2011 Nicaragua Crop Loss Response:
Family Gardens Project Review
Summary

Most poor subsistence farmers live under a burden of constant vulnerability and uncertainty
because they are dependent on a small number of rainfed crops grown with expensive
chemical fertilizers and pesticides. We saw the hard reality of rural poverty in October of
last year, when many farmers in the communities where Nuevas Esperanzas works
lost the majority of their bean crop. Many were forced to sell off their assets, leave the
community for work, and have been living on meager diets for the last six months.
To help bring more security to these families, Nuevas Esperanzas has been showing farmers
how to grow a greater variety of crops, in order to spread out the risk if one crop is lost.
We have also been teaching farmers new techniques to maximize the land, water and other
resources they already have available to them, so that they can grow more food and take
on less debt. The results of the most recent family gardens project have been hopeful:
the gardens are helping to lighten the impact of last year’s crop loss, crops to help with
diversification are being identified, and farmers are experimenting with new techniques that
will make their farms more resilient.

The Problem: Food Insecurity

“As long as we have food to eat, everything
else will be all right.”

In the simple life of a subsistence farmer,
food is security. Unfortunately, even by
this modest standard, many of the poor
families in the communities where Nuevas
Esperanzas is working live under the burden
of constant vulnerability and uncertainty.

This was what Rosa, a mother from one of
the communities where Nuevas Esperanzas
works, said earlier this year after her family
lost the majority of its bean harvest. It was
going to be difficult for them to pay back
their debts from last year’s bean planting.
Her husband might have to leave home
for a few months to find work. They were
going to eat less for the next sixth months.

These farmers depend primarily on the
beans and corn that they grow during the
rainy season to feed themselves throughout
the rest of the year. Over the last few
decades, subsistence farmers have come
to depend on commercial fertilizers and
pesticides. Only corn, the main subsistence
crop, and beans, the main cash crop,
justify the investment for the farmer. As a
consequence, the practice of regularly

But they had managed to gather enough
beans to feed themselves until the next
harvest. Everything else would be all right;
she considered her family fortunate.
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The Problem cont.

The Plan

growing other vegetables, roots and grains
for family consumption has been lost. In
contrast to large, modernized farms, they
have only a few acres of arable land, no
capacity to irrigate, and no crop insurance
or savings to help in replanting. Dependent
entirely on rainfall to water their crops, any
significant irregularity in the weather has
the potential to become a family emergency.

Nuevas Esperanzas’ goal is for these
families to learn what it feels like to be
secure. In the most recent family gardens
project we are working to help them
accomplish three things which will make
them less vulnerable:
1. Grow a greater variety of vegetables,
roots and grains, to reduce the impact of
losing a single crop

After the crop losses at the end of last year,
families had to sell off their few assets to
buy food and some were forced to leave
their homes to look for work. Most of these
still have outstanding debts from last year
which will make getting future loans more
difficult. Some have been living on diets
just sufficient to avoid hunger.

2. Grow food without depending as heavily
on purchased seeds, fertilizers and
pesticides, to avoid the need to take on
debt to be able to feed their families
3. Grow crops using less land and water so
they can have more food to eat and sell

2

Promising Results

The results have been hopeful.

Helping small farms in poor countries to
diversify and become more sustainable
is seen by many, including the Food and
Agriculture Organization of the United
Nations4, as key to future food security at a
global level. Nuevas Esperanzas’ experience
over the last few years has convinced us
that this approach has real potential to
reduce the constant risk, debt and anxiety
which have become a fact of life for the
poor farmers with whom we work. Farmers
are growing new crops and experimenting
with sustainable techniques. Family
gardens are already providing a richer diet,
and there is more joy at the dinner table.

Most of the vegetables are being harvested
now: mung beans, black eyed peas, green
beans, tomatoes, peppers and radishes.
The garden produce came at a very good
time, in the month before the first corn
harvest when many of the families are
forced to buy corn to eat. These gardens
will not be enough to ensure food security,
but they have lightened the burden this
year.
Perhaps even more importantly for the longterm, we have been able to identify crops,
radishes1 and mung beans2 in particular,
that were not regularly part of the diet and
that the families now enjoy. No single crop
is the answer, but these new additions to
the family garden will bring more vitamins
and calories to the family diet when other
crops fail.

The process of adopting new agricultural
practices will take years of ongoing support
and we are excited to keep up the current
momentum. We are grateful for those who
have helped make this project possible and
given Nuevas Esperanzas the opportunity
to take the first steps with these families
towards greater food security.

Nuevas Esperanzas helped to facilitate
a special workshop in June to promote
biointensive gardening3, which uses less
land, water and off-farm products than
conventional farming techniques. It is
unfamiliar to the farmers, but many have
expressed interest in learning more about
it, and so additional funds are being secured
to work with farmers to try out biointensive
techniques over the next few months. We
will continue to focus on diversification
but also on making more strategic use
of available water and on increasing soil
fertility and yields without the need to get
into debt.

Mung bean

Harvesting radishes
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Notes

1. Radishes are a good source of vitamins
and minerals, which is often what is
first lost from the diet during times of
scarcity. They also grow quickly and
easily everywhere they’ve been planted,
making it possible to enjoy multiple
harvests during the rainy season. We
have grown radishes in past gardens
project, but most families aren’t familiar
with them and found they don’t care
for the taste of unprepared radishes.
However, after doing a cooking
workshop, many found they liked the
radishes when they were prepared
with other things and have started
incorporating them into the diet.

4. “The total number of undernourished
people in 2010 was estimated at 925
million, higher than it was 40 years
ago, and in the developing world the
prevalence of undernourishment stands
at 16 percent. About 75 percent of
those worst affected live in rural areas
of developing countries, with livelihoods
that depend directly or indirectly on
agriculture. They include many of
the world’s half a billion low-income
smallholder farmers and their families
who produce 80 percent of the food
supply in developing countries. Together,
smallholders use and manage more than
80 percent of farmland – and similar
proportions of other natural resources –
in Asia and Africa.”
Food and Agriculture Organization of
the United Nations. (2011). Save and
Grow. http://www.fao.org/ag/
save-and-grow/

2. The mung bean is a staple in many
Asian countries, but isn’t widely eaten
in Nicaragua. However, it also grows
relatively quickly; is well adapted to hot,
dry climates; is less vulnerable to loss
during harvest time; and is a nitrogen
fixing plant, which reduces the need
for chemical fertilizers. The families
liked the mung bean right away, and
it is being harvested at just the time
when many families are buying corn
in the hardest months before the first
corn harvest. The mung bean will be a
valuable addition to the annual planting
cycle, as it will make the farmers less
vulnerable during times of drought.
3. Biointensive gardening emphasizes
double digging and close planting,
to maximize space. It emphasizes
composting and soil improvement, to
reduce the need for chemical fertilizers
and other expensive off-farm inputs.
The Grow Biointensive method also
provides a detailed plan for gardeners to
follow in order to provide all the calories
needed for subsistence while also caring
for the soil.
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