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The seeds of health

Kilema community gardens provide for growing bodies and minds

The new community gardens in Kilema, Tanzania, will be
growing a lot more than beans and calabash this year.
Sprouting up among the vines will also be the sustainable
by-products of these gardens: good nutrition, healthy
bodies, active minds, and some extra income for the
orphans and vulnerable children who are tending the
crops.

“The gardens are intended to reverse the cycle of
malnutrition set off by the HIV/AIDS pandemic,” says
CACHA nutritionist Catherine Lefebvre and author of a
study of food intake, height and weight of orphans and
vulnerable children in the Kilema area.

“If we agree that good nutrition is the foundation for a healthy body and an active mind, these kids
need some extra intake if they’re to thrive and benefit from other CACHA programs, such as
education.”

Skills gap

HIV/AIDS can have a number of less obvious, and in some cases long-term, side effects. For example,
the ill and those caring for them do not have the time nor the energy to tend household crops. This
loss of labour means loss of production, which means less food and income for the family. The death or
absence of parents can also lead to the collapse of extended family networks and the widespread loss
of local knowledge of agro-ecology and farming practices.

So orphans end up with fewer agricultural skills, less food and less income.

The main goal of the community garden project is to reverse that cycle by educating orphans and
vulnerable children about how to grow fresh and nutrient-rich food for their own use and, potentially,
to provide a sustainable income.

Local food

In her study, Lefebvre’s height and weight measurements revealed, not surprisingly, that many
children in the Kilema area are below the third percentile in the World Health Organization’s growth
curves. These children tend to be the ones reporting low protein intake: eating beans only once a
week, meat a few times a month, and eggs never, for example. Most children also did not eat enough
fresh fruit or vegetables.

Based on 2005 numbers, about 38 percent of Tanzanian children suffer from chronic protein energy
malnutrition, which is indicative of chronic food insecurity. Other symptoms of food insecurity include
vitamin A and iodine deficiency, and anaemia, which affects 66 percent of children and 80 percent of
pregnant women. Fresh and readily available food can help reduce the prevalence of these conditions.
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Post-harvest losses, or the percentage of food that never reaches the table, are greater in the
developing world, ranging from 30 to 80 percent depending on the perishability of the food. Growing
food locally will help reduce these losses by eliminating damage due to transportation time and
handling, bringing more food to the table.

Many offshoots

But besides good food and some income, the gardens will give the children the experience and the
satisfaction of running their own project from seeding to harvesting to selling. Better nutrition will also
help the children at school.

“Getting the nutrients they need will help the children learn and get the full benefit of CACHA’s support
of education,” says Lefebvre.
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