
There is a helpful book, from which 
we got most of our information:  
Henry Elwell & Anita Maas, Natural 
Pest & Disease Control, Natural 
Farming Network Zimbabwe, P.O. Box 
8515, Causeway, Harare, Zimbabwe

The Kiswahili version of this Plant 
Extract Special has been  published in 
The Organic Farmer Nr. 17, Sept./Oct. 
2006

Plants can solve farmers' problems
All African farmers know about the damaging effects of 
insect pests. These are responsible for 20–30 percent of 
crop losses. And, many African farmers know that 
modern chemical pesticides often are not only poisonous 
and harmful to human health, but they affect beneficial 
insects and destroy the environment. In most cases, 
chemical insecticides do not solve the problem.
   There are many safe, natural and simple methods of 
protecting plants. On the following pages we give you 
some useful advice for environmentally safe alternatives 
to replace agrochemicals. 
   But this is not enough. Farmers should observe nature 
closely, then they will find the answers. First, they should 
reinstate the fertility of the soil; healthy plants are more 
resistant against pests. Second, they should provide habitats 

for predators. While the insect pests live directly on the 
plants, the predators which prey on these pests live in 
hedges and trees and do their work during daytime. That 
means farmers should never spray during daytime, but 
early in the morning or late in the afternoon, when the 
predators have gone back to their habitats. Third, farmers 
should re-introduce plant diversity into cropping. This is 
the best way to maintain the pest  predator balance. 
   Every farmer should be an observer and examine carefully 
what is going on in their shambas. Every farmer in sustain-
able agriculture also has to be a researcher: They have to 
know which method can be used to restore the natural 
balance. Plant extracts are slow in acting. They do not work 
like chemicals; this means that farmers have to use them 
several times a week to produce good results. 

Plants can act as a physical barrier to the movement of pests. 
Hedges hinder the movement of aphids into the garden. A hedge 
of tithonia, for instance, is a natural barrier against many insects. 
A row of pigeon peas (mbaazi, also called Congo peas) has been 
used to protect tomato, potato and cabbage crops against red 
spider mites. Beans have been planted as decoys in rows around 
cabbages to protect this vegetable from spider mites. Beans are 
an ideal decoy for they serve four functions: insect control 
(decoy), improvement of the soil (legume), food for livestock, 
material for mulching or compost. Hedges are also habitats for 
many predators. Here agroforestry can play an important role.
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African marigold (Tagetes erecta) – mbangimwitu 
Use against: Bacteria, fungi, nematodes, insects
Insects: Ants, beetles and many others 
Preparation:

1. Crush 100-200 g of the leaves, roots or flowers.  Pour on 1 litre of boiling 
water, stir, and soak for 24 hours, then add 1 litre of cold water. Spray on 
plants or into the soil.

2. Grow marigolds in rotation with crops to control nematodes, or plant as an 
intercrop to repel beetles.

Chilli and sweet peppers (Capsicum frutescens)—pilipili, pilipili hoho 
Use against: Insects, slugs, snails, soil pests, viral diseases,
Insects: Termites, ants, cutworm and other insects
Preparation: 

1. For a common spray, grind 2 handfuls of chillies, soak in 1 litre of water 
for 1 day. Shake well for a few minutes, filter, add 5 litres of water and a 
little soap and spray. 

2. Chilli powder can be applied around the base of plants to repel ants, 
cutworm, slugs, snails and a wide range of soil pests.

3. The juice from sweet peppers will control mosaic virus and inhibit the 
spread of other viruses. 

4. Chillies are often planted as a repellent.
 Caution : A too–strong spray will burn the leaves.

Castor oil plant (Ricinus communis) – mbarika, mbono 
Use against: Rats, mice, termites (mounds), fungal diseases, rodent pests
Insects: Termites, cutworm
Preparation:

1. As a general spray, soak green seeds and leaves in water for 24 hrs, filter 
and spray.

2. Dry the green seeds and leaves and grind for use as a dusting powder.
3. For cutworm, put 4 cups of crushed shelled seeds in 2 litres of water, boil 

for 10 minutes, add some soap, dilute to 10 litres and water immediately 
into the soil.

4. Put green seeds into mole holes or rat runs as an effective repellent.
5. Dig seeds, leaves or oil cake into the soil to kill fungal diseases.
6. Mulch with the branches and leaves to repel termites. (Varieties with red 

stems are said to be more effective than plants with green stems).
Caution : Castor bean seeds are poisonous.

Crotalaria (Crotalaria juncea)—marejea 
Use against: Fungal diseases, nematodes, insects 
Insects: Many kinds
Preparation:

1. Rotate or intercrop as a trap crop for nematodes and many insects.
2. Crush plant parts in water to make a spray. 
Caution : Mildly toxic to cattle under certain conditions; do not store seeds in 

rooms where humans are working.

Cassava (Manihot esculenta) – muhogo 
Use against: Nematodes and aphids
Insects: Aphids
Preparation:

1. Obtain the juice by crushing the roots/tubers.  Dilute 1:1 with water and 
spray immediately, using 4 litres diluted extract per square metre. Wait 20 
days before sowing seeds. (Said to be very effective.)

2. Use cassava peelings as a mulch against nematodes. 
3. Try using the starchy extract obtained after boiling and cooling whole 

cassava on aphids.

Blackjack (Bidens pilosa) – kishonanguo 
Use against: Insects, mites
Insects: Repels aphids, ants, beetles, cabbage root fly, caterpillars, crickets, mites, termites and 
whiteflies
Preparation: 

1. Cover a cupful of mature seeds with water and boil for 10 minutes (or, 
soak the seeds for 24 hrs). Cool, add 1 litre of water and a teaspoonful of 
soap (not detergent such as Omo), and spray immediately. 

2. Seeds can be spread around bushes to deter termites. 
3. The whole plant can be crushed or hand-rubbed in water until the juice has 

come out, and the solution used as a spray. 




