
 

Fertilisers can help African farmers battle climate change

Ten years ago, a group of 53 African ministers of agriculture met in Abuja, Nigeria to discuss what they referred to as
"Africa's fertiliser crisis". They shared their collective observations on the state of the continent's agricultural production
systems at the time, agreeing unanimously that "bold and urgent action" would be needed if the sector were to play its part
in tackling the widespread rural poverty, hunger, and malnutrition facing its population.
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Crop yields in Africa were only 10-25 percent of the yields found in the developed world, leaving the continent dependent
on billions of dollars worth of food imports. No great surprise, fertiliser use was also around 10 percent of the global
average. Around two-thirds of Africa's soils were thought to be degraded, causing an estimated $4 billion in GDP losses on
the continent each year.

African leaders knew these losses were untenable, given high levels of poverty in a rapidly expanding population. In
response, they called for a systematic increase in average fertiliser use - from 8kg per hectare to 50kg per hectare by the
year 2015.

Fast forward to 2016, and another African city - this time in Marrakesh, Morocco - is playing host to another important
meeting: the annual UN climate talks. Thousands of delegates will descend to discuss how to reduce anthropogenic
greenhouse gas emissions while building the resilience of societies and economies against global warming.
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Food security in Africa will be a key concern at the conference with the Moroccan government launching its AAA initiative,
which focuses on Adaptation in African Agriculture.

African farmers are among the principal victims of extreme temperatures and weather events, which are expected to
worsen as a result of climate change. As just one example, the recent devastating El Niño-induced drought left millions in
Southern and Eastern Africa in need of food assistance when crops failed across the region.

It is, therefore, the ideal moment to revisit the issue of Africa's fertiliser crisis and determine how to move forward on the
agenda set in Abuja ten years ago in a "climate-smart" way. Climate-smart agriculture requires agricultural practices that
provide the "triple win" of boosting productivity and livelihoods, increasing resilience and minimising greenhouse gas
emissions. Fertilisers play a crucial role in all three areas.

Food security in Africa will simply not be achievable without fertilisers. Vast tracts of Africa's arable land lack the nutrients
needed to grow healthy crops. Applying appropriate fertilisers according to soil type will not only improve soil conditions but
also enhance the productivity of food crops as yields increase.

By helping farmers to crop more crops on less land, fertilisers also help farmers spare more forests and pastures from
conversion to farmland - one of the biggest single drivers of climate change. And nutrient-rich, healthy soils tend also to be
more resilient under stressful growing conditions, which reduces crop losses and helps farmers adapt.

Carbon footprint

It is important to recognise that mineral fertilisers do have a carbon footprint, estimated at 2.5 percent of global greenhouse
gas emissions, but consider this: fertilisers are also responsible for around 50 percent of our total crop production
worldwide. And considering that the agricultural sector as a whole represents 12 percent of all greenhouse gas emissions,
fertilisers' contribution starts to seem negligible.

Nonetheless, the fertiliser sector continues to be committed to reducing its carbon footprint globally by promoting farming
techniques that allow for better nutrient uptake: 4R Nutrient Stewardship, a management technique that makes best use of
site- and crop-specific practices in the four areas of nutrient management (using the right nutrient source at the right rate,
at the right time and in the right place), and Integrated Soil Fertility Management which recommends using organic sources
of nutrients that are available on-farm (e.g. animal manure and/or crop residues) and then supplementing them with
manufactured fertilisers to sustainably increase yields.

In Africa, however, the most urgent priority is to ensure that the continent's millions of farmers have sufficient access to
both sources of nutrients in order to redress soil degradation and boost yields. This requires everyone's support. The
African leaders who met back in 2006 called for "immediate steps to accelerate investment in infrastructure, particularly
transport, fiscal incentives, strengthening farmers' organisations, and other measures to improve output market incentives".

Progress on this is being made. The African Fertiliser and Agribusiness Partnership (AFAP), for instance, is investing in
wholesale rural infrastructure by developing better inland storage and distribution facilities for fertiliser and supporting "hub"
agro-dealers. These agro-dealers often have better access to credit (for the initial purchase of inputs) as well as more
capacity and incentives to provide the right advice to farmers. As such, they can provide the right products consistently and
at scale to retail outlets, farmer groups and cooperatives.

There are many tools and technologies available that are appropriate even for the smallest-scale African farmers. Soil
testing devices such as the SoilCares scanner can give recommendations on which fertilisers to use within 30 minutes of
running a test. Other techniques such as micro-dosing - in which very small amounts of fertiliser are applied next to the
rooting zone of the crop - helps reduce waste and lower costs.

Digital tools, such as the GreenSeeker, can analyse the level of nitrogen in a crop, and guide a farmer on how much
fertiliser to apply to optimise crop growth. Simple colour charts that allow farmers to monitor the nutritional status of plant



leaves can do a similar job. Speciality fertilisers that are blended according to local soil needs are also key - with results
from Ethiopia having already boosted yields by up to 65 percent.

And yet, already a year after the deadline for the Abuja Declaration has expired, African fertiliser use is still nowhere
near its target of 50kg per hectare. In fact, it's only about 13kg per hectare on average and with lots of variation from
region to region. If agriculture is to become a viable livelihood for the growing African population - the majority of whom
will be young people - it needs to become more productive, and more lucrative. Fertilisers remain essential to this.

Healthy soils can build a foundation on which to build a thriving agriculture sector in Africa, and by reviving the momentum
to restore them, we can make food security and resilience to climate change on the continent a reality.

Charlotte Hebebrand is director general of the International Fertilizer Industry Association. The IFA is hosting a side
event at the UN climate talks on the role of farmers in implementing the Paris Agreement.
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“ If agriculture is to become a viable livelihood for the growing African population - the majority of whom will be young

people - it needs to become more productive, and more lucrative. Fertilisers remain essential to this. ”
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