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Botanical name: Ipomea batatas
Common names: Viazi vitamu (Swabhili); Makwasi (Kamba); Mapwoni
(Luhya); Ngwaci (Kikuyu)
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1. Description

Sweet potatoes belong in the "Convolvulaceae," or morning glory family, as is
evident by their morning glory-type blossoms. They are productive, delicious
and super-nutritious. This crop is a staple mostly in the western parts of Kenya.
Sweet potato varieties differ in skin and flesh color and texture, as well as in leaf
shape and vine length. The flavor and nutritional qualities of sweet potatoes vary
with flesh color: Orange-fleshed sweet potatoes are rich sources of fiber and
vitamins A and C. White-fleshed varieties contain less vitamin A but are a good
source of minerals and B vitamins. Purple sweet potatoes contain a little vitamin
A but are loaded with antioxidants.

3. Climatic, Soil and Water

Requirements

Because sweet potatoes are of a tropical
origin, they adapt well to warm climates
and grow best during dry seasons.
Sweet potatoes are cold sensitive. The
optimum temperature to achieve the
best growth of sweet potatoes is
between 21 and 29 degrees, although
they can tolerate low temperatures as
low as 18°C and as high as 30°C. Storage
roots are sensitive to changes in soil
temperatures, depending on the stage
of root development.

4. Propagation and Planting
Sweet potatoes are grown from rooted
stem cuttings called “slips. Apply
compost manure into the well prepared
soil before planting. Space rows at least
1m apart; long-vined varieties may need
even more space. Place the sweet
potato slips diagonally in prepared soil,
so that only the top two leaves show at
the surface. Water well and frequently
for the first several days and be patient.
After about two weeks, the plants
should be well-rooted and showing
sturdy growth.
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2. Uses and Benefits

« Orange-fleshed sweet potatoes may be one of nature's unsurpassed sources
of beta-carotene. Several recent studies have shown the superior ability of
sweet potatoes to raise our blood levels of vitamin A. This benefit may be
particularly true for children. In several studies from Africa, sweet potatoes
were found to contain between 100-1,600 micrograms (RAE) of vitamin A in
every 3.5 ounces—enough, on average, to meet 35% of all vitamin A needs,
and in many cases enough to meet over 90% of vitamin A needs (from this
single food alone).

« Sweet potatoes are not always orange-fleshed on the inside but can also be a
spectacular purple colour. The purple-fleshed sweet potato anthocya-
nins—primarily peonidins and cyanidins—have important antioxidant prop-
erties and anti-inflammatory properties. Particularly when passing through
our digestive tract, they may be able to lower the potential health risk posed
by heavy metals and oxygen radicals.

5. Husbandry

«  Side-dress the potatoes 3 to 4 weeks
after transplanting with organic
fertilizer for higher yields.

+ Hoe the beds occasionally to keep
weeds down. Remember to reshape
the beds with soil or mulch.

«  For good harvests, do not prune the
vines, because they should be vigor-
ous.

«  Remember to keep the potatoes
watered. Deep watering in hot, dry
periods will help to increase yields,

although if you are planning to store
some of the potatoes, do not give
the plants extra water late in the
season.

6. Common Pests & Diseases

and their control

Slightly acidic soil conditions help
suppress sweet potato diseases, and the
plants’ lush vine growth naturally
smothers many weeds. Rotating sweet
potatoes with grains, cowpeas or
marigolds helps prevent disease prob-



