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FAO joins partnership in fight against cassava disease in Africa	  

The Food and Agriculture Organization of the United Nations has joined the call for 
urgent action to prevent the spread of Cassava Brown Streak Disease (CBSD) and 
Cassava Mosaic Disease (CMD) in Africa. The two diseases pose an enormous threat 
to the food security and livelihoods of 135 million people in East Africa, and the 
continent’s estimated 300 million cassava consumers.	  

FAO joined other prominent agricultural and development organizations meeting under 
the auspices of the Global Cassava Partnership for the 21st Century (GCP21) in Italy in 
May. The GCP21 identified priority areas to be used to design a road map which will 
form the basis of an international action plan to reduce the impact and spread of CBSD 
and CMD, and build the knowledge and technical capacity of stakeholders at all levels 
to prevent the diseases’ global spread.	  

CBSD is transmitted by whiteflies. New, super-abundant populations of whiteflies have 
emerged in Uganda, spreading as far south as Zambia and as far west as Cameroon. 
The disease is also spread by stem cuttings taken from infected plants, moving rapidly 
within and beyond Africa.  If the disease reaches Nigeria – the world’s biggest producer 
and consumer of cassava – it is expected to be catastrophic; if it reaches Thailand or 
India it will jeopardize economic sectors worth billions of dollars a year.	  

First reported in Tanzania in 1935, CBSD was, for decades, confined to coastal East 
Africa. Devastating new outbreaks were first reported in higher altitude areas of Uganda 
in 2004, and quickly spread to parts of neighbouring Tanzania and Kenya, westwards 
into Rwanda, Burundi, the eastern Democratic Republic of Congo (DRC) and north into 
South Sudan. In many of these areas, CBSD has become the most important factor 
limiting cassava production. While the disease is characterized by mild discoloring of 
the plant’s leaves and the appearance of lesions on stems, its effect below ground is 
dramatic, often with extensive rotting of the roots, sometimes leading to a total loss of 
the harvest.	  

CMD has been affecting cassava in Africa for more than 100 years and is present in all 



cassava growing countries. Like CBSD, it is transmitted by whiteflies and spread by 
cuttings from infected plants. It is estimated that at least 30% (45 million tons) of the 
continent’s cassava crop is lost each year to the disease. For years, a CMD pandemic 
triggered by a new combination of viruses and the explosion of the whitefly populations 
in Uganda in the 1990s, completely suppressed cassava production in the region.	  

Africa represents roughly half the world’s cassava production. With 90% of cassava 
used for food, it is an inexpensive and essential part of the diet for the poor. In some 
countries, cassava is an emerging cash crop, cultivated on marginal lands by small 
holder farmers. In DRC for example, more than 70% of the daily calorie intakes comes 
from cassava. Cassava is known to be resilient to rising temperatures and responds 
well to increases in atmospheric carbon dioxide, making it one of the most failsafe food 
crops an African farmer can plant in a climate changing environment	  

Cassava holds enormous potential as an industrial crop in Africa, able to generate jobs 
and, for small farmers, income. CBSD and CMD, however, threaten both food supplies 
and the crop’s industrial potential, the two diseases present urgent challenges that call 
for ‘game changing’ agricultural technologies and processes, and a robust effort to build 
the required human and institutional capital to meet them	  

The GCP21, representing 19 international and national organizations, agreed on a set 
of measures which, if applied quickly, will slow the spread of CBSD, contain the disease 
in East Africa, substantially decrease the spread of CMD, and reduce the risk of both 
diseases spreading to other continents.	  

The plan of action contains three priorities:	  

Priority 1: Contain CBSD in East Africa and prevent its spread in the rest of the 
African continent through efforts to:	  

1-     From policy makers to farmers, raise awareness of the risks of inter-country 
exchange of cassava planting material;	  

2-     Mount country-level surveillance and monitoring networks to detect super-
abundant populations of whiteflies and CBSD;	  

3-     Eradicate whiteflies and CBSD infected plants when localized in new 
territories;	  

4-     Introduce and test best CBSD tolerant cassava varieties from East Africa to 
West Africa to be deployed immediately after identifying the presence of 
CBSD in central and west African countries.	  

5-     Educate high-level policy makers to support the initiatives and establish and 
link national task forces on CBSD and super-abundant whiteflies.	  

Priority 2: Eliminate or decrease the impact of both CBSD and CMD through:	  
1-     Prioritizing target zones for intervention based on existing data and new 

surveillance information;	  
2-     Promoting the establishment of seed systems involving public and private 

sectors as well as local communities for virus-free propagation of resistant 



cassava material;	  
3-     Develop farmer-preferred cassava varieties tolerant/resistant to all viruses 

and to whiteflies;	  
4-     Developing and implementing whitefly management using biological control, 

and rational chemical use for clean seed sites.	  
Priority 3: Prevent the spread of whiteflies and cassava viruses globally through:	  

1-     Strengthening controls on inter-continental movement of cassava varieties;	  
2-     Updating the guidelines for safe movement of cassava varieties;	  
3-     Raising awareness of the risks of inter-continental movement of cassava 

varieties from policy makers through to farmers;	  
4-     Strengthening capacities of national plant protection organizations in Asia, 

Africa, and South America;	  
5-     Developing pre-emptive breeding for CMD and CBSD in Latin America and 

Asia.	  
To be successful, African ownership of these plans, together with commitment and 
funding from the international donor community, are a priority. If successfully 
implemented, these plans will help to feed hundreds of millions of people, alleviate 
poverty and potentially contribute to the creation of millions of jobs.	  
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