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Cassava Biotech Research in Uganda
Dr Yona Baguma is the Molecular Biologist at National 
Crops Resources Research Institute (NaCRRI). JOSEPH 
OLANYO talked to him and other scientists about the 
Cassava Biotechnology Research in Uganda. 

What is cassava biotechnology research all about? 
It’s basically the application of biotechnology tools in 
solving challenges or constraints to cassava production. It 
also involves the generation of new cassava and cassava 
based products e.g., genetically modified cassava

What are these challenges?
We have a quite a number. Cassava Mosaic  Virus disease 
(CMVD),  deficit root qualilities e.g., starch, Iron, Zinc and 
beta-carotene which is the precursor for Vitamin A. These 

limitations are only constraints in Uganda but beyond. In the 
face of this, research is being done on similar challenges 
in other institutions in the World.

Do we have the capacity to handle these challenges?
We have reasonable capacity. To start with the human 
component, we have my self with expertise in molecular 
biology, gene discovery and metabolic pathway analysis. 
Then there is Dr Titus Alicai, with expertise in molecular 
virology and tissue culture. Then we have Dr Valentine 
Aritua, he is a molecular virologist. Mr Robert Kawuki, 
he is a breeder and a molecular genetics. He has some 
rare expertise in single nucleotide polymorphism (SNP’s). 
Mr Emma Ogwok, he is training for his Masters in 
molecular virology. Specifically he is developing genetic 

Cassava, a tropical root crop is the third most important source of 
calories in the tropics, after rice and corn. According to FAO, more than 
600 million people depend on the cassava in Africa, Asia and Latin 
America. For Uganda, cassava provides around 13 percent to the daily 
caloric intake. According to Dr. Robert Mwanga of NaCRRI, cassava is 
an assured way to attains some of The Millennium Development Goals 
(MDG’s) in particular, the eradication of extreme poverty and hunger. 
This is because its roots provided food, the leaves a vegetable delicacy 
and the stem is a planter that can be turned into wood for cooking, thus 
the Baganda saying that ‘wamalako nga Muwogo’ (you complete as 
Cassava). Cassava has also increasingly demonstrated its role as a key 
raw material in the industrial sector owing to the various uses to which 
its starch can be put to.  Certainly, to sustain cassava’s duo roles for 
food and non-food uses, it’s critically necessary that its key production 
constraints be addressed in order to attain optimal productivity.  
The colonial government in Uganda made the first attempt in 1941, 
through variety selection, to increase cassava productivity. During this 
period (1941-1958), introductions from Amani, Tanzania and a few 
local varieties were screened at Serere and Bukalasa, and promising 
clones multiplied and released to farmers.  Further interventions to 
sustain cassava productivity in Uganda were done in the 1990’s with 
collaboration with the International Institute of Tropical Agriculture (IITA).  
Together, these colonial and post-colonial cassava selection schemes 
resulted into the release of cassava varieties that significantly increased 
cassava productivity at farm level.   

Unfortunately, throughout the crop’s growth to harvesting, it experiences a continuous assault from a plethora of pests and diseases that cause substantial 
yield losses.  For example in 2007 the country reported an outbreak of the cassava mosaic virus and cassava brown streak disease which threatens to 
undermine prospects. Worse still, are the increasing challenges from recurring droughts, persistent low-input cultivation, and market limitations in form of 
reduced shelf life, poor quality standards and lack of an effective and national cassava industrialization strategy.  The heterozygous nature of the crop, low 
fruit set and susceptibility to inbreeding depression further undermine breeding initiatives aimed at improving its genetic potential.  In response to some of 
these challenges, the National Cassava Programme has since then implemented activities to address some of these challenges, principle of which is the 
integration of end-user participatory approaches, appropriate biotechnology tools and traditional breeding methods to make cassava a highly competitive 
starchy crop for both food and non-food applications. This is being done in partnership with local, national and international collaborators.  The National 
Cassava Research Programme is optimistic that this initiative will both increase the competitiveness of cassava in the industrial sector and reduce food 
security problems in Uganda. 
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Source: http://www.africancrops.net

By Robert Kawuki, NaCRRI

Dr. Yona Baguma, NACRRI




