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Agriculture 

Agriculture is the leading sector in the Tanzanian 
economy, accounting for nearly half of the Gross 
Domestic Product. 85% of the Tanzanian population is 
involved in farming; it is estimated that there are 4.8 
million smallholder farmers and nearly 3.9 million 
households keeping livestock. Over 80% of poor 
Tanzanians live in the rural areas, that is why it is 
important to support those families who depend on 
agriculture to make a better living. Tanzanian 
agriculture is almost completely rain dependent. In 
years when rain is not so plentiful, thousands of 
Tanzanians require food aid to ensure that they do not 
go hungry. Tanzanian farming is predominantly 
low-tech, 70% of all farms are cultivated by hand 
hoe.

Access to markets are a problem for Tanzanian 
farmers; few own trucks and the rural road network is 
poor, making transport to cities expensive. Lack of 
inputs such as seeds, fertiliser and pesticides limits 
the yields farmers can achieve. There are few credit 
facilities or farm cooperatives that allow farmers to 
purchase inputs at the right time in a crop cycle and 
repay at harvest time. Education levels of people in 
rural Tanzania are generally lower than in urban 
areas. As a result, rural farmers' ability to overcome 
crop or livestock diseases or to take up new 
innovations is relatively low, as they have only limited 
access to agricultural information from written media.

Growth potential

Over the 1990s, average agricultural growth was 
3.6%, and rose to 6% in 2004. Agricultural output 
grew more than 10 per cent in real terms in 2004, 
compared to an average 4.4 percent between 1999 
and 2003, largely due to good weather and recent 
investment. 

During the same period, agricultural exports grew at 
an annual rate of over 7% per year, although this rate 
has slowed in recent years due to declining world 
market prices. Agriculture has been identified as the 
potential engine of growth and an important 
component for the reduction of poverty and realisation 
of the National Strategy for Growth and the Reduction 
of Poverty, the Mkukuta. Much of Tanzania's arable 
land is unutilised (only 10.1 million out of 44 million 
hectares of arable land are cultivated, and only 20% 
of the 1 million hectares of land that are suitable for 
irrigation are currently irrigated). The potential for 
growth in the agricultural sector is therefore 
substantial. 

Tanzania can produce more and better crops if 
infrastructure, farm inputs, producers' incentives 
(prices and regulations) irrigation and mechanisation 
challenges can be addressed. The agriculture sector's 
national target of 10% annual growth by 2010, will be 
supported by Irish Aid through the Government's 
Agriculture Sector Development Programme.  

In order to promote the use of new technology in 
agriculture, Tanzania's District Councils employ 
agricultural specialists who visit farmers to help them 
tackle crop and livestock problems. The number of 
specialists is limited; in an effort to reach as many 
farmers as possible, some organised 'farmer field 
schools'. In Morogoro for example, agricultural 
specialist Mrs. Lea Ruasa set up a farmer field school 
in 2001. A group of 19 farmers, 13 women and 6 men, 
continue to get together most weeks.    

In the early years they experimented with planting 
maize, in 2004 they started keeping poultry. The 
District Council gives the various farmer field schools 
a small grant (TSh 200,000 or €125 per district, per 
year) to buy new inputs. 

Mrs. Ruasa explains; "With the farmer field schools 
farmers can come together and discuss their 
problems, and they can try out the suggested 
solutions on their own fields. We visit people's fields 
together and inspect progress, this way practical 
knowledge really reaches people."

"All farmers struggle with lack of rains, lack of money 
to buy fertiliser and pesticides and to hire tractors. But  
the farmer field school tries to find solutions that 
people can afford; we try affordable new seed 
varieties; we improve the preparation of the land 
before planting; we try using manure as fertiliser. And 
yes it works; some farmers have seen their yields 
going up from 3 bags per acre to 10-15 bags. The 
improved seeds are really successful, but the other 
methods all help to increase the yield too."
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Irish Aid and the Agriculture Sector Development 
Programme

Since 2000, Ireland has invested €7 million into the 
sector; primarily in, i) support for a farmer-led 
research and technical assistance project, ii) the 
Tanga Coastal Zone Conservation and Development 
Programme which aims to promote coastal, marine, 
and natural resource management, and iii) the design 
and formulation of the national Agriculture Sector 
Development Programme.

Ireland has provided significant technical support to 
the Tanzanian Government's agricultural strategy. 
Irish Aid has acted as a catalyst in the revitalisation of 
the Government and donor coordination forum and 
the donor group on Agriculture. Although it is one of 
the smaller donors involved in agriculture, Irish Aid 
plays a key role in the donor group, providing 
encouragement to larger multilateral partners to 
contribute to the 'agricultural basket' (a joint funding 
mechanism) in order to carry out the action plan that 
is central to Tanzania's Agriculture Development 
Programme. 

Changes in Agriculture in Tanzania

Some aspects of agriculture in Tanzania has changed 
significantly over the years; in the 1970s 93% of the 
population of Tanzania lived in rural areas, nowadays 
this is closer to 80%. 

Agriculture's Contribution to the National Economy (percent)

Parameter 1970 1980-
1982

1985-
1987

1990-
1992

1997-
1998

2000-
2004

Agriculture's share of 
net exports by value - 90 85 67 51 50

Agriculture's share of 
GDP 49 49 46 45 50 46

Agriculture's share of 
labour force employment 90 86 85 84 81 75

Population in rural 
areas 93 85 82 79 75 75

While agriculture's share of GDP has not changed 
dramatically,  the types of crops that are exported 
have. In recent years prices for traditional agricultural 
export crops in the world market dropped significantly. 
For example coffee (Arabica) prices dropped from 
US$ 4.10 per kilogram in 1997 to US$ 1.9 per 
kilogram in 2003. Falling world consumption, 
competition from synthetic fiber (for sisal) and 
deterioration of the quality of export commodities 
accounted for the unfavourable price movements of 
Tanzania's traditional exports. 

The fall in prices of traditional export crops was 
reflected in a reduced contribution of export earning 
by the agriculture sector from 50% in the mid 1990s to 
23% in the year 2002. Exports of non-traditional items 
such as fish, live animals and horticulture are now 
more successful than traditional agricultural exports. 

Agriculture Sector Development Programme

Tanzania's Agricultural Sector Development 
Programme for 2006-2010 was approved by 
Parliament in September 2006. It has the 
following objectives:

-Giving farmers better access to information 
about new technologies, improving 
infrastructure and marketing systems, which 
should lead to higher productivity, profitability 
and increased farm incomes.

-Promoting private investment through the 
establishment of better agricultural policies and 
regulations.

A small increase in available labour can make a huge 
difference to a family. When the District Council 
installed new water taps near the Palanga family's 
home, collecting water for the whole family became 
easier: it used to take one adult 3 1/2 days per week; 
now it takes just one hour per day. This meant more 
time to farm. The Palanga family decided to borrow 
TSh 12,000 (€8) to rent a tractor and instead of 
ploughing 4 acres of land with a hand hoe, they 
ploughed 6 acres of land by tractor. Mr and Mrs 
Palanga had ample time to tend their maize crop and 
they had a successful harvest, with a yield of an extra 
50% more than the previous year. 

The Palanga family owns 10 acres of land; if they had 
enough resources they would be able to cultivate all 
of their land; but they cannot afford to pay for a tractor 
to plough all 10 acres and to hire a farm labourer to 
help with weeding and harvesting. There are few rural 
credit facilities that allow farmers to scale up their 
investments in the family farm.




