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Founded in 2009, Cheetah’s mission 

is to invest in a portfolio of value-

chain businesses that work directly 

with smallholder farmers, helping 

them to successfully commercialize 

so they can feed the World and exit 

poverty. 

 

 

 

 

Ray Menard is the Founder and CEO 

of Cheetah Development. His 

passion is to apply his vast expertise 

in starting businesses to solve the 

problem of rural poverty. 
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Abstract 
Sixty percent of the people of Sub-Saharan Africa are subsistence farmers: they eat what they grow and 

grow what they eat with little or none left to sell for income. As a result of this deep poverty, they suffer 

from hunger, disease, and lack of education.  

Cheetah has summarized the root causes of poverty into four factors, which we call “The Four Halves of 

the Have-Nots.” An understanding of these root causes guides Cheetah’s work in addressing the 

problems that afflict the majority of the poor on earth. The fundamental issue is managing the food 

value chain before producing more food. 

Our mission is to bring smallholder farmers out of poverty by addressing these factors through 

agribusiness.  Cheetah’s model is centered on addressing the four halves of the have-nots: filling in the 

gaps in the value chain and addressing the lack of processing and preservation in order to address 

widespread hunger and poverty. Reducing poverty also directly improves other important human 

development factors: food security, health, education, and the local community. 
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The Four Halves of the Have-Nots 
During our two year assessment/study period, Cheetah pored over a mountain of numbers collected by 
hundreds of organizations, aggregated them and connected them directly to reality on the ground. We 
summarized thousands of numbers with four simple aggregations: 

 

1. Half the People Are Malnourished 
African nations have hunger statistics that generally vary numerically from 35 to 65% and qualitatively 
from chronically to acutely malnourished. This signals alarming levels of hunger. Remember, most of the 
people in these nations are farmers so this speaks to the failure of agriculture to feed people – even the 
farmers themselves. The obvious question is, “Why?” 
 
 

2. Half the Year is Famine 
It is startling to learn that in most nations of Africa and many parts of the world, famines are scheduled 
instead of coming only as the result of natural disasters or war. The rainy and dry seasons become 
plenty and scarcity – trapping smallholder farmers in a feast and famine cycle. The wet season is a time 
of abundance – crops are grown, harvested and food is plentiful. However, the shortage of processing, 
storage and preservation means that most of this bounty can’t be preserved for the dry season. For 
instance think about the short life span of a tomato before it rots and dies.  
 
The graph below shows the startling 
realities for subsistence farmers: 
 
a) Their income has a number of 
external limiting factors including 
seasonal rainfall, market access and 
collapsing price. 
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b) Depending upon the crop, the bell curve can be broad (such as tomatoes that might produce for five 
months) or steeply peaked (like mangos or grains that are all harvested in a few short weeks). This 
means that not only are famines on an annual cycle, so is poverty. 
 
c) Just when the farmer is producing a lot of crops and should be enjoying a burst of income, then the 
market price plummets. We have seen ditches filled with rotting fruits and farmers willing to sell 100 kg 
sacks of fruit for less than $1. 
 

 

This means that the lack of value-chain businesses to manage food is the primary cause of both hunger 
and poverty for farmers. Market prices of agricultural products reflect these startling realities, 
exacerbating problems of poverty and malnutrition. Produce prices fluctuate dramatically between the 
seasons of plenty and scarcity largely because no preservation technology exists to extend the surplus. 
Variations of prices in large cities are even more extreme than those shown above. 
 
 

3. Half the Food is Imported 
Lacking sufficient processing, storage and preservation technologies forces developing nations to look 
outside their borders for food. This is especially true of processed food products, which in most African 
nations 95% or more are imported. These processed goods actually inflate the total value of imported 
food to many times the value of domestically supplied food and shift value-addition and hence 
economic-opportunity elsewhere.1 Importantly, these levels of imported food signify a fundamental 
market reality: demand is high. Individuals are willing (or forced by virtue of feast/famine cycles) to pay 
a premium for imported foodstuff. This demand creates tremendous unrealized economic opportunity 
for smallholder income generation through domestic food processing and preservation. 

                                                           
1 This continues the old extraction economy of Africa. For centuries world powers have taken resources out of 
Africa rather than creating development internally. This has included slaves, rubber, minerals, diamonds, oil, and 
now food. The result of this is that infrastructure has been oriented primarily towards shipping to coasts and not 
between nations, power is in short supply, many of the best lands have been seized by outsiders, there are 
relatively few jobs (60% or more of people are smallholder farmers), and local industry is in short supply. There is a 
serious hangover from the colonial era. 
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In raw tons some commodities are primarily produced locally, for example bananas. However, consider 
the example of Tanzania, a relatively prosperous nation by African standards: 20% of the maize, 30% of 
the rice, 60% of the cooking oil, and 95% of the wheat are imported. These are all critical commodities. 
Moreover, in a nation of 18 million cows, almost all dairy products like milk, butter and cheese are 
imported and there are only a few small dairies producing primarily pasteurized milk and yogurt. 

 
In summary, African nations manage to produce more than half of the raw tons of food that they 
consume but very few manage to produce half of the value consumed. This reality calls into question the 
common development agenda of focusing on non-food export crops. In reality, this is another form of 
an extraction economy, much like exists with minerals, gems, and oil.  
 
We must also emphasize that most of this imported food is purchased in country – that is, it is not 
donated. This means that local food markets are massive, something we have quite easily demonstrated 
on the ground. This reality is in opposition to the accepted wisdom, which says that there is not much of 
a local market for food. This idea arises because local food markets are extremely fractured and 
disorganized compared to developed nation distribution systems. Therefore, they are difficult to access 
and the perception is that they don’t exist. 
 
 

4. Half the Food Produced by Local Farmers is wasted 
It is easy to assume that hunger is caused by a shortage of food. However, something else is at play. 
Harvest losses across African nations far exceed 50% of food produced. That is, more than half the food 
grown by farmers is never eaten – not even by animals. 
 
The standard measurement, post-harvest losses, underestimate the overall losses. Studies only measure 
post-harvest losses, which only counts losses after the crop has made it to the first buyer. In the case of 
fruit farmers, on average only half of their grown fruit crop is actually harvested – the rest is left behind 
and rots in the field because the market does not have the capacity to absorb the temporary flood of 
food. Therefore, farmers decline to pick crops that have no buyers. We have frequently encountered 
vast fields of pears, mangos, oranges and tomatoes that were never harvested. When this is counted, 
post-growth losses are much larger than only post-harvest losses. 

A farmer’s only or best 

market might be what 

happens to drive by 
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The following table shows how this post-harvest measurement is misleading. The official numbers do 
not include the crops left in the field, left at the side of the road, or lost in threshing, they only count 
percent of harvest loss, not percent of growth: 
 

Crop Value-chain stage % Loss 

Tomatoes 
(typical of 
most fruits) 

1. Left in field due to no market and no 
preservation system 

50% of growth 

2. Left at side of road, given away or sold 
for pennies 

25% of growth 

3. Official post-harvest statistics: losses 
between farmer and end consumer 
(during transport and market) 

6% of growth (23% of harvest) 

Total actual loss 81% of growth 

All grains 
including 
maize, 
wheat, 
rice, millet 

1. Left in field 0% of growth 

2. Damaged and lost to primitive 
threshing 

15-20% of growth 

3. Official post-harvest numbers: mostly 
poor storage 

30-35% of growth 

Total actual loss 45-55% of growth 

 
Understanding these statistics makes it clear that the real problem of hunger is generally not an 
absolute shortage of food production but rather the temporal storage mostly caused by lack of value 
chains to make use of that production. Simply increasing harvest yields fails to address these underlying 
issues and contributes to a system that is already overflowing with wasted product.  
 
One of the important issues arising from this waste is that farmers are extremely hesitant to increase 
production – especially with expensive 
investments like better seeds and fertilizer. 
Why would they when they threw away much 
or even most of last year’s production? 

Can you farmer? 

Increasing production is straightforward, as 
this picture of two corn fields planted on the 
same day shows. Thanks to modern agronomy, 
this science is well understood.2

 In this case 
the Cheetah farmer has far more than good 
agronomy on their side, which is really not 
difficult. It has been demonstrated for at least 
two decades by thousands of NGOs. But 
increased production alone is not enough. 
There must be a way to reduce losses and 
ensure buyers for the harvest.  

                                                           
2 Gardeners in developed nations produce more per plot than subsistence farmers with the “technology” 

contained in the instructions on the back of a seed package. Technical expertise is critical but huge production 
increases are readily available with limited and simple application of change. There is no need to squeeze to the 
end of diminishing returns like USA commercial farmers. 
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Summary Implication of the Four Halves of the Have-Nots 
 
1) Agriculture is the biggest opportunity for increasing incomes. The existing agricultural systems are at 
the root of the problem, the primary asset of most people, and the biggest immediate opportunity. They 
provide a pathway to develop a local economic base. 
 
2) Growing local food crops is preferred to export cash crops. There is a priority to focus on food crops 
rather than export non-food crops because local demand is significant and meeting that demand faces 
fewer logistical complications than export management. Also, food crops are not subject to the 
economic swings of developed nations, or leaving people hungry i6f market demand collapses. 
Economically, the option is one of import substitution rather than export balance-of-trade. 
 
3) Markets are massive, both local and global. By 2050 the world needs to double food production. This 
is a growing demand every year. The market opportunity for food production is massive and not even 
close to being met. Indeed, some specific crop production seem “infinite” compared to current 
production. This explains why food prices are much higher than those in developed nations. Further, 
there is an important need to directly connect farmers to markets. 
 
4) Food management is key. Poverty and hunger are first and foremost issues of food management – 
storage, processing, preservation, distribution – rather than production. The problem of hunger is more 
of a temporal shortage of food than an absolute shortage. The problem of income is the lack of a 
functional value chain. Increasing harvest yields is not enough. Farmers don’t respond well to training 
focused on increased production because they already suffer such massive food loss. 
 
5) Donated food interferes with the development of local value-chains. This is usually concentrated in 
the places where they are weakest, and causes continued weakening of local systems while deepening 
the crisis of dependency.3 
 
6) The problems need business solutions. We shouldn’t be surprised that NGOs and governments have 
failed to successfully change the situation. The problem is at its foundation a business problem outside 
of their core competency and responsibility. Actually the situation is a series of significant business 
opportunities across all parts of the value-chain. Business models are the only way that the solutions 
will be found. They are desperately needed – meaning consumers, billions of them – are ready to spend 
money. This is not a fringe opportunity such as a technical product enhancement. 
 
7) Despite their limited land, farmers can produce more food! The fact is that they already produce 
more food than the local value-chains are able to absorb thus they have little incentive to increase their 
production. Indeed, 65% of the unused arable farmland on earth is in Africa. Water is in short supply in 
most of the world but in Africa 97% flows into the sea unused. Moreover, yield increases of 10x are 
readily accessible in many crops. The smallholder’s assets are easy to identify: lands and hands. This sets 
them up to be producers of high-value crops. These are by definition most fruits and vegetables since 
they require handling rather than being managed by big farm machines.  

                                                           
 
3 This statistic has been widely demonstrated. For example, Ethiopia was once a food exporting nation. Continued 

food aid following a drought in the mid-1980s destroyed local systems making the nation dependent for about half 
of its food requirements. 
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In brief, Africa’s economic transformation begins on a smallholder’s farm. Cheetah’s model is centered 

on addressing the four halves of the have-nots: filling in the gaps in the farmer’s access to value-chains 

and addressing the lack of processing and preservation in order to address widespread hunger and 

poverty. Although African smallholder farmers aren’t feeding themselves because of local structural 

issues, they have the ability to feed the world. 


