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Case Study # 2:
Investing in Research

Vitamin A-rich sweet
potatoes spread across
Africa

USAID investments in agriculture and nutrition
research are helping bring vitamin A-rich sweet
potatoes to millions in Africa.

About 50 million African children under six years
of age are currently at risk from diseases
associated with vitamin A deficiency — one of the
leading causes of early childhood death and a
major risk factor for pregnant women in Africa.
Maria Mchele, a single parent who grows a variety
of vegetables by the shores of Lake Victoria in
Northern Tanzania, is one of many farmers
working to improve the health of millions of
Africans through
her crops. Maria
grows seven
varieties of sweet
potato crops,

“Eating sweet potatoes
rich in Vitamin A has
helped to strengthen

my immune system and including the
give me more energy.” recently
introduced

orange-fleshed
variety. These
easy-to-grow and
affordable sweet
potatoes are
especially rich in beta-carotene, which the body
easily converts into vitamin A. USAID investments
in research contributed to the development of the
orange-fleshed variety, which is also adapted to
local growing conditions and taste preferences.
USAID support for nutrition programs helped
raise awareness of the highly nutritious food
across several African communities.

An HIV-positive farmer

at a recent producer
organization meeting

The International Potato
Center (known by its Spanish
acronym, CIP) is part of the
USAID-supported Consultative
Group on International
Agriculture Research (CGIAR).
CIP was home to the
groundbreaking research that
demonstrated the health
benefits of the orange-fleshed
variety of sweet potato for
children in Mozambique. Dr.
Jan Low, the lead researcher,
showed that adding 100 grams
of the sweet potato to the
daily diet in a very resource-
poor rural setting led to an
eight-fold increase in vitamin A
intake and significantly reduced
vitamin A deficiency in
children.

“We all believe this crop
has improved the health of
our children and those
suffering from illness.”

Maria Mchele, a farmer and

Building on many success mother in Tanzania

stories like Maria’s, the Vitamin

A for Africa (VITAA) platform, supported by USAID and other
committed donors, promotes the breeding, consumption, and sale
of locally grown orange-fleshed sweet potatoes to farmers in eleven
countries in sub-Saharan Africa. VITAA’s nutrition education
programs and awareness campaigns, which target mothers and
school-age children, have increased demand among local farmers so
that consumers have more nutritious food to eat and farmers have
more to sell. VITAA is now part of the recently launched Sweet
Potato for Profit and Health Initiative led by CIP that seeks to
enhance the lives of 10 million families in 10 years in 17 African
countries.

Public investment in agriculture by both developing countries
and donors has declined over the past two decades despite new
threats such as the decline in soil fertility and the challenges of
climate change. Through Feed the Future, we will strengthen
our investments in promising agricultural technologies,
including drought-resistant crops and biofortified foods such as
quality protein maize and high-iron beans, and also foster the
innovation necessary to lead to new agricultural discoveries.




