion cir -
cum stances, although it should be noted that the aver age fig ures hide
regional and social dis crep an cies. Eleven out of a total of 78 dis tricts show
chronic food defi cits. A 1995 sur vey by INSAE, the National Insti tute of
Sta tis tics and Eco nomic Analy sis, reveals that 17 per cent of the rural popu la -
tion lives below the extreme pov erty thresh old of 38,800 CFA per cap ita per
year, which means that they are unable to meet basic food require ments.
Thirty- three per cent of the rural popu la tion lives below the gen eral pov erty
thresh old of 56,600 CFA, unable to meet basic non food require ments. In
urban areas the ratios are 30 per cent and 33 per cent respec tively, and at the
national level the fig ures are 19.5 per cent and 33.7 per cent.

If no quali ta tive changes occur in the con tri bu tion of sta ple foods to
total calo rie intake, and popu la tion increases to 10.5 mil lion, pro jec tion
of sta ple food require ments for the year 2020 would show the need for
1.4 mil lions met ric tons of cere als; 5.0 mil lion met ric tons of roots and
tubers; 151,000 met ric tons of grain leg umes; 500,000 met ric tons of oil -
seeds; 542,000 met ric tons of vege ta bles; and 355,000 met ric tons of fruit.
These fig ures mean dou bling the pro duc tion of food crops over the period
1992–94 to 2020.

The mag ni tude of the nec es sary increases in sta ple food pro duc tion due
only to popu la tion growth pres ents a seri ous chal lenge. The issues that need
to be addressed if Beninese are to have a sus tained sup ply of food cover a
wide range.

A quick look at the sta tis ti cal data in Table 6 may sug gest that food pro -
duc tion growth has been able to match the popu la tion growth over the past
four years, at least as far as major sta ple foods are con cerned. How ever, a
number of fac tors tem per opti mism. First, the increases in pro duc tion are
due to the expan sion of area under cul ti va tion. Sec ond, the pro duc tion
increase has been dis ap point ing for some crops even on the expanded areas.
For exam ple, the 3 per cent increase in area under root and tuber cul ti va tion
pro duced only a 0.1 per cent increase in total out put, while the 9 per cent
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increase in grain- legume–pro duc ing area yielded only a 5.3 per cent increase
in pro duc tion. The low yields indi cate insta bil ity in out put due to the fra gil -
ity of the pro duc tion sys tems and high depen dance on rain fall cou pled with
poor water man age ment and mois ture con trol.

The more popu la tion pres sure and demand for food grow, the greater the
risk that area expan sion will lead to min ing of the land and irre versi ble deg -
ra da tion of the natu ral resource base. These con se quences can be pre vented
only if food pro duc tion sys tems are adjusted to natu ral resource pres er va tion 
require ments. This holds true even though only 15 per cent of the arable land
of Benin is said to be cul ti vated. Benin is a coun try with old human set tle -
ments and it is clear that set tlers have selected what their expe ri ence has
shown them to be the opti mum liv ing and pro duc tion envi ron ment. Con tinu -
ing expan sion of cul ti vated areas at the cur rent pace will only lead to abuse
of subop ti mal land that the col lec tive wis dom has left for live stock pro duc -
tion, for est, and game reserve pur poses.

Reconciling Food Production Increase
with the Preservation and Enhancement
of the Natural Resource Base

There are two sets of issues related to the need to meet food require ments in a 
sus tain able way: those at the farm level and those at the vil lage and water -
shed level. At the farm level the pres er va tion of the natu ral resource base
calls for the solu tion of two key inter re lated prob lems: (1) soil infer til ity, that 
is, the replen ish ment of soil nutri ents and organic mat ter, and (2) soil ero -
sion, which causes sub stan tial loss of top soil.

If expan sion of cul ti vated area must be lim ited, the only real option left is 
to increase pro duc tiv ity per unit of land. This must be cou pled with an
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Ta ble 6—Growth rates in sta ple food pro duc tion and popu la tion,
1993–94 to 1996–97

Year
Popu la tion

growth

Growth
of ce real

pro duc tion

Growth
of tu ber

pro duc tion

Growth
of leg ume

pro duc tion

(per cent)

1993–94 3 –1.8 7.4 –25
1994–95 3 – 6 4.7 –1.5
1995–96 3 1.5 13.3 4.8
1996–97 3 11.4 0.11 5.27

Source: Of fice Na tional de Se cu rité Ali men taire (ONASA)/Cen tre d’Ac tion Re gional du
Dévelop pe ment Ru ral (CAR DER), Min istère du Dévelop pe ment Ru ral, Be nin.



increase in labor pro duc tiv ity because a mini mum level of net income is nec -
es sary for invest ing in soil fer til ity improve ment.

Research and exten sion serv ices have on- shelf tech no logi cal pack ages
that can address those con cerns for the imme di ate future. How ever, these
pack ages often do not suit the socio eco nomic con di tions of farm ing com mu -
ni ties (for exam ple, the divi sion of labor between men and women, the avail -
abil ity of man power at the farm level if chil dren must go to school, access to
credit, and trans ac tion costs of com modi ties). It has become obvi ous that the
research themes that lead to the design of tech no logi cal pack ages must be
dis cussed with farm ers. To that end the link between the national research
insti tute, pub lic exten sion serv ices, and farm ers, and the grow ing inter me di -
ary role of NGOs, are the order of the day.

Rural Benin is wit ness ing a fast- expanding move ment of farm ers’
organi za tions that are claim ing more say in agri cul tural and rural devel op -
ment pol icy for mu la tion. The com ing years should see the strength en ing of
those organi za tions, espe cially women’s groups. Women will be play ing an
increas ingly impor tant role in the food pro duc tion chain, par ticu larly in the
areas of com mer ciali za tion and proc ess ing.

At the vil lage and water shed level the main con cern is the effec tive
and dura ble func tion ing of the eco sys tem on a number of lev els: pro vid -
ing non cul ti vated food, espe cially fruits and vege ta bles; gen er at ing fuel -
wood and tim ber, phar ma ceu ti cal plants, and vari ous raw mate ri als; pro -
tect ing use ful bio logi cal agents such as insects that per form essen tial
func tions in plant pol li na tion or bio logi cal pest con trol; stor ing water;
pro tect ing farm land and vil lages against soil ero sion and flood ing; and
pre serv ing the micro cli mate.

In many regions the low out put on farms and the lack of sat is fac tory
non farm income- generating activi ties have led farm ing com mu ni ties to tap 
aggres sively the food and non food resources avail able around them. Vil -
lage land scapes and water sheds have been degraded as a result and eco sys -
tems have been unable to func tion prop erly. The pub lic authori ties and
much of the popu la tion have rec og nized the risks involved in con tinu ing
the deg ra da tion process. To reverse the process a natu ral resource man age -
ment proj ect (PGRN) has been recently ini ti ated. Its begin nings look prom -
is ing. The proj ect elic its the par tici pa tion of the peo ple con cerned to ensure 
that col lec tive dis ci pline gov erns the use of areas to be farmed, the deci -
sions about areas where trees can be exploited, and the con trol of game
hunt ing. By improv ing the farm ing sys tem and mak ing local com mu ni ties
respon si ble for resource man age ment, the proj ect will pro tect natu ral
resources as a res er voir of addi tional goods. Gov ern ment will be sav ing
sur veil lance costs and lim it ing cor rupt prac tices.
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Policy Implications

The chal lenge of pro vid ing an ade quate food sup ply on a sus tain able basis to 
the grow ing popu la tion of Benin calls for pol icy meas ures on three fronts:
(1) agri cul tural and rural devel op ment activi ties, (2) agri cul tural research,
and (3) regional coop era tion.

Agri cul tural and rural devel op ment activi ties. Gov ern ment must fully
imple ment the deci sions taken within the frame work of struc tural adjust -
ment that aim to trans fer key agri cul tural devel op ment func tions to the pri -
vate sec tor. These func tions essen tially include input sup ply and agri cul tural 
com mod ity mar ket ing, in which small farm ers are keen to play a greater role.

The process of decen tral iz ing gov ern ance should be accel er ated to
empower local com mu ni ties to plan, mobi lize finan cial resources for, and
imple ment their own rural devel op ment pro grams so as to pro vide basic
goods and serv ices to all. Such pro grams must give spe cial atten tion to road
infra struc ture, water sup ply, health cen ters, pri mary schools, rural credit
facili ties, and col lec tive man age ment of natu ral resources.

The regu la tions, stan dards, and meas ures that ham per the estab lish ment
of com peti tive food mar ket ing sys tems must be reviewed and cor rected.

Ade quate steps must also be taken to speed the imple men ta tion and
expan sion of the recently ini ti ated income- generating activi ties proj ect to
ensure a broad and early impact on food con sump tion.

The cur rently applied agri cul tural exten sion meth od olo gies must be
reviewed in close col labo ra tion with farm ers’ groups and other NGOs to
improve the dia logue between research ers, exten sion work ers, and farm ers,
thereby ensur ing that research themes and exten sion pack ages are rele vant to 
the needs of agri cul tural pro duc ers. To this end, tra di tional com mu ni ca tion
sys tems should be stud ied.

The rec og ni tion of the impor tant and grow ing role played by women in
the rural com mu ni ties should be trans lated into meas ures that iden tify and
address their spe cific needs.

Agri cul tural research. Gov ern ment should main tain the empha sis on food-
 based pro duc tion sys tems as pre scribed by the national agri cul tural research
mas ter plan. Research on water man age ment as well as natu ral resources
man age ment must be given greater atten tion in order to pro vide more effec -
tive sup port to ongo ing proj ects.

Food pol icy research must be enhanced as well. The agri cul tural
research mas ter plan has intro duced an inno va tion into the tra di tional
research agenda in Benin by add ing an agri cul tural pol icy analy sis pro gram.
Accord ing to the mas ter plan, “The essen tial role of the agri cul tural pol icy
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analy sis pro gram will be to deter mine the bot tle necks in devel op ment strate -
gies through the analy sis of agri cul tural pol icy instru ments, and pro vide
deci sion mak ers with detailed infor ma tion on which to base their actions.
The objec tive of the pro gram is to assist in under stand ing the behav ior of the
agri cul tural sec tor within a con text of eco nomic and insti tu tional change.
This pro gram takes into account national devel op ment objec tives as well as
the needs of the user” (INRAB 1996).

The agri cul tural pol icy analy sis pro gram deter mined that seven main
pol icy instru ments apply to Benin: (1) mac roeconomic pol icy, (2) price pol -
icy, (3) credit pol icy, (4) research pol icy, (5) trans fer of knowl edge, (6) the
struc ture of the rural soci ety, and (7) land ten ure pol icy.

The pro gram also iden ti fied 22 research themes out of which 7 were
selected as pri or ity top ics: (1) the impact of agri cul tural finance poli cies,
(2) the input sup ply and dis tri bu tion cir cuits, (3) the socio eco nomic and
 cultural con straints on the adop tion of tech nol ogy, (4) eco nomic analy sis of
pres er va tion and pack ag ing sys tems, (5) land ten ure sys tems, (6) sources of
income and their utili za tion, and (7) types of farm ers’ organi za tions.

The pro gram, moreo ver, rec og nizes that other pol icy instru ments, out -
side the realm of agri cul tural research, must also be stud ied. Here the main
issue is the effi ciency of insti tu tions such as the National Cor po ra tion for the
Pro mo tion of Agri cul ture (SONA PRA), the regional rural devel op ment cen -
ters (CAR DER), the finan cial insti tu tions, the NGOs, and the sea port facili -
ties. The Beninese Cen ter for Sci en tific and Tech ni cal Research (CBRST)
must con trib ute to these effi ciency evalua tions.

While the agri cul tural pol icy analy sis pro gram might implic itly address
food pro duc tion issues, pol icy research on food pro duc tion should become
an explicit agenda item. Indeed food pro duc tion and sup ply require ments are 
dif fer ent from the needs asso ci ated with export crops such as cot ton. If, as
stated in the mas ter plan, food is to receive pri or ity atten tion, the issue of
trade- offs will arise, and food pol icy research should assist in iden ti fy ing
those trade- off pro pos als that can rec on cile food sup ply objec tives with
foreign- currency- earning and other socio eco nomic goals.

Regional coop era tion. The main pur pose of regional coop era tion is to
secure a share of the ECOWAS mar ket, which will offer about 380 mil lion
con sum ers in the year 2020. A com peti tive food sys tem would ensure access 
to this mar ket as well as inter na tional mar kets. Spe cific areas of regional
coop era tion can enhance the com peti tive ness of each nation’s food sys tem.
These areas include com mod ity research, research on natu ral resource man -
age ment, and tech nol ogy gen era tion and trans fer. Col labo ra tion of this kind
will make opti mum use of scarce human and finan cial resources at the
national level.
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Benin should also play an active role in the inte gra tion of national and
regional mar kets by increas ing the use ful ness of its road net work to the
regional trans port sys tems. It must con trib ute as well to the effec tive opera -
tion of the ECOWAS and UEMOA trade lib er ali za tion schemes that are
under imple men ta tion. Regional food sup ply and food secu rity mas ter plans
would fur ther the eco nomic well- being of West Afri can states. Benin should
take an active part in the estab lish ment of such plans.

CONCLUSION

Today no sig nifi cant gap between food sup ply and demand exists in Benin.
Yet the national food bas ket is not acces si ble to all seg ments of the popu la -
tion. Some parts of Benin have been unable to grow enough food. Equally
impor tant, inade quate income gen era tion and dis tri bu tion causes one- fifth of 
the nation’s popu la tion to be extremely poor and one- third to be poor. If the
poor are to have access to ade quate food, the gov ern ment must vig or ously
pro mote income- generating activi ties, espe cially in the rural areas.

Irre spec tive of the impact that addi tional income may have on the
demand for food, Benin mini mally must dou ble its food crop pro duc tion to
meet its food require ments in 2020. That objec tive must be achieved while
pre serv ing the natu ral resource base and allow ing the exist ing eco sys tems to
func tion prop erly. To achieve sus tain able pro duc tion increases, on- farm
food pro duc tion meth ods will have to be improved and off- farm food and
non food sup plies and serv ices will have to be pro vided.

Large pro duc tiv ity gains from major improve ments in crop yields will be 
nec es sary. The over all food sys tem can also be enhanced by low er ing the
trans ac tion costs of food com modi ties. The food sys tem should also take into 
account the regional mar ket, because Benin belongs to a wider eco nomic
sys tem, ECOWAS.

The chal lenge posed by the need to pro vide ade quate food to the popu la -
tion of Benin in 2020 calls for pol icy meas ures that sup port rural devel op -
ment and agri cul tural research. The chal lenge also requires action that takes
advan tage of regional coop era tion.
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