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espite tremendous worldwide economic progress
over the past 50 years, hunger and food insecu-
rity remain the daily reality for people around the
world. In Africa alone, millions struggle against
the ravages of hunger.!

Even though the Green Revolution—the concerted effort
to increase agricultural production worldwide through the
introduction of new technology—succeeded in bolstering
agricultural production in Asia, new agricultural technolo-
gies and innovations have caught on only slowly in Africa.
However, one innovation, the Combi-Pack is showing great
potential to reduce hunger and poverty among smallholder
farmers in South Africa.

DEFINITION

ALTHOUGH IT 18 produced by the giant multinational agri-
cultural company Monsanto, the Combi-Pack is a relatively
inexpensive box of materials designed specifically for use by
smallholder farmers— farmers who work anywhere from 1/4
hectare (1/2 acre) to five hectares (10 acres) of land. The box
contains a package of hybrid maize seed, some fertilizer, some
herbicide, and pictogram instructions for illiterate users.

While “Combi-Pack” is the product’s official name, small-
holder farmers call the Combi-Pack, Xoshindlala, a Zulu
word that means “chase away hunger.” As subsistence farm-
ers, smallholders’ lives, and the lives of their families, depend
upon their crops. If the harvest is poor, the people suffer. If
the crops flourish and commodity prices are good, then the
farmers flourish as well. Greater crop yields typically translate
into less hunger and more cash income. The Combi-Pack is
an effective tool that farmers are using to increase their yields
and food security, thereby driving away their hunger.
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BOTTOM OF THE PYRAMID MARKETING:
EMPOWERING THE POOR

The Combi-Pack is an example of Bottom of the Pyramid Market-
ing. The idea behind Bottom of the Pyramid Marketing is that the
poor represent a huge, if diffuse, market with a total purchasing
power in the trillions of dollars.? Companies that develop and pack-
age their products to meet the poor consumers' needs for small
units at low prices can tap this market. If companies do this, not
only can they make profits, but they also increase poor consum-
ers' access to goods and services, empowering these consumers
by making them active participants in a market rather than passive
recipients of aid.

ALLEVIATING POVERTY

IN 2005, THE majority of South African farmers made less
than 2,500 rand (approximately $381 U.S) per month.? They
lack clean water, electricity, and adequate education. They
suffer from poor nutrition and health care. They live in poor
housing and have few comforts.

As many smallholders have no cash income beyond what they
earn selling surplus crops at market, increasing the outputs
of their farms can dramatically improve their lives. Bolster-

ing agricultural production not only alleviates the farmers’
poverty, but it also improves the local economy and helps the
people in cities too, for increased agricultural production cre-
ates jobs, increases wages and incomes, and lowers the cost
of food.*

Increased productivity gives farmers more time and money,
which allows some farmers to pursue other entrepreneurial
opportunities. With their newfound extra time, some farm-
ers might make crafts; others might invest in livestock; yet
others might open a small grocery store. As Charles Matlou,
a member of Monsanto’s smallholder research team, told us:
“It’s not about how much they grow, but about their surplus.
It’s about how much the farmers save. They save time, money,
labor, and they save the soil.”

A CASE STUDY

SWELEKILE ALINA NKOSI experiences daily Combi-Pack’s
benefits of saved time, money, labor, and soil. The mother of
10 children, Mrs. Nkosi spent long hours outdoors for many
years, tending the three hectares (approximately six acres) of
fields for like most African women, she is largely responsible
for raising the crops her family relies on for their food and
for animal feed.

The Ladies of the Sakhuthando Farmers Association left to right: Mrs. Q.J. Zungu, Mrs. Patrice Sibici, Mrs. V. Zungu, Mrs. Cele
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TABLE 1: NO-TILL VERSUS CONVENTIONAL FARMING IN MLONDOZI:

YIELD AND PROFIT

BARRIERS AND CONSTRAINTS:

DESPITE THE SUCCESSES individual

The profit is the difference between cost of production and income per hectare and is determined at

the ruling price of maize.

Source: “Sharing: Mlondozi LandCare Project,” Monsanto.

Mrs. Nkosi used to grow her maize in the traditional way. Her
husband plowed a field, and she planted her maize seed by
hand. Each day during the rest of the season she would spend
many hours weeding the field. At the season’s end in May, she
would manually harvest the corn.

In the past, Mrs. Nkosi had many concerns. Her field had
no irrigation, so she worried about having sufficient rain to
grow the crop. When it did rain, she worried about soil erosion
washing her fields away. She worried about having enough
maize to feed her family. She worried about having enough
to pay for school fees and clothes.

Today, Mrs. Nkosi’s life is different. Now that she and her hus-
band use Combi-Packs in combination with no-till agriculture
to grow maize, she doesn’t worry as much about soil erosion.
Asthey no longer need to plow the field, they save money. And
they do not worry as much about feeding their family or pay-
ing for school because they produce a surplus of maize that
they can sell at market.

For the Nkosis, using Combi-Packs and no-till farming means
less time and effort, reduced costs, and higher yields, which
translates into more time for opportunities to increase their
income, savings, and food security. Mrs. Nkosi grows more
maize than she did in the past, but she spends less time in the
field because she does not need to do intensive weeding. This
frees her to do other things, such as sew for the family, make
crafts for sale at market, or spend time with other ladies.’

Using the Combi-Pack has improved Mrs. Nkosi’s quality of
life. “I'm so happy with this way of farming,” she says. “What
will happen when I'm old T don’t know, but one thing is good,
and that is now there’s no water cutting through, so my soil
is conserved.”®

VIELD (T/HA) NO-TILL CONVENTIONAL farmers have had with the Combi-Pack,
1999 2.94 (+124%) 1.31 many other farmers continue to battle
2000 4.01 (+19%) 3.36 hunger and failure. There are several
2001 6.00 (+71%) 3.50 obstacles that prevent smallholder farm-

PROFIT (R/HA) ers in South Africa from being more suc-
cessful.
2000 2,809.00 (+25%) 2,249.00
2001 10,080.00 (+71%) >.880.00 Most smallholder farmers are black, and

they continue to suffer from the discrimi-
natory policies of the past. They often live
on poor-quality communal land. With-
out ownership of the land, they have diffi-
culty accessing commercial credit, which
means they can only invest in their land if
they earn a cash income from their crops.’

The smallholder farmers often live far from markets and mills,
and transportation is limited. The quality of the roads in the
areas where these farmers live is poor, which raises the costs
of transporting goods to market or mills. Without access to
mills, farmers are unable to add value to their products and
capture the higher prices offered for processed maize.

Moreover, the agricultural subsidies of other nations affect
these South African smallholder farmers. Such subsidies
limit their abilities to profit from their crops because these
farmers cannot compete with the artificially low prices of
the subsidized crops of the developed world. The subsidies
Europe, Canada, and the United States give to their farmers
keep smallholder farmers in South Africa in poverty and take
away their ability to increase their standard of living by selling
their goods in the world market.

CONCLUSION

SAVING TIME, MONEY, labor, and soil allow smallholder farm-
ers to capture the real benefit of Combi-Packs: moving from a
marginal, subsistence existence to greater food and economic
security. When farmers are able grow more food and spend
less time farming, they can both chase away their hunger and
embrace other entrepreneurial opportunities.

Combi-Packs will not solve all the problems of rural poverty.
Land tenure insecurity, a lack of access to credit, transporta-
tion issues, and the agricultural subsidies offered in developed
countries are huge barriers to economic success for small-
holder farmers in South Africa. However the Combi-Pack, the
product of a multinational company, is doing something that
opponents of globalization might find surprising: it is better-
ing the lives of the rural poor.
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Jeconia Ngema, Chairman of the Sakhuthando Farmers Association
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CULTURAL TECHNOLOGIES AND POVERTY ALLEVIATION IN
RURAL SOUTH AFRICA, POLICY COMMENT NUMBER 6 IN THE
MERCATUS POLICY SERIES, HTTP://WWW.MERCATUS.ORG/
SEEDSOFHOPE
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