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Abstract

The current level of economic development and growth in Africa can neither engender sustainable human development nor achieve the United Nations goal of halfing poverty by 2015. Rather, Africa is beset with hunger, starvation, poverty, unemployment, diseases and high mortality. Worse yet, HIV/AIDS scourge is a further threat to rural Africa, decimating the continent workforce, thus compounding the poverty situation. However, one reality the African Governments have not faced in their economic recovery plans is the fact that agriculture is the basis of any meaningful economic development.

After all, more than 80 per cent of the African population live in the rural areas and depend on agriculture for their livelihoods. More importantly, agriculture is the only sector that can tackle poverty and hunger in concrete terms because it guarantees food security and ensures economic empowerment. Given this fact, it is logical and rational that agriculture must be the thrust of the New Partnership for Africa Development NEPAD economic recovery plan, if Africa is serious about achieving economic prosperity to bail out her people from crushing poverty. Moreover, sustainable agriculture is also a veritable resource base for industrialization particularly small and medium enterprises SMEs in the rural communities. Yet, beekeeping is a key component of sustainable agriculture.

Beekeeping is not only a sustainable rural oriented agriculture activity; it also has positive impact on the other forms of farming including animal production and care.

The fact that beekeeping especially in the African context is less demanding of cost, land and farmer’s time, makes it the most pragmatic approach to economic development and poverty alleviation in Africa given the high level of impoverishment of her rural population. Perhaps one may ask: if the African economy is basically agrarian, is it not sensible that beekeeping is given special attention in Africa on the strength of incontrovertible fact that bee pollination is vital to optimum crop production? In other words, with beekeeping as the core of economic development in Africa, the continent will solve the problems of food insecurity, diseases including HIV/AIDS, unemployment and poverty in practical terms. In effect, this paper sets out to clearly establish the intricate link between the massive sustainable exploitation of honeybee resource (beekeeping) and stupendous economic development and growth in Africa.

The current level of economic development and growth in Africa cannot keep pace with the needs of her people to ensure healthy living and human dignity. In most African countries, the economy grows at “snail speed”, while the population increases at “jet speed”, thus compounding the poverty situation in the continent. Infact, while many other regions have made steady progress in terms of economic and human development, sub-Saharan Africa has actually regressed and the lives of its very poor people are getting worse.  For instance, the impressive poverty reduction in East Asia and the Pacific region is primarily due to a quadrupling in its per capital Gross Domestic Product between 1975 and 2000, whereas sub-Saharan Africa ended the millennium 5 per cent poorer than in 1990. In fact, using the current human development indicators Africa remains the poorest and the most backward continent. Sixty per cent of the world core poor are Africans, while the continent is also home to 40 of the 42 million people living with HIV/AIDS and 12 million AIDS orphans. Africa also accounts for 70 per cent of the 82 low-income food deficit countries and the lion’s share of the world illiterates. Unemployment rate is as high as 70 per cent in most African countries including Nigeria with women and the youth being the worst hit. Child and maternal mortalities are still prevalent apart from the added misery of diseases, malnutrition and hunger, which shorten life expectancy to less than 50 years.

In other words, African people are getting deeper into penury, hunger and diseases in contrast to the United Nations set goal of halfing poverty by 2015.

However, if one were to pick a single factor as the major cause of poverty and low rate of economic growth in Africa, it is the neglect of agriculture. Agriculture provides means of livelihoods for over 80 per cent of the African population, yet it gets the least attention in terms of yearly budgetary allocation and commitment to policy implementation. More often than not, defence gets higher budgetary allocation than the agricultural sector. Consequently, agricultural production remains at subsistence level and the farmers’ productivity fail to meet the food needs of our people not to talk of getting surplus farm produce to export for foreign exchange. In effect, agriculture contributes less than 30 per cent of GDP in most African countries despite being the core of their economies.

However, renewed agricultural development is the only way out of retrogression for the economies of the African countries with large rural population. To this extent African governments must hinge their economic recovery plan on agriculture with beekeeping development as a catalyst.

According to International Fund for Agricultural Development IFAD,  “agriculture is how most rural people make their living and the real engine of economic growth in most developing countries”. Yet, beekeeping is not only a core part of agriculture, it also has positive impact on the other forms of farming including animal husbandry. More importantly, the fact that apiculture especially in the African context is less demanding of cost, land and farmers’ time makes it the most feasible means of accelerating economic growth and alleviating rural poverty in Africa. Invariably, beekeeping holds the key to economic development and growth and by extension sustainable human development in Africa. With beekeeping as the thrust of renewed agricultural development in Africa, the continent stands to benefit in the following ways:

Food Security: Bees play vital roles to the complex bio-ecological interactions present in nature and the most important one is their pollination service to crop production to ensure food security in all its facets. The linkage of bees to optimum crop yields is so vital that crop farmers in America, Europe and Asia rent bees for pollination. For instance, the contribution of honeybees’ pollination to crop production in the United States in 2000 was valued at 14.6 billion dollars, which is more than the total annual income of Nigeria estimated at 10 billion dollars.

Also, in Panama, the yields of coffee exposed to African honeybees imported in 1985 increased by 49 per cent, while their barriers were 7 per cent bigger. In contrast, coffee yields have slumped by 20-50 per cent in Ivory Coast, Ghana, Kenya and Cameroon despite two-five folds increase in acreage under cultivation (David R. 2001). Deforestation and hunting of bees for honey have destroyed many feral bee colonies, thus reducing the capacity of these tiny noble insects to ensure effective pollination of crops. Invariably, the roles of bees cannot be divulged from the fight against poverty, hunger, starvation, and malnutrition in Africa because agriculture, which ensures food security, cannot thrive without beekeeping. After all, my people say poverty is 80 per cent tackled if it is devoid of hunger. 

Health Care:  Worldwide, bee products have become vital elements in health care services even in the developed countries. Yet, the use of bee products to promote health and healing is more relevant in Africa where most rural communities lack basic health care facilities. Even where they exist, many people cannot afford the available medical services due to crushing poverty. And certainly, productivity cannot be at optimum where people do not have access to basic health care. Little wonder, the World Health Organisation WHO said malaria alone cost. Africa one billion dollars in terms of output lost on daily basis.

However, beekeeping development in Africa will stimulate exploration of apitherapy for community-based health care. The cutting edge of apitherapy in terms of safety, efficacy and cost-effectiveness makes it an ideal healing paradigm for the impoverished rural population in Africa. Moreover, the fact that bee products have proved effective against HIV/AIDS also reinforces the indispensability of beekeeping to the economic empowerment and well being of the African people. “ Products of the beehive contain all the nutritional factors and other biologically active substances to help the human body function at its maximum capacity” (Robert A.L 1997). Therefore, improving the health status of the poor people in Africa through apitherapy will boost productivity and economic growth because health is a concrete input into economic development.

Job Creation:- Beekeeping offers many income generating opportunities for both the rural and urban population including women and the youth. Beekeeping is a fountain of many small and medium enterprises SMEs, can actually generate jobs for millions of unemployed people if its development is made an issue of national agenda in African countries.

In the United states, for instance, there are over 212, 000 beekeepers aside thousands of other people engaged in allied businesses like honey packing and marketing, cosmetics, beeswax candle and artifacts, pharmaceuticals, honey-based foods and drinks, bee breeding, apitherapy, manufacturing and marketing of beekeeping equipment, training, research, laboratory services, bee pollination. etc. In effect, nothing has greater prospects for creating jobs/livelihoods particularly for the rural dwellers who constitute more than 80 per cent of the Africa population than beekeeping.

Nutrition: Bee products have astounding nutritional benefits. In tacking malnutrition, which is prevalent in Africa, no food or drug can be compared with honey, pollen, beebread and royal jelly, all products of beekeeping. And given the vital linkage of nutrition to health, beekeeping development in Africa will undoubtedly improve the quality of life of many malnourished people especially women and children. Hippocrates, the father of medicine, said over 2000 years ago “Let food be your drugs, and the drugs your food”. Yet, no product is better equipped by nature for such dual utility than the bee products. They are not only super foods, but also excellent natural drugs.

GDP and National Income: The contribution of beekeeping and the allied businesses to the GDPs and national incomes of countries like United States, Brazil, Mexico, China, Argentina and Uruguay has clearly proved that it can be the pivot of economic development and growth in African countries. For instance, the shortage of honey in Brazil in 1999 was a subject of newspaper editorial. The editorial concluded thus. “It is impossible not to pack honey. Too many companies depend on the sweet”.(Tom Samford 1999) Unfortunately, except Ethiopia, Tanzania and South Africa, other African countries have not explored beekeeping to advance socio-economic development. Nigeria, for instance, predicate her economy on exploration of crude oil, which is exhaustible with an average of 20 per cent value appreciation in 10 years. Whereas, bee is a renewable resource that can be sustain ably exploited to accelerate economic development and growth in Africa. Professor Karl von Frisch, a German zoologist reputed for first decoding the communication in the honeybee colony (honey dance) said “ Bee is a magic well, the more you draw from it, the more there is to be drawn”. Africa certainly needs to draw from this “ magic well” to turn around her economic misfortunes and ultimately improve the living standard of her people.

As a matter of fact, beekeeping offers Africa the best hope of fair share of the world trade as currently dictated by World Trade Organisation WTO. Africa will have comparative advantage in the production of organic bee products particularly honey, which is in hot demand in Europe and America because of its unpolluted virgin vegetation and the absence of bee diseases. Besides, if beekeeping is massively explored, African countries will also benefit immensely through an American bilateral trade initiative tagged African Growth and opportunities Act AGOA by exporting honey and beeswax to United States The act gives sub-Saharan African countries free access to the American market with a provision of more than 6000 different goods especially in the agricultural sector.

Poverty Alleviation: There could be no better means to tackle rural poverty in concrete terms than beekeeping, which not only generates income through sustainable production of honey and other bee products, but also creates jobs, boosts crop production, improves health, nutrition, and the natural environment. And since health, nutritional, unemployment and environmental problems are critically and intimately linked to poverty, the most pragmatic approach to poverty reduction in Africa is to promote smallholder family based beekeeping in the rural communities. The synergistic effect of beekeeping and crop farming/livestock production will improve the health and nutritional status of rural farmers as well as increasing their incomes. For instance the bees help to pollinate crops to boost yields, while bee products can also be used as medicaments and feed additives to increase productivity in the livestock sector.

Beekeeping and Gender Equality: Women constitute 70 per cent of the world 1.3 billion people living in acute poverty, 65 per cent of refugees and two-third of the world illiterate population with Africa’s share being the largest. Many African women are idle housewives and spinsters because they lack skills to generate income or seek gainful employment. Consequently, rural women in Africa are the greatest victims of poverty, hunger, malnutrition and diseases including HIV/AIDS. Though rural women engage in crop farming in many African countries the physical activities and rigour involved greatly limit their output and this perpetually makes them poor.

However, beekeeping promotes gender equality in terms of economic empowerment because bee management and honey production do not involved too much rigour and physical activities needed for crop production. Moreover, beekeeping requires little or no land, a vital input in agriculture, on which African women do not have too much say. But if women are equipped with beekeeping skills, they can sustainably exploit the honeybee resource to turn around their economic misfortunes more so that apiculture does not require too much land or intensive labour. In fact, women should be the main focus of beekeeping development in Africa because as mothers, in their hands lie the future social and economic developments of the continent. In other words, beekeeping development with women as focal point will promote gender equality in terms of access to natural resources for economic empowerment. With beekeeping skills, women would not have the opportunity to partake in the exploitation of honeybee resource for economic purposes, whereas the yearly bee-hunting expedition in our rural communities is male- dominated due to rigour and hazards involved.

Global Peace & Security: There is no doubt that where poverty is widespread and the chances for more secured livelihoods are not evident as is the case in Africa, conditions tend to be ripe for conflicts and their horrendous consequences. It is therefore not surprising that many of the armed conflicts in Africa have their roots in poverty, hunger, unemployment and lack of economic opportunities for the youth who become willing tools for the warlords to prosecute their selfish agenda, thus making Africa perpetually under siege. Yet with a turbulent Africa, the world cannot be said to be safe, peaceful and secured. Besides, poverty, hunger, diseases especially HIV/AIDS in Africa pose greater threat to the world and continued survival of humanity than the fear of nuclear warfare. In other words, peace and prosperity in Africa is crucial to the world peace and security. And given the huge prospect of beekeeping for poverty alleviation, food security, improved healthcare, job creation and economic development and growth, its development on a massive scale in Africa will be a concrete step towards achieving prosperity, peace, security and stability, which the world so much needed.

HIV/AIDS: Beekeeping is relevant to the fight against HIV/AIDS epidemic in Africa especially given the link of honeybees to sustainable human development, which encompasses health, nutrition and economic empowerment. On the strength of this vital linkage beekeeping can accommodate the much-needed holistic plan of action needed to address the medical, nutritional and economic needs of people living with HIV/AIDS (PLWHA) and other vulnerable groups in Africa. For instance, honeybee plays vital roles to agriculture, the source of food, which is an essential weapon in the fight against HIV/AIDS. Also, honey and other bee products are the richest source of micronutrients, which reinforce the body natural resistance to infections. In the medical realm, the effectiveness of bee products against HIV viruses and opportunistic infections has been scientifically validated. Therefore, the therapeutic properties and effects of bee products will be of immense benefit to PLWHA in Africa as better alternative to antiretroviral drugs which are not only expensive for the poor people, but also many side effects. Most importantly, beekeeping is also a veritable income generating activity to empower PLWHA and vulnerable groups economically. And since the problem of HIV/AIDS scourge cannot be solved independent of poverty, beekeeping development will definitely be a major arsenal in the battle against AIDS holocaust in Africa.

Conclusion: Given the fact that over 80 per cent of African population live in the rural areas and depend on agriculture, it is logical that beekeeping development must be the thrust of Economic Recovery Plan being charted by NEPAD poverty.

Any economic recovery plan for Africa not predicated on agriculture with emphasis on beekeeping will be shadow chasing and exercise in futility.

Bee Conservation Project (BCP) will be glad to share its model of Beekeeping against Poverty and the paradigm being used to promote apiculture in Nigeria with NEPAD, Africa Governments, development and donor agencies, local, national and international ‘NGOS, and Community Development Associations (CDAS).
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