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Alice: “Would you tell me, please, which way I ought to go from here?”

Cheshire Cat: “That depend a good deal on where you want to get to.”

                                                              

Alice’s Adventures in Wonderland

This paper reports the results of analysing a survey of smallholders growing white maize in Hlabisa, KwaZulu Natal, using both Bt and minimum tillage.  The first result of note is that although the output per hectare for Bt is 38% higher, the output per kg of seed is the same as for the conventional seed.  This suggests that for African smallholders, yield may not be a suitable measure of performance.  They are usually more concerned with output per kg of seed, especially when it is expensive Bt seed.  The second point is that a single year is not adequate for measuring performance.   In this low pest pressure year, Bt gives no advantage and because of its higher cost causes the adopters to be inefficient relative to best practice.  This shows the need for several performance measures, based on estimates by trained enumerators and more than one year of data.

On the other hand, minimum tillage, which was introduced to reduce erosion, does give both higher yields and higher efficiency levels.  In this case, the yield gain of 15% per unit of seed is secondary to the main effect, which is saving in labour of 57%, which makes the minimum tillage more efficient than any alternatives.  However, this may not be an advantage, as many development economists would expect that less labour use results in lower incomes for the poorest, whose incomes depend on selling labour services.   This was always taken to be the case in labour abundant Asia, but in SSA it is not obvious that land is the scarce resource.  Hence, maximising yields may not be the objective and indeed labour productivity may matter more.  This was perhaps true even before HIV/AIDS, which in an area like this may affect as much as 40% of the labour force.  If, like Alice, Monsanto asked which way to go, it is not clear we can answer any better than the Cheshire cat. With this in mind, we are wary of making any pronouncement on the suitability of labour saving technology.  It may be that minimum tillage, which is now being combined with herbicide tolerant GM maize, will alleviate family labour shortages rather than reduce wage labour.  Putting children into school, instead of subjecting them to the drudgery of weeding is hardly a bad idea.

