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I would like to share with you a story about my journey 
with cassava also known as mandioca or manioc. For 
those of you who do not know much about cassava, 
it is better you listen carefully because this crop is the 
world’s sleeping giant, just about to rock the world. 

Legend has it that long times ago in ancient times – 
may be some 8,000 - 10,000 years back, the King of 
the Tupí people of North Eastern Brazil, had a very 
beautiful daughter who became pregnant under 
mysterious circumstances. She delivered a baby girl. 
Her name was Mani. Her skin was as white as milk. 
She began to talk as soon as she was born. As she grew 
older, she became even more beautiful; but when she 
was one year old, she suddenly got very sick and died, 
and was buried inside the king’s house. 

On the grave in which she was buried grew an 
unknown plant. When they dug up the plant, the roots 
had covered the whole of Mani’s grave and Mani’s 
body could not be found.  The roots were as white as 
Mani’s skin and was delicious when they cooked it. A 
drink prepared from it could easily put one to sleep. 
The King ordered that the stems be shared and grown. 
So, from that day on, the Tupí began using the root 
as their staple food and called it “mandioca”, which 
means “house or body of Maní”. 

Today, mandioca or cassava provides food and income 
to over a quarter billion people in the world, making it 
the third largest energy source, after rice and maize. 
So, when you are eating cassava, remember that you 
are eating the body of Mani, the King’s daughter. I eat 
it every day - for breakfast, for lunch, for dinner. I even 
drink it. In fact, I even have a piece in my pocket right 
now. Here it is.

Cassava is a fantastic crop. I was travelling with 
Mr Robin Howard, my college friend from Reading 
University. We were going to join my mother for a 
traditional New Year buzz. I think it was 27th December 
1992, or there about. She lives in a rural village about 
300km north of Kampala. It was a typical Savannah day 
– blazing hot, dry and windy; most grass had dried and 
many trees had shaded off their leaves. Bush fire had 
cleaned off grass from most areas, as you would expect 
in a typical dry season in African Savannah. 

Half way through our journey, Robin asked what the 
green trees in the vicinity were where all other plants 
were dry. I told him that those plants were not trees, 
but a crop, called cassava. He nodded his head in 
appreciation and said he had heard a lot about cassava.  
That he is told cassava is famous for its roots which 
are full of carbohydrates. I replied that cassava is a 
fantastic crop. The plants give the third-highest yield of 
carbohydrates per unit area, only beaten by sugarcane 
and sugar beets. Its edible roots are very rich in 
starch; calcium (50 mg/100g), Vitamin A, and vitamin 
C (25 mg/100g), low in glycemic index and free from 
gluten. It does well even on marginal soils and weather 
conditions, where other crops fail. It is drought resistant 
and is one of the very few crops favoured by climate 
change - its yields will increase as CO2 concentration 
in the atmosphere increases due to greenhouse gas 
emissions (GHG). That is why it can afford to be green 
when other crops are dry. In addition, it can be left in 
the soil and harvested as required. I added that these 
attributes have made cassava more appealing to poor 
farmers. 

Howard then asked me whether that is why they call 
it a poor man’s food. He continued that “Even The 
American Time Magazine (Dan Fletcher, Monday 
Feb 22, 2010) listed cassava among the Top 10 Most 
Dangerous Foods which one can “Eat at Your Own 
Risk”.  

I crossed my hands over my head and shook my head 
vigorously in disbelief. Surely!!!, surely !!!. Cassava 
is not a poor man’s food. It is food and cash for 
everybody - rich or poor. You can find the rich in Brazil, 
India, Thailand, Nigeria, Ghana, and Uganda, growing 
and consuming extensive amounts of cassava. 

In fact, cassava foods are served in modern restaurants 
in Rio, Lagos, Accra, Kampala, etc. You can also find 
cassava in groceries in London, Paris, Washington, New 
York and Chicago. If cassava was a poor man’s crop it 
wouldn’t be grown and consumed to that large extent. 
Which poor man would be travelling from his village 
to eat cassava in modern urban restaurants and hotels 
in Rio, Lagos, and Kampala; or buy it from groceries in 
London, Paris, Washington, New York and Chicago?  

Howard nodded in appreciation and asked “What 
about being poisonous? I told him that cassava foods 
do not have to be poisonous and that foods from sweet 
varieties poses not health problem. Even the roots 
can be eaten raw. However, bitter varieties must be 
processed to remove the bitter compound and when 
done properly the food from it is as safe as potato, rice, 
or maize. Traditional methods are very good at these, 
otherwise the quarter a billion people who have relied 

on cassava for food and income for centuries would 
have all been dead, crippled or paralyzed. But they are 
not. 

Just imagine if this notion were to end! The crop 
would be embraced globally. Many would invest in it; 
and its impact on global development, elimination of 

hunger and poverty and promotion of rural industrial 
transformation would be enormous. Just imagine that, 
Mr Howard” I remarked.

Howard then gazed at me and nodded in appreciation 
again. He then asked me how cassava can contribute to 
industrial transformation. I told him that cassava can 
more than do this. I related to him that sometimes in 
January, around January 22 2016 may be, through our 
AgriTT project, Professor Liu from Nanning University, 
took us to visit some industrial plants outside Nanning 
city in China. The first we saw was a starch and glucose 
plant. It was huge and complex producing 50 MTs per 
day of native and modified starch from cassava roots. 
A second plant was a few kilometres away. It was an 
ethanol plant producing over a million litres of pure 
ethanol from cassava every day. I had seen similar 
industries in Brazil, India and Nigeria before. That is 
how cassava will contribute to industrial development, 
Mr. Howard, I concluded. 

Howard then nodded his head in appreciation, and 
then asked me, how can smallholder farmers benefit? 
I told him that smallholder farmers face three main 
challenges: low yields, high post-harvest losses 
because cassava is perishable, and lack of market. 
Many programmes and initiatives have been working 
on this for quite a long time and great breakthroughs 
and progress have been made. One project we 
implement in Africa is CAVA (Cassava adding value 
for Africa). This brings together farmers into groups 
and several groups into associations. The project 
supports them to increase their yields, process their 
cassava into high quality cassava flour and link them 
to end user markets. This has worked very well and is 
transforming cassava farming. The cassava supplied to 
the ethanol and starch factories I mentioned earlier are 
mostly sourced from smallholder farmers. Many other 
initiatives in other parts of the world have also worked 
very well. Therefore, all that is needed is to scale them 
out for wider impact.

Finally to you all, why am I saying all these? This 
is because cassava is very important and has huge 
potential. Cassava is not only a poor man’s food but 
a crop and food for everyone – poor or rich. The 
food from it is very good to eat; doesn’t have to be 
poisonous. It is also a cash crop and has huge industrial 
potential. All that is needed is your support; an enabling 
environment; and supportive financial mechanisms to 
realize this potential. 

If this is done, the world will enter a new phase of 
cassava revolution, and the sleeping giant will rise and 
“rock the world”. Therefore all of us, rich or poor, let us 
put our heads together to bring about this revolution. 
So let us start. It begins with you and today. Let’s make 
it happen.

I thank you. 
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Born in Kole district, Northern Uganda, Professor Otim-Nape is one of Africa’s leading agricultural development experts. He has devoted most of his career and life for the development of cassava, a crop about which 
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The Secretary IFAD Dr Pertev opens the AgTalk at IFAD Headquarter 
in Rome, Italy

“Let me see if i die”, Prof. Otim-Nape says this to a global audience at 
IFAD’s Ag Talk as he bites and chews a big chunk of raw cassava roots 

they bought from a local market in Rome that Morning.

Prof. Otim-Nape delivers his talk on my journey with cassava at the AgTalk at IFAD headquarters in Rome on 5th- April 2016. In the back ground he 
enjoys a seat on a heap of cassava roots awaiting processing into starch and glucose in China.

Prof. Otim-Nape stresses that industrial plants   like this one in Guangzhou Province, China, producing ethanol from cassava roots opens huge 
opportunities for industrial

Prof. Otim-Nape stresses that industrial plants   like this one in 
Guangzhou Province, China, producing ethanol from cassava roots opens huge opportunities for industriali

At the AgTalk in Rome, Prof. Otim-Nape emphasises that cassava provides 
food and income   to over a quarter a billion people in the world.


