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Cassava (Manihot esculenta Crantz) is a major staple crop for millions of people in East and 
Central Africa (ECA), mostly in the rural areas. Cassava is the second most important staple 
crop in Africa after maize, provides a stable food source, particularly for low income, resource-
poor farmers, and is used as a high-energy source of feed for livestock. This crop is easy to 
plant, mature easily and have enormous industrial and economic potentials. In addition, it has 
have high nutritional energy qualities and the leaves are consumed as vegetables. The largest 
producers of cassava in the ECA are Uganda, Rwanda, Burundi and Kenya. In yield terms, over 
30 million tons of cassava is produced annually in the ECA sub-region which is more than any 
other staple crop. The importance of cassava as staple crop in Africa has been highlighted at 
the highest level of African Union. In the New Partnership for Africa’s Development (NEPAD) 
Comprehensive African Agricultural Development Program (CAADP), cassava is ranked among 
the high priority crops for agricultural research to contribute to food security and poverty 
alleviation for the urban and rural poor. Cassava has been prioritized by NEPAD as a ‘poverty 
fighter’ which will spur industrial development in Africa. The association for strengthening 
agricultural research in ECA (ASARECA) strategy 2007–2016 points to the fact that the biggest 
impact on poverty reduction in ECA will come from concentrating on staple crops with cassava 
ranking highest among the staples with a growing domestic market.  In addition, cassava has 
the potential as a commercial crop for the food, feed, starch, ethanol and biofuels industries as 
the case in Brazil and Thailand. In ECA, its production stands at 5 tons/ha compared to potential 
yield of 60 tons/ha. This low yield is attributed to traditional farming practices although there are 
also reports that indicate that cassava brown streak disease (CBSD) and cassava mosaic 
disease (CMD) can significantly reduce the potential cassava yield of 60 ton/ha to over 70% 
loss. Therefore in realisation of the clear livelihood, economic importance and the genetic 
potential of this crop in the ECA region together with the key constraints to its production, 
ASARECA through its agrobiodiversity and biotechnology programme has enhanced the 
utilization of conservation biotechnology techniques to conserve cassava genetic resources and 
has promoted the use of tissue culture to enhance its utilisation. A certification scheme for 
tissue culture plantlets have also developed. Proper agronomic practices using clean planting 
materials can help increase the production of the landraces and farmer preferred naturalized 
cultivars of these crops. Through a follow project on using low cost tissue culture techniques, 
quality, pest and disease free germplasm are being supplied to smallholder farmers to increase 
cassava production.  
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