MARY ABUKUTSA ONYANGO HAS WON THE AFRICA FOOD PRIZE 2025

FOR HER WORK ON INDIGENOUS AFRICAN VEGETABLES

November 2025

Professor Mary Abukutsa Onyango, a renowned
Kenyan scientist who has extensively worked on
African leafy vegetables and championed their
consumption for improved, affordable nutrition, has
received the prestigious Africa Food Prize.

Announced on September 3 at the 2025 Africa Food
Systems Forum in Dakar, Senegal, Professor
Abukutsa Onyango was named the 2025 Africa Food
Prize Laureate alongside Dr. Mercy Diebiru-Ojo of
Nigeria.

Kenyan horticulturist Professor Mary Abukutsa
Onyango’s decades of work on indigenous African
vegetables were recognised on the highest level when
she won the 2025 Africa Food Prize. The award, worth

US$100,000, is the continent's top honour for individuals and

institutions driving change in Africa’s food systems. Professor
Abukutsa Onyango was recognised for more than three decades of
work on African indigenous vegetables, researching and promoting
crops such as the leafy greens jute mallow and African nightshade.
These crops were once seen as marginal but are now valued for their
high nutritional content and resilience to climate change.

Professor Abukutsa Abukutsa Onyango’s efforts have helped
integrate these vegetables into policy debates, local markets, and
academic research, making them important tools in the fight against
malnutrition. At Jomo Kenyatta University of Agriculture and
Technology (JKUAT), she leads a consortium using climate-smart

approaches to expand the production and commercialisation of T ——

indigenous vegetables in counties such as Kakamega and Kiambu in
Kenya. The project is boosting farmers’ incomes while preserving
biodiversity.

For Professor Abukutsa, the recognition is a milestone that she hopes
will boost appreciation and investment in Africa’s indigenous crops.
She spoke to University World News about her achievements. It
affrms that “African indigenous vegetables are central to the
transformation of African food systems. What were once dismissed as
‘poor man’s food’ are now recognised as global superfoods capable
of addressing hunger, malnutrition, non-communicable diseases, and
poverty”.

This recognition belongs to the farmers, consumers, students,
researchers, development partners, institutions, and governments
who have worked tirelessly to reposition African indigenous
vegetables on the global stage. The award underscores their pivotal
role in transforming food systems and the need to fully unlock their
potential in addressing today’s global challenges.

African indigenous vegetables are crops whose primary or secondary
origin is Africa and that have been used by local communities for
centuries. Traditionally collected in the wild, semi-cultivated, or
cultivated, they have long been an integral part of food and nutritional
security, as well as of cultural heritage. Yet colonial and post-colonial
policies emphasised exotic vegetables for export, threatening these
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crops with extinction. They were often viewed as food for the poor and
deemed unworthy of research or policy support.

Beginning in 1992 at JKUAT and later at Maseno University, Professor
Abukutsa Onyango initiated a multidisciplinary, multi-institutional, and
participatory research programme that continues to this day. Over
three decades, the work has involved the collection and evaluation of
germplasm, agronomic and nutritional studies, baseline surveys
across African countries, and the development of production and
preservation techniques”.

She has coordinated or contributed to over 20 major research projects,
registered nine new vegetable varieties, trained more than 50,000
farmers, and built capacity among 200 researchers and policymakers.
Importantly, this work has influenced policy in Kenya and beyond,
resulting in strategies and recommendations that have placed African
indigenous vegetables at the center of nutrition and health. The article
published by the University world news website offers a valuable
description of the potential of the approach adopted by Professor Mary
Abukutsa Onyango to build sustainable agri-food systems in African
countries by valorising the great contribution of indigenous vegetables.

The Africa Food Prize is the preeminent award recognizing an
outstanding individual or institution that is leading the effort to change
the reality of farming in Africa from a struggle to survive to a business
that thrives. The US $100,000 prize celebrates Africans who are taking
control of Africa’s agriculture agenda. It puts a spotlight on bold
initiatives and technical innovations that can be replicated across the
continent to create a new era of food security and economic
opportunity for all Africans.
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We never learnt about African indigenous vegetables.
They were calling amaranth 'pigweed'; spider plant,
they were calling it 'spider weed"

Prof Mary Abukutsa-Onyango
Horticultural scientist
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