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RESULTS

Beyond farmers’ incomes – both tobacco and non-
tobacco – the survey also sought to evaluate the general 
economic situation of the farmers. Owning agricultural 
assets such as cattle (51.7%), an ox-plough (46.1%) and 
wagon (34.6%) are critical to increased productivity 
because these assets either can generate income or can 
directly help in farming, and are presented in Table 11. 
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 T 11. AGRICULTURAL ASSETS

PERSONAL ECONOMIC 
SITUATION

TABLE 11 

Agricultural Assets

I T EM NUMBER OF FARMERS 
WHO OWN THIS ASSE T PERCENT

Chickens 402 80.9%

Cattle 257 51.7%

Ox-plough 229 46.1%

Goats 211 42.5%

Wagon 172 34.6%

Pigs 113 22.7%

Jack 47 9.5%

Sheep 29 5.8%

Tractor 18 3.6%

1.8 
ACRES OF LAND ARE 

UTILIZED FOR TOBACCO 
ON AVERAGE

81+19
52+48
46+54
43+57
35+65
23+77
10+90
6+94
4+96

Barns for curing Virginia tobacco leaf.
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The median size of the land owned by both independent 
and contract tobacco farmers appears to be the same 
at 10 acres, as illustrated in Table 12 below. Notably, for 
Zambia as a whole, the average landholding per small 
to medium scale farming household is about 4 acres 
(Tembo and Sitko, 2013), which suggests that small-holder 
tobacco farmers tend to have more land on average than 
many other types of farmers. 
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 T 12. TOTAL LAND OWNED (ACRES)

The patterns of land use reported in Table 13 compare 
quite closely with those from other surveys. For example, 
using data from a nationally representative survey, Tembo 
and Sitko (2013) found that the average tobacco farmer 
utilized about 1.8 acres of land for tobacco cultivation. 
For other crops, land utilization sizes were as follows: 2.5 
acres for maize, 2.8 acres for cotton and 1 acre for coffee 
(ibid.). 
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 T 13. LAND UNDER CULTIVATION

PATTERNS OF LAND 
OWNERSHIP

TABLE 12 

Total Land Owned (Acres)

TABLE 13 

Land Under Cultivation

MEDIAN MINIMUM MA XIMUM

Contract Farmer 10.0 1.0 80.0

Independent Farmer 10.0 0.5 75.0

MEDIAN MINIMUM MA XIMUM

Contract  
Farmer

Total Cultivation 5.0 0.5 80.0

Tobacco Cultivation 1.5 0.5 12.5

Independent 
Farmer

Total Cultivation 4.5 0.3 42.5

Tobacco Cultivation 1.0 0.3 20.0
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The survey examined closely the type of land ownership 
of tobacco farmers, which is presented in Table 14. Most 
respondents identified their land as freehold/inherited/ 
purchased at 65.8%. 
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 T 14. LEGAL ENTITLEMENT OF LAND

Some farmers also rented additional land. A total of 
43.2% (216 out of 500) of farmers reported renting land 
to cultivate. On average these renters rented 0.65 acres, 
and typically this added 9.9% extra acreage to what they 
owned. Contract farmers on average rent 0.69 acres and 
independent farmers on average rent 0.59 acres. Older 
respondents and independent farmers were significantly 
less likely to rent.

TABLE 14 

Legal Entitlement of Land

 C ATEGORY NUMBER PERCENT

Freehold /Inherited/ Purchased 237 65.8%

Communal 56 15.6%

Owned with title deed 21 5.8%

Settlement scheme by government 19 5.3%

Other 17 4.7%

Owned with allotment letter 6 1.7%

Leasehold 4 1.1%

Total 360 100%

66+34
16+84
6+94
5+95
5+95
2+98
1+99

Drying barns for Burley tobacco leaves.
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There has been significant regional and international 
concern about children working in tobacco growing, 
particularly around missing school (Otanez et al, 2006) 
and also health issues around green tobacco sickness 
(McBride et al, 1998). As the results in Table 15 suggest, 
nearly a quarter of respondents (22.5%) reported that 
children were engaged in tobacco production activities 
on their farms, with harvesting and weeding reported 
as the two most common activities. As one farmer 
explained, “the sort of work they [children] do is when 
you are harvesting, they’ll be there to pluck the leaves 
and put them into sacks.” Very few farmers reported 
that children were working during school hours, though 
self-reporting is not likely completely reliable since 
young children are supposed to attend school during the 
mandatory hours and there is stigma attached to keeping 
young children from school. Basic labour economics is a 
major reason why children work: “…because we do not 
have the money to pay people to do some of the work we 
just given the children the work they are able to do,” even 
while knowing that “children are not supposed to work in 
tobacco field.” Referring back to the cash-crop status of 
tobacco as essential to their children’s education, “we put 
in money for school, we need to make returns.” 
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 T 15. CHILDREN WORKING IN TOBACCO CULTIVATION

CHILD LABOR TABLE 15 

Children working in tobacco cultivation

TASKS REL ATED TO TOBACCO CULT IVAT ION TOTAL C ASES—  
HELP OF CHILDREN 

TOTAL C ASES—  
DURING SCHOOL T IME 

Harvesting 69 6

Weeding 64 7

Watering of Nursery 58 5

Planting 58 3

Land Preparation 52 5

Fertilizer application1 50 11

Nursery Preparation 47 6

Nursery Sowing 47 3

Banding 46 2

Fertilizer application 2 36 6

Baling/Packaging 32 2

Fertiliser Application-Nursery 29 5

Grading 26 6

Drying shed preparation 21 3

Drying/curing 21 1

Chemical Application 12 2

Chemical application 11 1
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At the end of the survey, the respondents were asked 
to consider the future of growing tobacco. The results 
suggest that a large proportion of tobacco farmers – 
60.1% – are considering a switch from tobacco to another 
crop. Similarly, 51.2% of farmers in the survey reported 
that they do not envision themselves growing tobacco in 
the next five years.

The policymakers charged with helping tobacco farmers 
to find alternative livelihoods need information on 
how to best approach this challenging set of tasks. To 
assist this process, it would be helpful to know which 
farmers are most seriously considering switching 
as they may be the proverbial “low-hanging fruit” to 
target first with good alternative livelihood options and 
policies. Accordingly, we used multivariate analysis to 
identify which discrete sub-groups of farmers would 
be most likely to switch from tobacco to other crops. 
We employed both a decision tree method and linear 
regression to examine this question. The complete 
results are available in our online appendices* 
(Appendix A, Part A), but we will summarize some key 
findings here. First, the CHAID tree analysis revealed 
the most important variables to be: Growing Virginia, 

FUTURE OF GROWING Living in Choma, House Head Age, Wage Paid to Hired 
Labour, and Experience of Growing Tobacco. The 
analysis also identified several discrete groups that 
demonstrate particularly high probabilities of being 
open to switching (> 95%). For example: Virginia tobacco 
growers, who live in Choma District, are relatively new to 
tobacco farming (< 3.5 years), who pay little or nothing 
to transport their tobacco to market, and have high input 
costs (>1838) are highly likely to consider alternatives 
to cultivating tobacco leaf. Similarly, a subset similar to 
above but with lower input costs and more land (> 4.25 
acres) are also highly likely to switch. Similarly, the 
analysis identifies the groups much less likely to switch. 
When deciding how to allocate resources to alternative 
livelihoods, knowing who will switch and will resist is 
highly valuable.

Focus group participants were also clear: “The 
government should make a plan on how they can 
provide markets for other crops, so that we are saved 
from tobacco.” Such a plan would need to include 
guaranteeing inputs for other crops, to incentivize 
tobacco farmers who receive such inputs from 
their contract companies to consider switching to 
alternatives. As one tobacco farmer implored, “if only 
the government would look at us…”

*http://www.cancer.org/research/we-conduct-cancer-research/economic-
health-policy/reports.html.

60.1% OF TOBACCO FARMERS ARE CONSIDERING A 
SWITCH FROM TOBACOO TO ANOTHER CROP... 51.2% DO 
NOT ENVISION THEMSELVES GROWING TOBACCO IN THE 

NEXT FIVE YEARS.
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CONCLUSION

THE RESULTS OF THIS  
RESEARCH DEMONSTRATE  
THAT TOBACCO FARMING IS 
NOT A LUCRATIVE ECONOMIC 
LIVELIHOOD FOR MOST 
FARMERS. 
It appears to be particularly difficult for contract farmers 
– now the vast majority in Zambia – who enter into legal 
agreements that frequently may doom them to a cycle of 
perpetual debt and difficulty moving to a different pursuit 
that is healthier and more prosperous (agricultural or 
otherwise). Ironically, one of the reasons that farmers 
choose to contract is the perceived availability of credit 
(i.e., not needing cash to pay for inputs at the beginning 
of the season) and the certainty of being able to sell 
even, apparently, if it turns out that the terms of the sale 
are very poor. Of course, before signing the contract, 
there is no guarantee of even a minimum price. For most 
independent farmers, they are scratching out a living that 
is rarely better than other crops, often at the expense of 
their health and land since tobacco growing can cause 
green tobacco sickness (Arcury and Quandt, 2006) and 
the cultivation of tobacco being very fertilizer-, pesticide- 
and herbicide-intensive puts enormous strain on the land 
and surrounding environment (Eriksen et al, 2015).

In recent years, Zambia’s government – like many others – 
has appeared to believe that tobacco is a viable economic 
development strategy. It has even provided incentives for 
tobacco manufacturing and processing (Lencucha et al, 
2015). But not only does tobacco bring enormous harm to 
human health in myriad ways, tobacco farming appears 
to be stunting, not helping, economic development in 
the Zambian context. In the coming years, Zambia’s 
government would be wise to reconsider the recent 
support for tobacco production and instead seek viable 
livelihoods that would help industrious Zambians. Part 
of this strategy must include better access to credit and 
helping to develop improved markets for other types of 

agricultural (and non-agricultural) products. The results 
of this research unequivocally show that tobacco farmers 
demonstrate enormous resolve to work their land, often 
for almost unfathomable numbers of hours – imagine 
the rewards for both farmers and the Zambian economy 
more broadly if these Herculean efforts were put towards 
healthier and more prosperous economic pursuits.
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