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Food supply situation in Huambo improves after a bad year 
 
After a generally poor maize and bean harvest from the 
2003/04 agricultural season, smallholder farmers 
throughout much of the province reported normal to 
above normal crop performance during the 2004/05 
season.  Rains were reported to be normal and crop yields 
have been significantly better than last year.  With a 
maize crop harvest estimated at 150,700 MT and an 
additional 10,558 MT of sorghum, overall grain stocks at 
household level are expected to last until about mid 
October.  This represents an average increase of stock 
duration of about two months in comparison with last 
year.  However, the cereal stock situation remains 
precarious for the south-eastern part of Huambo and in a 

few areas around Mungo and Bailundo municipalities.  It 
is estimated that at least 65 percent of the households in 
these areas will deplete their stocks by the end of 
August.  At the time of this assessment, the newly 
retuned refugees, who are in the early months of 
resettlement, were already reporting negligible food 
stocks.  Although there has been a notable increase in the 
use of local seeds, the newly returned farmers are far 
from meeting their seed needs.  Unless they are provided 
with enough seeds in the coming two months, self-
provisioning of food (cereals in particular) will remain 
weak. 

Overview of the 2004/05 Agricultural Season 
 
The 2003/04 agricultural season was not favourable for 
most smallholder farmers in Huambo.  Heavy rainfall, 
coupled with poor farming practices, resulted in the 
loss of large cropped areas and a significant reduction 
in maize and bean yields.  Although food production 
in Huambo had dropped by more than 35 percent from 
previous years, trade flows from Kuanza Sul and Huila 
helped to smooth out prices in Huambo.  Maize price 
analysis conducted in the period between June and 
September 2004 showed only minor differences from 
the four-year seasonal price pattern, reflecting a near 
normal supply situastion. 

Given last year’s problems in Huambo, a rapid crop 
assessment mission was fielded to assess the extent to 
which farmers have recovered from the last year’s loss.  
Spot field visits by FEWS NET field monitors 
complemented by focus group interviews provided an 
opportunity to assess not only the harvest but also the 
duration of food stocks.  Results indicate that this year’s 
maize and beans harvest has been good for almost all 
farmers.  Adequate rainfall and increased cropped area 
were the main attributes to higher food production this 
year. 
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Table 1. Area planted to main food crops 
 

Municipality Maize Sorghum Beans Groundnuts
Total planted 

area

Mungo 21,680 1,214 5,002 3,029 30,925

Bailundo 50,555 2,831 19,963 1,319 74,668

Londuimbali 17,358 972 9,038 750 28,118

Catchiungo 24,892 1,394 9,023 588 35,897

T.Tcholoanga 44,943 2,517 14,236 363 62,058

Huambo 127,049 7,115 3,110 1,760 139,033

Caala 37,184 2,082 5,166 971 45,403

Ekunha 19,082 1,069 3,039 1,199 24,389

Longonjo 20,144 1,128 2,901 288 24,461

Ukuma 14,393 806 2,724 151 18,074

Tchindjenje 8,743 490 1,488 62 10,783

Total 386,023 21,617 75,691 10,478 493,809

Total planted 
area in 2003/04 
season

334,735 19,805 72,526 12,274 439,340

Comparison 
2003/04 with 
2004/05

15.3 9.2 4.4 -14.6 12.4

Source: FEWS NET/FAO Huambo 

Area Planted to Main Food Crops 
 
With an active population of about 390,000 farm 
families, the total area planted to staple food crops 
was estimated at 493,809 hectares.  The main cereals 
now grown in the visited areas are maize, beans 
sorghum and millet.  Wheat and rice continue to be 
grown only on an experimental basis in Bailundo 
and Caala.  The area planted to cereals and beans is 
estimated to have expanded as a response to 
previous shortfalls.  Despite the low levels of 
production in the previous season, most of the well-
established farmers had carry-over maize seeds, 
which accounted for about 75 percent of the seeds 
planted this year.  The remaining 25 percent was 
reportedly purchased on the local market.  This has          
enabled farmers to plant larger areas this year.  The 
return of internally displaced families and refugees 
has also helped to bring more land under 
cultivation. 
 

Table 1 show the area planted to main food crops in 
all municipalities of Huambo, and it also provides a 
percent comparison with the 2003/04 agricultural 
season.  As in previous years, more that 76 percent 
of the land was planted to maize and about 17 
percent allocated to beans.  When comparing to 
2003/04 season, the area is estimated to have  
expanded by about 15 percent for maize and  
4 percent for beans.  Huambo and Bailundo 
municipalities reported the highest increases.  
Although field monitors were unable to estimate the 
area planted to cassava, farmers in the northern part of 
Huambo reported that they maintained the same 
cassava fields as last year.  This provides an indication 

of a firmer food security base in the North and upper 
Central regions where cassava is intercropped with maize.  
The area planted to sweet potato, an important food 
security crop in all regions, is also likely to have expanded, 
but given the prevailing data constraints, this could not be 
estimated. 

 

Crop Yields and Estimated Production 
 

Maize yields were estimated through on spot-check 
combined with proportional pilling exercises with 
farmers in the six locations.  Results showed large 
variations across the municipalities as well as within 
classes of farmers, reflecting differences in farming 
practices and level of inputs.  Seed farmers, who can 
afford fertilizers and some mechanization, reported 
yields of 1.2 to 1.5 MT per hectare.  In stark contract, 
smallholder farmers, who farm under minimum input 
conditions, reported yields in the range of 0.3 to 0.48 
MT per hectare.  Given that smallholder farmers 
produce more than 80 percent of the maize in the 
province, their average yield combined and planted 
area was used to estimate the production figures for 
the province.  The results are provided in Table 2 
below.    
 

Although maize yields were reportedly high in the 
municipalities of Mungo, Huambo, Ekunha and Ukuma, 
the provincial average was set at 0.4 MT per hectare - 
basically the same as the previous year.  The average yield 
for beans was set about 0.17 MT per hectare, some six 
percent higher than last year.  However, the Northern 
municipalities reported much higher yields - in the order of 
0.2 MT per hectare.  Yields for sorghum and groundnuts 
were not spot-checked, but local estimates provided by 
MINADER, IDA and FAO, show a slight reduction in yields 
of both crops.  However, the reduction on sorghum yield 
was offset by a nine percent increase in the area planted to 
this crop.  
 

Total maize production was estimated at 150,701 MT – 
some 12 percent up on last year.  Sorghum and bean 
production have increased by 6.6 and 5.8 percent, 
respectively.  The recovery of maize production reflects the 
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Fig.1. Maize production trends in Huambo 

0
20

40
60

80
100

120
140

160
180

200

93
/9

4

94
/9

5

95
/9

6

96
/9

7

97
/9

8

98
/9

9

99
/0

0

00
/0

1

01
/0

2

02
/0

3

03
/0

4

04
/0

5
Crop seasons

Pr
od

uc
tio

n 
['0

00
]

Huambo
4-year Moving Ave.

Table 2. Yields and production of staple crops in 
Huambo – 2004/05 season 

Municipality

Maize Sorghum Beans Groundnuts
Mungo 0.42 0.5 0.2 0.28

9,106 607 417 318
Bailundo 0.43 0.49 0.18 0.3

21,739 1,387 1,679 449
Londuimbali 0.4 0.52 0.21 0.34

6,943 505 791 311
Catchiungo 0.39 0.35 0.12 0.24

9,708 488 876 113
T.Tcholoanga 0.32 0.5 0.105 0.2

14,382 1,258 683 154
Huambo 0.36 0.5 0.11 0.25

45,738 3,557 1,815 468
Caala 0.48 0.53 0.19 0.24

17,774 1,104 3,686 384
Ekunha 0.5 0.45 0.19 0.2

8,587 481 587 208
Longonjo 0.4 0.49 0.16 0.2

8,058 553 384 104

Ukuma 0.42 0.53 0.17 0.25
6,045 427 527 227

Tchindjenje 0.3 0.389 0.11 0.2
2,623 190 68 56

Total 150,701 10,558 11,512 2,791

2003/04 season 133,894 9,903 10,879 3,068

12.6% 6.6% 5.8% -9.0%

Yield (T/ha) / Production (MT)

2004/05 
comparison 
with 2003/04

 
 Source: FEWS NET/FAO Huambo 

resilient capacity of smallholder farmers in Huambo.   
 

Nonetheless, this year’s production level remains 
slightly below the four-year average for the province as 
shown in Figure 1.  A further 18 percent increase is 
required to bring maize production to above the 
average level.  In the absence of adverse climatic 
conditions, it will take farmers one to two seasons to 

bring production up to historical levels again.  Since the 
central and northern regions of the province account for 83 
percent of this year’s maize production, supporting 
agricultural activity in the south in the next two seasons 
would not only increase total availability of food but 
narrow the geographic gap on food stock duration and 
reduce price differentials.  

 

Food Stock Situation 
 

Despite a gradual recovery in cereal production, 
provincial supply continues to fall short of 
requirements.  Using a cereal per capita consumption 
of 90 kg per year, the mean duration of food stocks is of 
about four months.  This suggests that most 
households will be able to meet their cereal 
consumption needs until about mid October.  By the 
same calculations, it was estimated that more than 81 
percent of the households have recovered from the last 

year’s stock shortfalls.  Households facing extremely low 
cereal stocks are located primarily in southeastern part of 
Huambo – indicated by the brown shaded areas in Figure 2.  
Some households in the northern municipality of Mungo 
and Bailundo also reported low cereal stocks.   
 

The notable increase in areas planted to cassava and sweet 
potatoes in the north and Irish potatoes in the central and 
south, indicate the availability of other sources of 
carbohydrates.  To the extent that households consume 
these additional sources of carbohydrates, per capita intake 
may be slightly above 2,100 kcals per day. 

 

Persistent food insecurity in south-eastern Huambo 
 

Reports from South of Tchicala Tcholoanga and Katchiungo 
municipalities indicate that most households face serious 
difficulties recovering from previous crop failures.  It 
should be noted that the southern part of Huambo was 
most affected by adverse climate conditions in the 2003/04 
season.  Furthermore, crop theft reported in the area has 
reduced access to harvest and weakened farmer’ ability to 
restore normal livelihoods.  Although cereal stock duration 
for this area was calculated at three months, farmers 
reported that the newly returned refugees have been 
stealing maize and sweet potatoes from their fields, 



 4

Fig. 2. Average duration of maize stocks as of the 
June 2005 harvest 
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reducing the average stock duration to about 1.5 to two 
months as of the June harvest. 
 

Resettlement data provided by the International 
Organization for Migration (IOM) office in Huambo 
indicates that most of refugees returned home in the 
period between September 7th and December 4th last 
year, and 24 percent of them settled in Tchicala 
Tcholoanga and Katchiungo municipalities.  Figure 3 
provides a rough indication of the spatial distribution 
of the returning population.   Following the 
agricultural calendar below, the return and 
resettlement period correspond clearly with the land 
preparation and planting activities, suggesting that 
they arrived too late to plant a crop.  Their immediate 
coping strategies include dispossession of the few 
assets they brought from Zambia, and stealing mature 
crops from the resident farmers.  Although the 
assessment team advocates strongly for the provision 
of seeds in the next month, it is very unlikely that the 
newly returned population will be able to meet their 
food needs until about May 2006. 
 

The food situation in the south-eastern part of Huambo 
deserves close attention not only because it is receiving 
a large number refugees but the great majority of its 
inhabitants were former IDPs who settled in 2002.  
Most of them are only producing the second or third 
crop this year.  Field observations reported by 
Okutiuka and Save the Children (SCF-UK) indicate 
that most maize and bean crops developed poorly 
following periods of poor rain distribution.  Crops 
planted near homesteads were in good condition, but 
the large-scale upland harvest was minimal. 
 

Given that this is the second consecutive poor season, it 
is very unlikely that these farmers will have sufficient 
food stocks to survive the lean period.  The absence of 
maize and bean seeds for the current naca season will 
certainly compromise food availability in the period 
between December 2005 and February 2006.  While 
there are ongoing efforts by Okutiuka to improve 
access to agricultural inputs for the next upland crop 

(including animal traction), reconsidering vulnerable group 
assistance programmes in the short-term for selected 
members of these communities is a worthwhile exercise. 
 

The current food supply situation of the well-established 
resident members of the community, who usually have a 
greater dependence on charcoal sale and trade, and 
purchase part of their food from the markets, is not very 
clear.  Reports indicate that access to woodlands and 
subsequent sales of charcoal and firewood would offset 
income losses due to crop failure.  To the extent that income 

Agricultural calendar 
 

Sep Oct Nov Dec Jan Feb Mar Apr May Jun Jul Aug
Aug Aug

Land Preparation Planting Period Bean Harvest Maize Harvest Sorghum 
Harvest

Rainy Season
Dry 

Spell Rainy Season Dry Season

Low cereal consumption

High food prices
Intensive use of natural resources

(Fishing, hunting, charcoal production, etc)
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Fig.3. Density distribution of returning refugees (left) and estimated 
number of households in need of seeds (right) 

 

 
Source: IOM Huambo 
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from these activities enables well-established 
households to access an adequate diet, it is a negative 
strategy that has increasingly fewer possibilities for 
expansion in the long run.  In addition, low crop 
production for the well established residents implies 
loss of employment opportunities for the newly 

resettled households who earn a significant part of their 
income on farms during labour peak periods such as the 
naca planting and the harvest.  Low naca season activity due 
to lack of seeds will result in loss of farm employment for 
about 60 percent of the returnee population in Samboto in 
the period between September and December 2005.

 
 

Seed Supply Situation 
 
Despite the general recovery in maize and beans production, farmers will need seed support for the 

next two agricultural seasons 
 

The armed conflict, which devastated the country for 
27 years, caused a break down of the economic and 
social framework of the country.  A protracted war led 
to a reduction in farmer’s productive capacity and a fall 
in family income and capital; farmers were unable to 
build up food and seed stocks and buy tools, resulting 
in total dependence on imported seeds and tools 
distributed as kits.  The overall agricultural production 
was limited to subsistence levels, with household food 
stocks sufficient to meet only three to four months of 
the annual food needs on average. 
 

Although the seed ration kit composition and 
distribution model has been subject to various forms of 
criticism, it has helped many farm households 
maintain subsistence production during critical food 
insecurity periods.  However, with the re-
establishment of peace, large numbers of farmers have 

been able return to their homelands, giving new impetus to 
production.  As farmers re-establish agricultural 
production, the provision of adequate seeds remains 
fundamentally important, particularly for those who have 
just returned home.  But the question of whether seed 
distribution programs should continue has been hotly 
debated.  Views and perceptions of local seed needs are 
very different, reflecting both lack of understanding of the 
current stock situation and institutional capacity and 
interest to help farmers re-establish viable food production 
systems.  While farmers continue to resettle, including a 
large number of returning refugees, funding to support 
seed distribution programs dropped drastically from 2003 
to 2004, and it is very unlikely that there will be any 
funding for 2005. 
 

Although the well-established farmers have already built 
sufficient maize stocks, the overall seed supply situation 

remains unstable.  In order to further 
understand the seed access situation in 
Kuanza Sul and Huambo provinces, 
FEWS NET visited farmers in 15 
villages in seven municipalities, and 
gathered information through focus 
group discussions.  Results indicate a 
mixed seed supply situation and at 
least two different views concerning 
the strategies to improve access to 
seeds.  While the majority of well-
established farm households reported 
to have access to enough seeds, the 
newly resettled will take some time to 
rebuild sufficient seed stocks.  The 
replication of local seed production 
schemes, so as to reach more farmers, 
was the most dominant option for 
improving seed supply.  Relevant 
lessons can be drawn from World 
Vision and Oikos seed production 
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Since local and imported cultivars respond 
differently to local conditions, a combination of 
cultivars in the same growing season is reported to 
provide farmers security against total crop failure 
due to adverse climate conditions. 

 
Fig.4.  Maize yield ranges developed by farmers in Kuanza Sul and Huambo 
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schemes in Huambo.  The newly resettled farmers 
recommended an extension of the seed distribution 
programs by NGOs for another two agricultural 
seasons.  In Huambo, priority should be given to areas 
receiving large numbers of returning refugees.  Figure 
3 above provided an indication of the spatial 
distribution of returning refugees in Huambo and the 
density distribution would help set geographic 
priorities.  In addition, NGOs estimated the number of 
newly resettled families who can not afford seeds for 
the next crop season. 
 

Farmers’ maize seed supply options 
“a rational choice” 

 

Catete and SAM3 are most commonly cultivated local 
maize varieties in the seven municipalities visited by 
FEWS NET.  Dente de Cavalo, and ZM521 are 
imported maize varieties that are reported to be well 
adapted to local conditions, but they yield better under 
high soil fertility and high rainfall conditions.  
Manteiga bean was found throughout the seven 
municipalities and it constitutes the main cash crop for 
farmers in the Londuinbali, and Cassongue areas.  
Carioca bean, though imported, was reported to be 
well adapted to local conditions.  Due to the extended 
periods of emergency relief, farmers adapted strategic 
planting mechanisms, where local and imported maize 
varieties were planted in separate fields. 
 
These combinations are shown in Figure 4.  Farmers 
developed a maize yield range scale during field 

interviews.  This is not to be compared with yields from 
station or seed production fields.  Rather, they reflect 
farmer’s perceptions of yields under local conditions and 
provided the basis for deciding on the set of combinations 
of local and imported maize cultivars. 
 

It is worth noting that although farmer’s preference for 
local cultivars is unquestionable, they regard the 
distribution of imported seeds as an important buffer 
against total crop failure.  Both the newly returned farmers 
who have not established adequate seed stocks and well off 
farmers share this view.  This confounds conventional 
wisdom to the extent that local cultivars are known to 
provide a buffer against crop failure.  Results of the crop 
loss assessment conduced in Huambo in February 2003, 
following extended periods of heavy rainfall, indicated that 
imported maize cultivars planted under low rates of 
fertilizer applications survived adverse climate conditions 
better than the local cultivars with no fertilizers.  
Information provided by farmers, summarised in Figure 4, 
provides further evidence that local and imported maize 
cultivars tend to be complementary elements to farmers 
cropping strategies.  Under conditions of poor rainfall and 
no fertilizers, local cultivars outperform the imported, but 

the difference becomes less 
significant under adequate rainfall 
conditions.  On the other hand, 
imported cultivars appear to be 
more reliable when both rains and 
fertilizers are in adequate supply – 
but a rather rare condition for 
smallholder farmers.   
 

Improving access to seeds 
 

Although agricultural production 
has been increasing at a reasonably 
good rate under low input 
conditions, there remains a need to 
increase the supply of seeds.  
Farmers expressed two different 
views regarding models to improve 
seed supply, i.e. free seed 
distribution versus local seed 
production schemes.  These 
differences were found to be 
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associated with how well established the residents 
were in the area.  Many farmers in Huambo support 
the replication of World Vision and OIKOS seed 
production programmes where farmers in the scheme 
receive seeds on loan of 10 kg of maize and 8 Kg of 
beans, which are then reimbursed in full at the end of 
the season.  Although this program has gained popular 
support in Huambo, farmers recommend a progressive 
seed reimbursement model spread over a period of 
three agricultural seasons.  In the first season, farmers 
would reimburse only 25 percent of the seed loan, and 

increase progressively in the following two seasons.  This 
model will work better for the newly returned farmers who 
tend to be in favor of free seed distribution.  
 

ADRA´s community seed bank project in Caala has tried 
the progressive reimbursement model with some success.  
Successful results for both programs require that farmers 
organize themselves in small associations and receive 
training on seed production and community seed bank 
management.  Working through farmers associations will 
enable more effective control of seed loan reimbursements 
so as to reach more farmers in the subsequent seasons. 

 
 


