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Potato is becoming increasingly popular in Eastern Africa. It is widely grown by millions of farmers
replacing traditional root and tuber crops. Potato is often grown by poor farmers as hunger breaker as it
has a short cycle and can be harvested before cereal crops have matured. Certain areas are suitable for
production of quality-declared seed for local use or export. Ware potato can be marketed and processed
provided suitable storage and processing facilities are available. Many European countries are eager to
invest in Eastern Africa.

Potato production in Eastern Africa, however, is still facing many constraints. Some constraints are
institutional, e.g., feminisation of agriculture, weak seed systems, poor access to agricultural inputs and
credit, poor infrastructure limiting transport, and less developed knowledge chains. Other constraints are
economic, e.g., poor incentive of producing high-quality seed or ware, small difference in price between
seed and ware, and high costs of fertilizers and fungicides. Moreover, for the poorest farmers it is difficult
to become ‘adult’ players in the value chains. Their production levels are low because of small farm sizes
and because technology development is often under-addressing their problems and potentials.

Although in Eastern Africa most seed potato production is still based on farmer-saved seed, most
countries produce basic seed, often based on a combination of tissue culture and minituber production on
hydroponics. Incipient formal systems or alternative systems bridging the gap between farmer-saved seed
and formal seed are developing. A strong driver is the continued interest in new cultivars, with high quality
combined with resistance against major diseases. There are also promising developments in the informal
seed sector: seed supply improved over recent years by scaling up diffuse light storage and producing
seed tubers through positive selection. Positive selection is a simple, robust technique with a large
immediate effect; it might even reverse the process of degeneration over several generations of traditional
production of seed tubers, e.g., by lowering the virus load. Unfortunately, seed potato production in
Eastern Africa is not only suffering from viruses; bacterial wilt, late blight and physiological age are also
major constraints. Bacterial wilt is indigenous in many areas of Eastern Africa and very hard to control.
Late blight can occur very early in the growing season, with a continuously high inoculum pressure high.
Getting seed in the proper physiological age in regions with several growing seasons per calendar year is
also a major challenge.

For ware the main problems are the lack of proper storage facilities as the diffuse light stores are only
suitable for seed. Processing is becoming more popular and this could create the necessary pull to bring
the entire chain to a higher level of added value.

Future research of our consortium aims at investigating further how to improve seed-to-ware chains, value
chains and knowledge chains by increasing output, efficiency, quality, food security and safety, involving
breeders, seed companies, (basic) seed suppliers, intermediaries and ware growers, extensionists,
researchers and universities. We aim at supporting the development of seed systems and variety
improvement, processing plants, a community-based control strategy for bacterial wilt and functional
networks of knowledge transfer.



