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Poor agricultural growtih in sub~Szharan Africa is sometimes’
attributad to the absence or major technolocicel breakthroughs ’
suited to its agroclinmatic environmenti. This implies that there
is little room for growth in agricuitucal production in the
existing technological envimnament. Viewad in this way, deve-
lopment of superior technologies becomes the moé% important
issue in policles for accelerating agricultural growth in
gub-Saharan Africa. Without belittling the importance of
inproved technology, the two papers under discussion caution

against this position.

The single most important message of the two papers is thal
agricultural growth in sube-3aharan Africa has hean constrained
by many deficiencies in the agricultural output marketing and ”
input supply systems. The implied presence of a slack in the
production system cannot be ovefémphasized. axperience shows
that developing superior technologies for the difficult and

- varied agroclimatic envizonment of sub-Szharan Africa will be

neither easy nor quick. HWnile this calls for sizeable sustained
*Comments on paper by Malcolm Slackie (“Restructuring Marketing
Systems for Smallholdgrs: Cases in Zimbabwe®), and S.0layide and
Francis Idachaba ("Input and Jutput darketing Systems: A Nigerian
Case") made in the Conference on Accelerating Food Produation in
Sub=~Saharan Africa. The confcrence was sponsored by Internationa
Food Policy Research Institute, ¥Washington J.C., and the Depart-
ment of Land Managemant, University of Zimbabwe. It was held in
August 1983 at Victoria Falls, Zimbabwe.
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ef<arts to improve technologies, poliéies which remove various
deficiencies in th2 outpui macketing and input supply systems
are equally important. In the shert-run they are required -to
improve agricultural performancs by utilizing the slack in the

hey sve also important in the long run

Droductiqn systems.
context of technological changs. Experiences of many Asian

countries reveal that the gventual success 01 nNew technologies
in accelerating growin of azzicultural production will crugi-

ally depend on well developec output marketing and input supply

While reading the two popers, one is repeatedly siruck oy
the similarities of chronic deficiencies in output marketing
and input supply systems in sﬁbmSaharan countries. One is also
pﬁZ?led by the similarities in pelicy responses to problem |

areas and their ineffectivencss. What explains all this?

-

The mos: common answer hes been in terms of inadequate
nhysical infrostructure, laci of adeguately trained manpower,
absence of well mahaged cooperativas, distrust of the private
sector and the conssouent direct involvewmznt of the governments
in input supply and outpui marketing sysitems, and faulty
price policies. But this silll does not explain the persistencq
of such policy responses even though they have generally
failed to accéleréto growth in agricultdral production. One

possible answer is the similaritics among countriss with
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respact to what has boen oxpected of tho agricultural scclor
(for cxemple, cheap food sunmnly and foreign exchange earnings)

of the ecxpactations. lInadeguate per—

|-
}...
"
a
pos
o+
O

and limited fulfi
formance of the agricultural sector Srcntev similar strosses

in othsr sectors. This in ituzrn leads o corparable expediencies
and cormpulsions in policy responses, espacially it there is
neither a breakthrocugh in procduction technologl;s nor a strong
belief in the possibilitics of rapid growkth in production under
the existing technological environment. Under such circumstances,
output marketing and input sunply policies would be more cone
cerned with extracting the reoulred contributions from agri-
culture than removing the deficiencies which obstruct accelera-
tion of growth in producticn. That techinolegical breakthroughs
and paolicy-makers' perceptions of possinilities to raise pro-
hdﬁction‘undor given techinologics influcence the cutput marketing
anc input supply pcliciés is confirmed by the Indian ¢xperience
over the last three decades. It in also confirmad by Blackie's
case study of the Zimbabun Cotton sarkesting Board. Viewed thus,
objective assessment of the slack in the preduction svystem under
the existing technolowical c1v1ronr ont may be cruclially impor-
tant in generating meaningfu; nolicy roapcﬂseé to remove defi-
ciencies in output marketing ond input suonly systems. Syste-
matic assezssment of the untappéd nroctucticn petential secms
important, GSpeciaily hecause sunobrntlal technoelogical break-
throughs may take more time in sup-=-Saharan Africa than thef toék

in Asia.
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and input supplvy systoms in nolicy—orisntad di scussions, even

though both arce substantiglly influenced by similar volicy

)

responses anc direct involesmert of government agencies,
Similarly, a distinction bhotvsen marketing systems for food
and those for comsorcial oreane 14ve cotton, tobacco, coffea TN
and cocoa also scains usefuio Alitnough deficiencics in all
these systems may be similar, their orivins and solutions
eould be quitc differeht. The options availabls to policy-
makers may also vary substanti 211y “cro"s systems especially
when there are chronic demand and supply imbalances and
Tforeign exchangoe shortages. Thoe twe papcers under discussion
and expcriences of many dev: loping countries nrovide sufficient
evidence of the usefulness of iseggregation. For instance,
promoting traditional’ marketing systoms may be a solution for
food crops, but not for export creps like cotton as discussed
by Blackie.. Similarly, both » priori reasoning and empirical
evidence indicate that informal mar kets do not develop as
tapidly for modoern agricultural inputs as for agricultural

outputs in the carly staces of agricultural davelonment.
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The use of modern agricultur 1 inputs in most sub-Saharan
tountries is quite low. For ingtancoe, fortilizer consumption
in the early 1980s excioded 15 kilegrams of nutrients per
heetare of arable land i only five out of 29 sub.-.Saharan

€ountries covered by Paulino. It was lLSo than five XkXilograms



in more than half, Furtheineroe, the bulk of the fertilizer
censumption in many countries is concentreted in the large
comnercial farm sector or on such crops as gmoundnul, cotton,
tobacco, cocoa, and coffae. Given the ovidencs on profita-
bility cf, fertilizer use on opy Lole Crops and nonovailabi-
lity of fortilizers s many Tavmers in the smell-holder sectex,
it is clear that growth in fortliizer use ha; bein constrained

by deficioncies in the feortilizoxr supply systous

However, it would be simplistic to assume that if the
governments of sub-=Saharan countries did not get invelvoed in
the supply systems for modorn innuts, deficiencies cf these
systems would disappear. <&vidence on fertilizer, pesticides
and farm machinerv distribution systems from many doveloping
countries consistently suggest that tho private sector in-
volvement is concentrated where turnover is high. Available
n?ﬁidence froem & fow sub-Saharsn cguniries also confizms that
‘the distribution system in tho privste scector has effectively
catered only to larco commurcisal fazms. The Indian experience
roveals that apprecicble fertilizor use outside the plantation
sector did not begin until the governmint got directly involved
in supply and distridution. Even after those systeoms were
opened up for the private sccinr, the pubiic szctor had. tc play
a substanﬁial role in expanding the capacity of feftilizer
industry. Furthermore, tho nrivate sector has not beon able
to displace the cooperatives nor improve on thoir performance

in geagraphically expanding the fortilizer distribution network,



In fact, some micro-level evidence indicates that the number
of private sector outlets grew in years of tight avallability

and shrinks in ycars of Casy availability.

It is not our argument that all is well with input polie
cics in sub-Saharan Africa. Poor growth in the use of inputs
despite untapped potential und:r the pravailing technelogical
environment ciearly shows. that it is not so. But the question
of how to remove deficienciss in these policies is much larger
- MOYe complex than just thet of government's direct involve-
ment in input supply systems and faulty input price policies.
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Sustained growth in the use of modern agricultural inputs
depends on generating knowledge about profitability of their
use by crops and regions, use of this knowledge in extension
'systems, provision of credit to convert the potential of inputs'
use into farmers' demand for them, widospread geogrébhical
expanéion of input delivery svstoms and thoir efficient
functioning, and continuous crowth in aggregate supply of
inputs. There arc major lacunce in ail these processe’s in
sub~Saharan Africa, Thus, what is roquired is a well-coordi-

nated set of policies covering all thosc areas.



