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Summary 

In less than two decades, Yaounde, the capital of Cameroon has grown into a millionaire city. 

Much of this growth is attributed to a rapid rate of rural exodus from the mid 1980s due mainly 

to declining agricultural fortunes in rural areas. A significant proportion of these new urban 

dwellers is illiterate or semi-literate and cannot easily find formal employment in the city. Most 

of them seek solace in informal sector activities including agriculture in urban and peri-urban 

areas. Urban agriculture contributes significantly to the food requirements of poor urban dwellers 

but findings reveal that the activity cannot be relied upon as a long term panacea for the food 

crisis in Africa’s cities because of the nature of land exploitation rights, frequent disasters in 

urban farming zones, and the rationalisation in the governance of urban space.     

General Introduction 

Although sub-Saharan Africa remains the least urbanised continental region in the world, it has 

an unrivalled urban growth rate of over 4.8% today. Urbanisation is so remarkable in African 

countries that it has been variously described as “exploding”, “galloping”, and “sweeping” 

amongst others. From a mere urbanisation rate of 20% in 1960 (at independence), the urban 

population of Africa has passed on to about 52% today and is estimated to reach 80% by 2030 

(Mainet-Valleix 2004, cited in Nguendo Yongsi, 2008:16). About 50% of Africa’s population 

already lives in cities of over 20 000inhabitants, up from 25 per cent in 1987(Grove, 1989). This 

is indicative of the rapidity with which cities are growing on the continent. From a regional 

perspective, similar urban population rates are met in the Central African sub-region where urban 
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population figures are as follows: Cameroon, 52.2%; CAR, 43.2%; Chad, 25.4%; Congo 

Brazzaville, 54.0%; Equatorial Guinea, 49.0% and Gabon, 84.4% (Nguendo Yongsi, 2008).  

Apart from Chad, all countries in this region have urban population rates of close to 50 per cent. 

 A large proportion of this population is made up of poor third generation migrants2 

possessing very little or no formal education that can enhance their job selectivity in the 

relatively more well paid urban formal sector. As such, their livelihoods are generally, sought for 

in the urban informal sector. Urban agriculture which is one of those informal activities has thus 

become either a full-time or part-time activity for many African urban families. Fellmann et al 

(2005) have observed that two to three Kenyan and Tanzanian urban dwellers are engaged in 

farming and an estimated 20 per cent of nutritional requirements are produced in towns and 

cities; and in Accra, Ghana’s capital city, 90 per cent of fresh vegetables come from urban 

agriculture. This background information indicates the increasing importance of urban farming in 

African cities.  

Problem 

In spite of attempts at industrialisation, Cameroon’s economy has remained largely agricultural. 

However, in the past two decades, poor international commodity pricing have ruined many 

Cameroonian farmers forcing them to change their farming system from traditional cash 

cropping to peasant food crop farming. Others, constrained by factors like increased pressure and 

conflicts over land (Western Highlands), have moved to neighbouring urban areas in search of 

better employment. In the absence of such employment, UA has absorbed a large number of 

them. Presently, the role urban and peri-urban agriculture plays in meeting the food needs of 

millions of urban poor people is tremendous. However, it is not only sufficient to think that UA 

plays an important role in feeding the teaming numbers of urban populations in many African 

cities like Yaounde. It is even more important to consider the potential of this activity to sustain 

high population growth rates in the future.      
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Objective  

This paper sets out to demonstrate that UA will remain an important and a conspicuous feature of 

the landscape of Yaounde because of accelerated rural exodus and the inability by government 

authorities to revitalise the infrastructure and institutions that created employment in rural areas 

in the 1960s and 1970s. In specific terms, it seeks to show the phenomenal growth of the 

population of Yaounde after the economic crisis of 1984/85; and the development of farms along 

roadways and open spaces; and the exploitation of the numerous valleys and swamps present in 

the city. Given existing circumstances, the paper evaluates the ability of UA to be sustainable in 

Yaounde. 

 Definition of Urban agriculture 

The definitions of urban agriculture vary by author and by the geographical and cultural context 

of the people practising it. However, Mieri et al( www.cityfarmer.org/EastAfrica.htlm#east, 

accessed 4/3/2009); Mougeot (1994:1) cited in Chipo (2004); and Mlozi 

(http://www.cityfarmer.org/subafrica.html, accessed 4/3/2009) have emphasized the following 

main features in its definition: the production of food crops, livestock, tree crops and fuel, within 

open spaces in the city and on the peri-urban zone. Moustier and Pages (1997) on their part do 

not limit discussion on UA to the production of food and other commodities in urban areas, but 

stress the fact that the products of UA are necessarily consumed in urban areas. Urban 

agriculture is neither unique to sub-Saharan Africa nor to the developing countries. It has been 

reported from cities in all continents. There are however differences in the motives for the 

practice of UA in the developed countries compared with the developing countries. For example, 

whereas in the developed countries, UA may be strictly commercial (market gardening in the 

polders of Holland), UA is more of a survival strategy for the urban poor.  

Spatial context of the research 
��
This study was carried out in the city of Yaoundé, the capital of Cameroon. The city is located 

between latitudes 3º 47’ and 3º 56’ north of the Equator and between longitudes 11º 10’ and 11º 

45’ east of the Greenwich Meridian. It lies within the Mfoundi river basin covering about 

256Km². Yaounde has a dense network of streams and rivers (Figs.1). 
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Yaounde experiences the classical guinea equatorial climate. Yaounde experiences four seasons 

as follows: long dry season (November to March); long rainy season (March to June); short dry 

season (July to August); and the short rainy season (September to November) and an average 

rainfall of about 1700mm of rainfall is received in the city annually. The average annual 

temperature is 25oC. As a result of the dense network of rivers and streams in Yaounde, the 

valleys are mainly covered with hydromorphic soils which contain a mixture of sands and 

decomposing organic matter (Endamana et al. 2003). The city is broken up into seven 

administrative sub-divisions, Yaounde I-VII as shown in Fig. 3. 
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Frameworks for surveys in urban agriculture 
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While subscribing to this proposal, it is worthy of note that none of them can stand on their own 

because a complete survey of UA will require all of them. However, with the compartmentalisation of 

scientific enquiry where each discipline or specialty tries to develop a unique methodology for its 

enquiries, such frameworks become of utmost importance because they help in creating new knowledge 

and patterns in emerging fields of study.  This work largely fits within framework ii, iii, vi, vii, and viii.   

Materials and methods  

Primary and secondary data sources were invaluable for this paper. They were collected by 

techniques common to the social sciences. Existing literature provided an important starting 

point for further analysis of the extent of the problem under consideration. Interviews were also 

an invaluable data source through which urban farmers, officials of government departments and 

local authorities with stakes in the problem were able to provide insights into its importance and 

extent in Yaounde.  

Key findings 
Rapid Population Growth 
Urbanisation in the third world in general and Africa in particular has been striking in the past 

three decades. The populations of cities like Nairobi, Lagos, Cairo, Kinshasa, and Abidjan 

amongst others have actually exploded. Africa today hosts more than 30 millionnaire cities with 

Cameroon’s two primate cities Douala and Yaounde inclusive. In thirty years, the population of 



�

�

��(� ��

the Yaounde has grown by over 540%, moving from 318,700inhabitants in 1976, to over 

2,040,768inhabitants in 2009. Although the population of the city has been observed to be 

doubling every ten years from 1976, the absolute increases in numbers have been significantly 

greater in recent decades. For example, whereas the population doubled between 1976 and 1987, 

only 330,000 were added to the number of urban dwellers in 1987, whereas over 751,000 people 

were added to the city’s population between 1987 and 1997. It is estimated that Yaounde is 

currently growing at the rate of 7% p.a (PRSP, 2003).  

The 1990s recorded the greatest increases in urban populations in Cameroon in general 

and Yaounde in particular. The reasons for this are traced to the economic crunch that hit the 

country in mid 1980s (1985/86) caused by the fall in price of oil, cocoa, coffee and cotton, the 

nations prime foreign exchange earners at the time.  Gross domestic product per capita 

consequently fell from 233 000 FCFA in 1988, to 153 000 FCFA in 1993 (UNDP 1993). This 

affected mostly the rural populations who were the principal actors in these crop sectors. Rural 

incomes plummeted rapidly destabilising the lives of millions of peasant farmers and their 

families. The short-term alternative to this crisis was seeking off-farm employment in the towns. 

This initiated a backwash or drain effect on rural areas while at the same time transforming 

Yaounde into a metropolis.    

The recourse to the IMF/IBRD prescribed structural adjustment (SAP) packages as a 

panacea for African economies as they struggled to get out of economic and financial crisis has 

been identified as one of the major reasons for the unprecedented rate of urban growth in African 

countries (Maxwell, 1994; PRSP, 2003). The SAPs were characterised by austerity budgeting on 

the part of government, consequently resulting into government withdrawal from subsidising 

agricultural production, other economic activities, social services and improving economic 

infrastructure. This spelt significant hardship for rural and urban populations but more especially 

rural populations whose main livelihood was farming. Like the UNDP (1996) notes, “structural 

adjustment programmes help to balance budgets but unbalance peoples’ lives”.  It was within 

this period that many para-public companies involved in rural development were either closed 

down for lack of government grants or significantly curtailed their activities. Examples of such 

companies abound and include the Wum Area Development Authority (WADA), the Mbo plain 

Rice development company(SODERIM), the Nkam Development Company (SODENKAM), 

and the food crops development company (MIDEVIV), closed down; and others like the North 
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West development Authority (MIDENO), the Union of Arabica coffee producers of the West 

(UCCAO), and North West Cooperative Union Ltd. (NWCU) are barely surviving. The demise 

of these organisations marked doom for many rural folks in areas where they operated. 

Unemployment became rife provoking rampant rural hardship. The most feasible alternative 

tended to be the recycling of skills in the informal off-farm activities in urban areas where their 

promise was apparently greater. Urban agriculture often became a sector into which they fitted 

easily.   

 The following conceptualisation of the origins of urban population explosion in Yaounde 

and the development of urban agriculture may be more elucidative of the points discussed 

earlier. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

International commodity pricing, SAPs, and withdrawal of government from development 

planning manifested by the collapse of many parastatal organisations in rural development 

notably in the 1980s were the initial triggers of rapid rural-urban migration in Cameroon as fig. 2 

illustrates.  
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In the face of negative selectivity in the urban white and blue collar employment, these migrants, 

predominantly semi-literate and illiterate were constrained to practice different informal 

vocations to cope with the exigencies of urban living amongst which is UA.  

 

Patterns and Systems of UA in Yaounde 

The patterns and systems of urban agriculture practiced in Yaounde depend on the ability to 

access land within and on the periphery of the city. Land access rights may be obtained through 

purchase, lease, and illegal occupation of public land. As would be normally expected, the plots 

of land owned by individuals within the city are small often measuring in the range of 200 to 

400M2 intended for housing construction. Before construction starts, such plots are often 

cultivated for annual crops like cassava and maize. The larger plots on the outskirts of the city 

are obtained through annual leases, meanwhile, the network of swampy valleys that cover the 

city are illegally exploited because they are protected state land. 

 The patterns of farming land use in Yaounde like in most other cities depend on the value 

of land consecrated to it.  Like in the classical agricultural land use model of Von Thünen, land 

values for agriculture tend to increase towards the city centre reflecting the higher locational or 

economic rent for such uses. In a survey of urban and peri-urban agriculture in West Africa, 

Drechsel et al. (1999) also underscored the applicability of the Von Thunen model of agricultural 

land use zonation. High value, high transport cost commodities tend to be produced close to the 

city centre while low value, low transport cost commodities tend to be produced further in the 

peripheries (Ellis and Sumberg, 1998). From this observation, the following systems of farming 

are practiced in Yaounde: 

1. Home plots or small interstitial areas in the town close to dwelling places. These plots are not 

originally purchased for farming but rather for housing construction. However, before 

mobilising the required funds to start building, they are put under cultivation for popular 

crops like cassava, vegetables and maize. The plot sizes range from 200-400M2 and 

production goes entirely for home consumption (Fig.4) 

2. Peasant swamp cultivation is commonest in Yaounde. The city of Yaounde is drained by a 

dense network of rivers and streams all tributaries of the Mfoundi. Figs. 3 show the degree of 

river and stream network density in Yaounde and its different farming types. The swamps in 

Yaounde like other cities in Cameroon are designated as state land for the purpose of 
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protection. They are not intended to be protected for biodiversity alone, but also because they 

are prone to disastrous floods. These are cultivated throughout the year. In the rainy season, 

they are farmed for annual crops like maize and potatoes, and for irrigated vegetables in the 

dry season. Part of the produce from these swamps is destined for the market.    
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3. Exclusively commercial swamp vegetable farming is also practiced to a limited extent in 

Yaounde.    

4. Cultivation in the peri-urban zone assumes a more extensive character because land values 

are lower and transport is less fluid. Access to land here is achieved mainly through lease 

agreements though a few farms are on privately purchased land. The plots of land here are 

leased from indigenes that hold the land under traditional or customary laws.  

5. Apart from poultry and pig farming (factory farming) whose intensive practices have 

predisposed them to be profitably carried out in town, traditional livestock is also becoming 

common in Yaounde. It is common to find goats, sheep and fowls roaming freely around 

dwellings in search of food.  

 

The socio-economic importance of urban agriculture in Yaounde 

i. Urban agriculture is an invaluable source of income for poor urban populations. Endamana et 

al (2003) estimated mean net annual income from the growing of horticultural crops at €178 

per household in Yaounde and €83 per capita per annum. Poor urban residents have equally 

been found to consume disproportionately high percentages of leafy vegetables cultivated in 

the multitude of swamps around the city. The most important of these leafy vegetables are 

folon(Amaranthus spp), grown by over 93% of farmers; 60% grow zom; and nearly 40% 

grow Tege or keleng-keleng (Endamana et al 2003). Conventional vegetables like lettuce, 

huckleberry, cabbage, and celery are grown to a very limited extent. These are largely 

supplied from the Western Highlands of Cameroon (notably Santa and Bamboutos). The 

conventional vegetables are more expensive in the food markets and not very accessible to a 

majority of poor urban residents. The income from UA is used by poor households for the 

procurement of basic needs like cooking oil, salts and household soaps amongst others.  

ii.  As indicated in the conceptual framework for the development of UA in Yaounde, the 

activity is important in bridging the gap between the period of unemployment and that when 

new employment is found. It also offers employment to urban residents who have lost their 

jobs in the formal urban sector. Endamana et al (2003) estimated that about 57% of urban 

agriculturalists are men, while 43% are women. This finding is consistent with similar 

findings in other African cities like those of Asomani-Boateng(2002) and Obuobie et al 

(2006) in Accra although other findings contradict these equally.    
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iii.  Urban agriculture contributes to lessening the stress on households brought about by the 

present rise in food prices. Social protests in urban areas are more likely to be initiated by 

food shortages or price rises than by housing problems (Drakakis-Smith, 1991, cited in Binns 

and Lynch, 1998).  

iv. Not all urban farmers are poor. Even some public service functionaries undertake farming, 

not only to complement meagre public service earnings, but rather to align with a cultural 

practice in which farming is seen as part of a man’s livelihood. This is common with in-

migrants from the Western High Land region of Cameroon. In considering this point, 

Maxwell (1994) observed that most urban farmers in Kampala indicated that they would not 

stop this activity even if they secured greater paying jobs. Whereas men tend to justify urban 

agriculture in terms of an overarching cultural imperative for women, the latter frame it in 

economic terms (Maxwell, 1994).          

       

The quality of vegetables and health implications of UA 

The quality of vegetables raised in urban areas leaves much to be desired. This is caused by the 

nature of the land on which they are produced and the quality of water used in irrigating them. 

Agriculture and housing compete for space in the valley bottoms of the urban space of Yaounde. 

As protected areas, they are generally haphazardly occupied by poor squatters, who have no 

permits to build in those areas. They have therefore evolved classical shanty quarters where 

household wastes, sewage, are discharged into streams. Examples abound and include the Etoug-

Ebe neighbourhood, the area below the military head quarters in Ngoa-Ekelle whose valley 

opens up to the Lycee de Biyem-Assi, and along the Ake stream in the Nkondegui-Ekonou 

neighbourhoods.  Waters from these streams are used in irrigating vegetables in the dry season. 

Endamana et al (2003) found out that average levels of pollution in urban farming sites were 

significantly high. For example, faecal coliform (FC) were between one and two orders of 

magnitude above the WHO standard for non restrictive reuse of wastewater in agriculture (i.e. 

103 bacteria per 100ml). The percentage of parasites was equally great (33% to 100%) although 

the WHO standard has no tolerance for both helminth eggs and protozoan cysts per litre of water 

destined to be in reused in agriculture.  

 The high level of microbiological and parasitological pollution found in water used for 

irrigating vegetables in Yaounde is an indication of the adverse implications of this activity for 
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the health of the population that depends on it. Urban farmers are aware of the potential dangers 

of irrigation with populated water. However, economic and financial constraints have 

condemned them to this practice. 

 

The sustainability of urban agriculture in Yaounde 

Numerous questions have been raised in relation to the long term prospects of UA in Africa and 

other continents where it has become an important activity. The ability for this activity to 

continue to exist and to continue to play the role it does today depends on a number of factors.  

Nature of land exploitation rights 

The lack of permanent rights to land exploitation is arguably the most significant problem facing 

the urban cultivators. Poor urban dwellers generally farm on undeveloped public or private land. 

In the case of public land, senior state functionaries may grant temporary free concessions to 

family members or friends to cultivate parcels of government land under their protection, while 

they are still in a position to maintain the status-quo. They may also use their position to rent out 

such lands to farmers willing to cultivate them. The problem with this type of land tenure 

arrangement is that it is uncertain because the government may want to develop it at anytime or 

the civil servant who gives it out or uses it may be transferred to a different town, retire, or even 

die. In any of these cases, his successor often transfers such lands to his own friends and 

relatives. This automatically terminates the right of exploitation held by the former cultivators.  

The increasing competition from housing and other non-farming activities (parks, game 

reserves, markets, playgrounds…) easily displace farmers from plots they occupied illegally. 

This is the case of the Carrefour Warda in Yaounde which was noted for ship rearing but on 

which now stands Anastasie Woods and the hand games sports complex just recently completed. 

(Zallé, 1999; Musiimenta, 2002; Moustier and Pages, 1997; and Asomani-Boateng, 2002; 

amongst many others, have underscored the ephemeral nature of urban farmers’ rights to land in 

almost all cities in the developing world where UA is an important activity. This land tenure 

problem makes the practice of urban agriculture quite unsustainable. Even on the peri-urban 

zone, where land speculation is rife, the high demand for farming land easily displaces farming 

further away out of town.   
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Disasters  

Floods are a characteristic of the city of Yaounde and regularly devastate the many valleys that 

criss-cross the urban space. Some of the areas most prone to this phenomenon are the Mefou 

valley, the Nkolbison area, Biyem-Assi, Emana and Etoug-Ebe. Floods occurrences have been 

aggravated by rapid runoff and short-time lag resulting from the urbanisation of stream and river 

catchments in the city. In such circumstances, gardens are completely obliterated and carried 

downstream.  

The rationalisation in the governance of urban space 

Urban swamps farmers are entirely aware of the fact that they are illegal occupants of such lands. 

Because of their propensity to come under flooding or landslides, the government has set them 

aside as protected zones to become home to rare flora and fauna and by extension to be 

developed into parks. Since unoccupied land is always a source of temptation for encroachment, 

poor urban farmers have systematically invaded these swamps for short-term food production. 

This practice cannot therefore be dependent upon to provide food for urban dwellers on a long 

term basis especially when the government asserts its rule as a protector of its population against 

disasters.    

 

Conclusions 

Urban agriculture is an important activity in the cities of developing countries. It provides 

essential food and income needs to poor urban dwellers most of whom are recent rural-urban 

migrants in the short-run. In spite of this observation, UA cannot be relied upon as a panacea for 

meeting the intractable food needs of poor urban dwellers because circumstances surrounding its 

practices make UA quite an unsustainable system of farming due notably to the ephemeral nature 

of urban agricultural land tenure arrangements. The only system that benefits from high returns 

and passive government approval is horticulture which is mostly practiced at the city centre as 

shown in Fig.3. Urban populations are still highly dependent on food supply from rural areas. 

This can only happen if the government of Cameroon invests in farm-to-market road 

infrastructure to enable profitable rural-urban food flows.     
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