
The opportunity

Legume root crops can play an 

important role in providing us with 

protein and micronutrient rich food. 

One of the most important of these 

legumes is the yam bean (Pachyrhizus 

spp.). Native to Central and South 

America, and related to soybean, 

today yam beans are also grown in 

Asia and parts of Africa. Among all the 

storage root forming legumes they 

show by far the widest adaptation and 

highest yield potential.

Impact

Ahipa Project

Challenge

The Ahipa Project

Ahipa is the name the Inca gave to the 
highly nutritious legume root produced 
by the American yam bean. “Enhancing 
the nutrient-rich yam bean (Pachyrhizus 
spp.) to improve food quality and 
availability, and the sustainability of 
farming systems in Central and West 
Africa”, more simply called the Ahipa 
Project, is a four-year initiative designed 
to capture the full food potential of the 
American yam bean.

The challenge

Faced with an ever-increasing global population, 

agricultural research has in the past almost exclusively 

focused on raising productivity to feed a hungry world.  

But agricultural intensification has also brought 

negative consequences. Whilst food supply becomes 

dependent on just a few high yielding crops, 

biodiversity is reduced, soil fertility is reduced, and 

nutrient density in food supply is decreased.

Unleashing the power of ahipa

Unlike some of the better-known roots and tubers, 

ahipa is a leguminous nitrogen fixing plant, meaning 

it can be grown without nitrogen fertilizer, making it 

highly suited to the needs of small farmers as an 

integral part of a sustainable land-use system. 

It produces large storage roots, like cassava or 

sweetpotato, which are consumed raw, cooked 

or processed.  However despite their high oil and 

protein content, the seeds are inedible due to 

the presence of toxic rotenone, and this may 

provide a clue as to why ahipa never became a 

major food crop.

Impact

The Ahipa Project is working on three 
continents, with emphasis on West 
and Central Africa to:

• improve availability of yam bean 
collections and breeding lines 

• identify high yielding varieties that 
are adapted to agro-forestry based 
and maize mixed farming systems

• detect rotenone free genotypes to 

Pachyrhizus  spp. accessions 
with climbing growth habit in 
the high Amazon (850 m a.s.l.) 
of  Peru 

P. ahipa on farm in Boliva  at 
2400 m a.s.l. – a bushy and 
day-length neutral genotype                     

Research driving development

Root and tuber crops are important sources of 

nourishment in many West African countries, where 

gari, a food product made from cassava is eaten by 

millions of people every day.

A young African scientist working with the University 

of Göttingen in Germany was the one to put the 

spotlight on ahipa, proving that ahipa roots can also 

be processed into gari, thereby demonstrating the 

potential of the crop for the marginal, drought-prone 

farming systems of Sub-Saharan Africa where 

malnutrition is prevalent.  In contrast to ’cassava gari’ 

the ‘ahipa root gari’ has considerably more protein 

and micronutrient density.

Ahipa 
processing 
in Benin, 
West Africa

Storage 
roots of P. 
erosus

select varieties with edible roots and seeds

• develop improved commercial ahipa root products 
and implement marketing strategies to fully exploit 
the crop’s potential

•  make yam bean seed usable for human consumption

• conduct impact assessment studies to evaluate 
feasibility for further yam bean development
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Where we 
are working

Project partners

CIP  International Potato Center – Headquarters 
in Lima, Peru

CIP-SSA  International Potato Center – Liaison Office 
– Uganda

ISABU  Institut des Sciences Agronomiques du 
Burundi – Burundi

ISAR  Institut des Sciences Agronomiques du 
Rwanda – Rwanda

INIA  Instituto Nacional de Innovación Agraria – 
Lima, Peru

INRAB  Institut National des Recherches Agricoles 
du Benin – Benin

INERA  Institut National pour l’Etude et 
RecherchesAgronomiques DR Congo

MakU  Makerere University – Uganda – 
represented by the Crop Science 
Department

UCL Université Catholique de Louvain – Belgium

Address

International Potato Center (CIP)
Apartado 1558, Lima 12, Peru
Telephone: +51 (1) 349-6017, or 349-5783
Fax: +51 (1) 349-5638
http://www.cipotato.org

Lead Scientist

Wolfgang Grüneberg (CIP)
Plant Breeder
E-mail: w.gruneberg@cgiar.org
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Gari (left) made from Ahipa storage roots (right)

D43/JK: Belgian CIP Project Yam-bean

Project locations and activities

workinge Where we are working

Where we are working

The project is located at multiple sites in Sub-Saharan 

Africa, and at one site in Peru and Belgium.


