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Grasses can enrich farmers' livelihoods and diversity of farmers' friends 


What is a grass? 

A grilss is a s hort to tall flowering plant with rounded 
stems and parall el veins that run lengthwise dovv-rl 
the leaf. Grasses can be annual (dying after one year ), 
b ienni al (l ast ing two years) or perenn ial (las ting 
several years) p lants. Grasse5belong to the Gramineae 
family, a group o f plants th al bu ild the foundat ion of 
life, being at the base of the food chain feeding aU 
animals and ourselves. 

How can grasses increase 
farmers' livelihoods? 

Grasses can enrich the livelihood s and diversity of 
beneficia l species for farmers and the conununity, 
since they serve as: 

• the m.ain bource of forage for domestic livestock and 
wi ld animal s which provide a tourist attraction; 

• 	nesting sites for beneficial spedes of insects and 
o ther predatory arthropods that help farmers 
combat crop pests; 

• food and shelter fm bird species that prey on larv~ 
of p es ts a ttacking cereal crop s, vegetables and 
-rchard p lants; 

• nesting sites for crop p ollinators (e.g. bees) and 
sources of pollen for the diet of myriads of in sect 
parasiloids and predators (spiders, mi tes, etc.) 
known as " farmers' friends"; 

• 	sources of pollen for 110ney fanning; 

• soil-binders, throtlgh Lheir fibrous rool systems that 
h old soil particles and help prevent erosion; 

• soil fertility improvers, high in organic matter. 

In addition, some grac;sec; (ltlracl ('pull') natura l 
enemies while others repel (' push') insect pests when 
intercropped wiLh cereals resulting in low Pl!st 
damage and increase in crop yi{'lds. 

Africa's rich grass diversity 

• Afri( ..) ha$ a tmil.lue, rich <lnd divers\.' grass Ilora, 
wilh over 2400 species in 331 genu·a "Iread, 
known l(10Ccur. 

• 	Specimens of grasses ilrl! deposited elt herbaritl 
in the Nation')l Mu~cums (If Kt.'nya (NMK), the 
Smithsonian Institution (USA). Kew Gardens 
(UK), to nJme a few. 

• Africa's grass di\'ersity is di minishing imd man) 
species are lost due III soil erOSion. firt!, 
uvergrazing, ~ulLiv.~ti(ln and OVL'I1.ISC of land for 
human acli viLics. 

• 	Other fllclors lhat lhr&:>aten grass diversity arc 
ilwasive species of gril~<;es displacing nntiw 
ones, excc$sivL' lise of gras5es for (lthQf human 
nlJeds (!C.g . thalching, bedding). and hill'5h 
climate conditions. 

How can we protect 
our common grasses? 

• 	Crea te public awareness on the im portance and 
value of grass d iversity at aJl leveL .. in schools and 
comm unities. 

• 	Promote indiv idual and community-based 
conservation on temporaty, perman ently cultivated 
and uncu ltivated land paLches. 

• 	Provide information on beneficial grass species and 
how they can be integrated into smallholder 
cropping systems. 

• 	Demonslrate to farmers and ~hc community small­
scale industries such as handicraits makers that 
utilising grasbes can improw livelihood... 

How can grasses increase 
livelihoods at household level? 

Grasses have mu ltjp le uses and can increase the 
family's and women's income in a number of ways, 
such as providing construction fil<l leriaL., fm bu ild ing 
houses, raw material for cOltage ind ustries (e.g. 
fu rni lure, baskets, mats, brooms, musical ill 'ltruments, 
hats, belts, fish ing rods), as lawns for homesteads and 
sports fields , as sources of human zmd livestock 
nwdicine, as grass grains for human food and poultry 
feed , as ornamen tal p roducts, and for their ro ll' in 
cultural and spiritual fun ctions. 

What is this Project doing? 

• 	documenting the diversity of grasses and associated 
insects in selected agroecosystems and socio­
economic su rroundings and their adjacent nalural 
habitats in Ethiopia, Kenya and Mali; 

• 	developing an understand ing of the relationships 
between certain grasses and insec ts; 

• developing and promoting the practica l application 
of this 1..."0\0\ ledge in seLf-regu latory pest managemen t 
and sustainable agricul ture, by identifying and 
implementing conservation and management 
measures necessary to prevent loss of biodiversity of 
certain !,rrasses and their associated insects; 

• 	buildmg the capacity of SCientists, technicians and 
extension workers at naLional level in gruss and 
insect collection, hand ling and rearing, and 
identification; 

• collecting and preserving geonplasm; 

• 	compiling a directory of workers on grasses and 
~h("ir assodalcd arthmpodc; ilnd publishing ",nd 
disseminating informalion. 


