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Key Points 

 

 Tanzania’s food and water security is at risk due to many factors, rapid population 

growth and poverty chief among them. 

 Current strategies undertaken by local and international institutions to counter the risks 

are having varying levels of success. 

 Investment in biofuels, in some cases, is negatively impacting local communities through 

insufficient compensation and unmet employment promises. 

 Large tracts of land remain under-developed or unutilized, hindering agricultural 

progress and the attainment of food security. 

 

Summary 

 

Tanzania is not considered a food-deficit country. There are, however, pockets of food 

insecurity due to the agricultural sector’s dependence on rain-fed crops. Land is greatly 

underutilized, and productivity remains relatively low, indicating considerable potential for 

improvement. Tanzania is endowed with a plentiful water supply, though poor infrastructure 

and intermittent rain restrict access to clean water for many households. Future food and 

water security will depend on, among other things, managing strong population growth, 

expanding its food-cultivated areas, and the acquisition of technologies to assist with 

climatic changes. 

 

Analysis 

 

Food Security 

 

Normally, Tanzania produces over 90 per cent of its population’s food requirements, and so 

is not considered a food-deficit country. The agricultural sector’s dependence on rain, 

however, means that access to food is a major concern among many households, 
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particularly in the semi-arid areas in the north and centre. High post-harvest losses (40 per 

cent for perishables and 20 per cent for grains), inefficient distribution systems and low 

incomes also contribute to food insecurity in Tanzania.  

 

There is vast potential for the development of Tanzania’s agricultural sector, yet at present 

productivity remains very low. Smallholders dominate the sector, and are predominantly 

engaged in subsistence farming with limited marketable surpluses. Farms range in size from 

0.9 to 3 hectares. At the other end of the scale, the few larger enterprises are responsible 

for more than 80 per cent of Tanzania’s exports. The chief export cash crops include tea, 

cotton, coffee, sisal, cashew nuts and tobacco.  

 

Another major problem which threatens the country’s food security is the issue of poor 

farmers being dispossessed of their land by multinational companies. Farmers are coerced 

into signing contracts which give the false hope of earning an income in a short period of 

time. Rising fossil fuel prices have enticed companies to invest heavily in biofuel farming in 

Tanzania, in some cases negatively impacting local farmers. Jatropha, a small American tree 

which produces seeds used for making biodiesel, is being widely cultivated in Tanzania. 

Companies have managed to acquire vast tracts of land, both legally and illegally, in order to 

supply European markets with the resultant fuel product. Initially, local communities had 

hoped to improve their socio-economic conditions by attracting investment. Much of the 

land, however, has been left undeveloped or unused, affecting the availability of both food 

and water for local communities. 

 

By 2008, there were 37 companies countrywide that had acquired land for agribusiness, 

though none had cultivated all the land they had acquired. An example of this practice may 

be found in Kisarawe. In 2006, Sun Biofuel had acquired 8,200 hectares of land in the coastal 

district. By August 2011, however, the company had only developed 2,000 hectares. While 

sometimes the companies acquire land through established channels, satisfying 

requirements by the district council, central government and other relevant authorities, 

small farmers are often directly deceived into selling their land. In return they are promised 

compensations to individuals, improvement of health, education and transport services, as 

well as the provision of clean and safe water to communities. Compensation, however, is far 

below the real value of lost farming land. 

 

Water Security 

 

Tanzania has a tropical climate with low and unreliable rainfall. Six per cent of the country’s 

area is covered by water. Tanzania contains sufficient ground and surface water resources to 

meet its needs, though the intermittent rain and poor infrastructure restricts water access 

to certain parts of the country. Moreover, inefficient traditional irrigation techniques have 

become inadequate to service the country’s agriculture sector. The lack of access to water 

has significant implications for the general health of Tanzanians. Water insecurity also 

affects social well-being, rural livelihoods (farming, herding, fishing, and artisanal mining), 

and the performance of key sectors of the economy (agriculture, energy, and industry) as 

well as emerging sectors (mining, tourism, fisheries).  
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Since 1981 the country has implemented water law reforms which serve as the guideline to 

water use for both independent and shared water resources. These reforms have failed, 

however, as the government’s ability to enforce the laws is very weak. Additionally, the 

rising population level and the use of different technologies in agricultural production, which 

change water flows in the streams and rivers, continue to bring conflicts over integrated 

water resources among neighbouring countries. This is mainly because the concept of 

integrated water resources management adopted in the past decade is not uniformly 

understood, accepted, or properly supported even within the Government’s Ministry of 

Water. Water resource institutions are also insufficiently resourced and function poorly, 

which has led to a significant infrastructure gap that affects rural and urban water supply, 

food security and the ability to meet the country’s energy demands. 

 

Tanzania’s water insecurity is caused by many factors. These include poor investments in 

costly and unreliable infrastructure; a lack of water storage and other water resources 

infrastructure for multi-purpose use, such as countering the impacts of natural disasters like 

droughts and floods; poor pollution control; and poor water resource management systems, 

institutions and regulations. The latter has led to conflicts over water usage, which threatens 

to destroy natural storage capacities and degrading water sources. 

 

Water insecurity has arisen progressively as Tanzania’s population has increased. Declining 

water levels in major sources such as Lake Victoria, due to the over-abstraction of water for 

generating hydropower in neighbouring countries, further threatens the state of water 

security. The government has attempted to address water insecurity by promoting multiple 

schemes. These include the efficient management of selected river and lake basins, laying 

the policy and legal foundation for a sound resource management framework, constructing 

new hydropower plants, and rehabilitating urban water supply and sewerage facilities. 

Despite these initiatives, improving rural water supplies and smallholder irrigation are yet to 

be achieved. 

 

Potential for Crises? 

 

Although Tanzania is not currently regarded as a food-deficit country, many factors will 

affect its ability to feed its population in the future. Despite having vast tracts of land 

available for agriculture, only a small fraction is currently under cultivation. The gross annual 

cultivated area is around 5.1 million hectares, only five per cent of the total surface area. 

Due to low agricultural productivity of food and cash crops production and increased 

population pressure, farmers are moving to peripheral land in order to increase their 

cultivation level. This has led to uncontrolled deforestation and the loss of wildlife. Until 

agricultural productivity is improved, the rapidly growing population will continue to add 

pressure on land while other competing demands of the land will also hinder the country’s 

food security. Other problems range from challenges posed by climate variability, such as 

floods and drought, HIV/AIDS, technological challenges, economic crises and good 

governance. 
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The lack of adequate technology to cope with shocks resulting from natural disasters and 

climate variability remains a major source of vulnerability for the future state of Tanzania’s 

food security. It is likely that future events associated with climate change will result in 

damage to infrastructure, crop losses, loss of stored food and increases in food prices.  The 

strength of the economy will also be a determining factor. At present, Tanzania’s emerging 

sectors are in mining, tourism and fisheries. Despite potential for growth, the Tanzanian 

economy will remain highly dependent on agriculture.  

 

Tanzania has the capacity to expand agricultural production by utilising vacant land and 

increasing productivity. The trend towards more production of cash crops rather than food 

crops, however, has the potential to further erode Tanzania’s food security. Growing 

investment in biofuel technology is competing with food production. There is the potential 

for competition in land and labour, with the possibility that workers in the agriculture sector 

will seek employment in the energy sector. As a result, biofuel feedstock may displace food 

crops in the future. Conversely, the development of the biofuel sector could assist in 

reducing food poverty as household incomes may rise due to investment.  
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