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MAKURDI, Nigeria: Thomas Tyavwva Maji is
planting rice on more of his land in Nigeria’s
Benue State than ever to take advantage of a
surge in prices since the country shut its land
borders in August.

But he says he cannot go much further. With
no machinery or irrigation, limited manual labor
and no spare cash for fertilizers, the 45-year-old
is not expecting any dramatic change in his for-
tunes. “We work until we get exhausted, manu-
ally we get exhausted,” said Maji, as a woman
nearby beat hand-harvested stalks on the
ground to separate the grains from the chaff. The
constraints Maji faces have bedevilled many rice
farmers and millers across Nigeria for years. De-
spite government measures designed to spur
production, farmers in Nigeria get far less from
their land than other major rice growers and the
West African country is only marginally less re-
liant on imports.

That’s a problem for a government that wants
to grow all of its own food and boost the coun-
try’s agriculture, a sector that accounts for
nearly a third of gross domestic product in
Africa’s biggest economy. When he came to
power in 2015, Nigerian President Muhammadu
Buhari pledged to help the nation become self-
sufficient in rice - once a luxury but now a staple
for millions of Nigerians.

In 2015, Nigeria’s central bank banned the
use of its foreign exchange to pay for rice im-
ports and has backed loans of at least 40 billion
naira ($130 million) to help small-holders boost
output. It also banned rice imports across land
borders and kept hefty 70 percent tariffs on im-
ports coming through ports. In August last year,
Nigeria went a step further and closed its land
borders altogether to stamp out smuggling,
often from neighboring Benin, with rice being
one of the main targets.

Buhari’s spokesman, Garba Shehu, said the
measures boosted rice production to 9.2 million
tons last year from 7.2 million in 2015, making
Nigeria more or less self-sufficient, though
traders can import rice through ports if they pay

the tariffs. Agricultural data specialist Gro Intel-
ligence, however, put Nigeria’s rice output at 4.9
million tons in 2019, up 60 percent from 2013
but well below local consumption of 7 million
tons. The US Department of Agriculture, mean-
while, expects Nigeria’s 2020 rice imports to
rise 9 percent to 2.4 million tons, in part due to
the high cost of unprocessed Nigerian paddy
rice and elevated operating costs at mills.

In Lagos, Nigeria’s biggest city, supermarket
shelves remain stocked with a plethora of im-
ported rice brands. In the markets where most
Nigerians buy their food, sacks of Nigerian rice
are piled high but imported rice is still available,
even though some traders keep the foreign grain
under wraps to prevent it being confiscated by
customs agents.

Low yields 
Small-scale farmers such as Maji account for

80 percent of Nigeria’s rice production with a
handful of large companies, such as Coscharis
Group, Dangote and Olam, growing the rest, ac-
cording to the UN’s Food and Agriculture Or-
ganization (FAO). In Benue state, virtually every
aspect of Maji’s farming manual, from planting
to harvesting to levelling out roads to take the
crop to market. It’s a similar story on many
Nigerian farms, leaving the average yield per
hectare at just over 2 tons - half the global aver-
age and a fraction of Egypt’s 9.5 tons a hectare,
according to UN data. Experts say there is little
hope of improvement without significant invest-
ment in irrigation, mechanization, roads and
storage. More than 12 percent of rice is also
wasted due to poor roads and inefficient har-
vesting, milling and storage, consultants KPMG
said in a review of the Nigeria’s rice industry.

In a good year, Maji makes about 1.5 million
naira ($4,900) - nowhere close to the 5 million,
at least, a tractor would cost. Without irrigation,
a goal so remote he doesn’t even know the cost,
he can only plant one crop a year. “At this scale,
we will not even be able to fetch a tractor. Talk
less of fertilizer and other chemicals,” Maji said.

According to the FAO, less than 1 percent of
Nigeria’s farmland is irrigated, compared with a
global average of more than 20 percent. Small-
and medium-scale rice millers, who account for
more than 80 percent of the local market, also
say they’re struggling to meet increased demand
without proper equipment. At Wurukum Rice
Mill in Makurdi, Iveren Asan works alongside
her sister, using a loud diesel-powered genera-
tor to drive machinery processing paddy grains
into consumable rice.

Nearby, rice grains that have been parboiled
in vats heated by firewood dry on tarps. She said
new buyers from across the country had sur-
faced since the border closures - but producing
more would require significant investment in
new machines and the higher prices were not
enough on their own. “We can’t meet the de-
mand. We are doing the process manually, so we
cannot meet the demand,” she said.

More broadly, experts warned that extreme
measures, such as border closures, taken in the
name of food security were hurting Nigerians,

stunting the development of other industries and
holding back foreign investment. “The border
closure has been incredibly disruptive,” said
John Ashbourne, an economist at Capital Eco-
nomics. “It stops industries from getting the im-
ports they need, and it pushes up prices.”

The border closure is set for review Jan. 31
but the presidency’s Shehu said land frontiers
would remain shut until Nigeria’s neighbors
stopped smuggling on their side - and there was
“no sign of compliance yet”.Ashbourne said
even some farming has taken a hit from govern-
ment policies.

After glass was added to a central bank list
of items importers cannot buy with foreign ex-
change, some tomato paste plants shut because
they couldn’t source the jars they needed. On
another farm in Benue State, Abraham Hon, 51,
weaves through rows of melons and corn before
reaching his rice, the crop that generates the
most money. “The prices look pretty good,” he
said, as men cut stalks of rice by hand and laid
them in piles on the ground.  — Reuters

Nigerian rice farmers fall 
short after borders close

Chile CB hopeful
of no recession, will
prevent peso panic 
LONDON: Chile’s central bank will intervene
forcefully if violent protests threaten its peso
currency again, though it hopes the relative
calm in recent weeks will be enough to keep
the country out of recession, its deputy gov-
ernor Joaquin Vial said. Vial told Reuters in an
interview that Chile’s most widespread
protests since its return to democracy in 1990
had done serious damage to the economy.

He is hopeful though that it will not be
worse than the central bank feared in Decem-
ber when its slashed its 2020 growth forecast

to a range of 0.5 percent to 1.5 percent from
2.75 percent to 3.75 percent previously.

“It looks to me that the estimate (for the
economy) we made last quarter is very much
in line with what happened,” Vial said. Asked
if there was still a risk of a “technical” reces-
sion, defined as back-to-back quarterly con-
tractions in the economy, he added: “If you
look at the chart we are probably going to
avoid that because the worst figures were
from October and November.”

“December is going to be very bad also,
but we have seen some normalization and the
first quarter will most likely be somewhat bet-
ter...But we have to see how fast confidence
is going to restore.”

The protests initially erupted in October
after metro ticket prices were raised, but
quickly escalated to subway stations being
set alight and riots on the streets that left
26 dead and upwards of $1.5 billion in

losses for businesses. Vial warned that
March and April could get rough again,
with more student protests expected and
then a referendum on replacing Chile’s dic-
tatorship-era constitution. If tensions do
flair again though the central bank is pre-
pared after last year’s troubles saw the peso
plunge 15 percent.

Vial said it had looked like getting “out of
control” at one point, but the central bank
stepped in, putting $10 billion of its roughly
$40 billion of currency reserves on the table
to stem the rout.

It required a number of emergency meet-
ings but it worked. It ended up using about $2
billion of its reserves and the peso made back
some ground, but the bank is still on alert.
“We have signalled very clearly that we may
intervene again in the foreign exchange mar-
ket if there is disruption again.”

At the same time, Vial stressed that the

central bank does not want to change the
“trend” of the exchange rate. “Among other
things we think this is part of the normal re-
action to the new reality of the Chilean econ-
omy,” he said referring to the sharp shock to
growth. It could be argued that is should be
lower, but “we don’t feel uncomfortable with
this level of the exchange rate,” he added.

On interest rates, which did not change
during the protests, there are opposing
forces. The economy is under stress, but the
sharp drop in the peso means inflation will
soon be nearly 4 percent, well above the cen-
tral bank’s preferred level of 3 percent. “We
don’t feel the depreciation has created the
pressure to raise rates,” Vial said. 

However, with the risk of more peso
weakness if demonstrations become violent
again, he added: “from my personal point of
view, (a rate cut) is less likely that the oppo-
site option.” — Reuters 

Imported rice becomes more scarce as consumption grows

MAKURDI, Nigeria: With no machinery or irrigation, limited manual labor and no spare cash
for fertilizers, Nigerian farmers are not expecting any dramatic change in their fortunes.


