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Many smallholder farmers in Jaman North District, Brong‐Ahafo Region, Ghana

are shifting from food crop production to increased cultivation of cashew, an

export cash crop. This paper examines gendered and generational tensions in

increased commercialisation of land, livelihood diversification, and household

food security in the context of globalisation and environmental change. Using

qualitative, participatory research with 60 middle‐generation men and women,

young people and key stakeholders, the research found that community members

valued the additional income stream. Young people and women, however, were

apprehensive about the long‐term consequences for food security of allocating so

much land to cashew plantations. Young, middle, and older generations were con-

cerned about their weak bargaining position in negotiating fair prices with export

companies and intermediaries. Greater integration into the global economy

exposed rural actors to multiple risks and inequalities, such as the uneven effects

of economic globalisation, rises in food prices, hunger and food insecurity, grow-

ing competition for land, youth outmigration and climate change. The shift

towards cashew cultivation appears to be exacerbating gender and generational

inequalities in access to land and food insecurity and leading to exploitation

within the global agri‐food supply chain among already vulnerable rural commu-

nities in the global South. With stronger farmer associations and cooperatives,

however, cashew farmers stand the chance of benefitting from greater integration

into the global economy, through strengthened bargaining positions. Greater

understanding is needed about the complex interactions between sustainable food

systems, changing land use and gender and generational inequalities in rural

spaces.
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1 | INTRODUCTION

Rural livelihoods in the global South are currently undergoing major structural changes, due to rising food prices, increas-
ing integration into the global capitalist system and climate change (Nordic African Institute, 2015). Indeed, global concerns
surrounding food security, economic globalisation, poverty alleviation, gender equality, land access, sustainable production
and climate change relate to at least nine of the 17 Agenda 2030 Sustainable Development Goals.1 Vulnerability to climate
change is often studied in isolation from other stressors, including structural changes associated with economic globalisation
(O'Brien et al., 2004). Yet these other risks and changes in livelihoods and land use may be regarded as of more immediate
concern to rural farmers than longer term risks of climate change (International Federation of Red Cross and Red Crescent
Societies, 2014).

Despite rapid urbanisation and economic transformation in many African countries, agriculture still remains the back-
bone of most African economies. Poor rural actors are often engaged in multiple economic activities, seeking to use land
and other resources to minimise risks and ensure economic diversification to maintain or improve their livelihoods (Nordic
African Institute, 2015). Access to, and ownership of land are key to ensuring food security and rural income generation
(Winters et al., 2009). The United Nations Development Programme (2012, p. 137) acknowledged that secure access to
land is an important prerequisite for achieving food security as well as protecting the rights of women and other vulnerable
groups in terms of ownership and use of land.

While many African countries affirm women's equal rights to land ownership, in practice, customary land tenure sys-
tems often take precedence over statutory laws in post‐colonial contexts of legal pluralism (Cooper & Bird, 2012). In most
customary contexts, women do not have direct access to land but usually gain access through the rights of their male coun-
terparts, be it their husband and/or father or other male relatives (Meinzen‐Dick et al., 1997; Yngstrom, 2002). Several
commentators acknowledge the complexity of land rights in many African contexts, which often involve “a series of over-
lapping claims, dependent on customary use, season and negotiation” (Berry, 1997; Toulmin, 2008, p. 12). While some
point to the flexibility of customary land tenure systems to adapt to changing social and environmental conditions, others
are more sceptical about relying on customary institutions to improve equitable land access and redistribute land to socially
disadvantaged groups (Evans, 2016; Peters, 2009; Whitehead & Tsikata, 2003).

An established body of literature has shown that increased commercialisation and privatisation of land often consolidates
men's control of land and may have detrimental impacts on household food security (Doss et al., 2014; Lastarria‐Cornhiel,
1997; Yngstrom, 2002). Women are often responsible for household food production in many rural communities across
sub‐Saharan Africa, in addition to earning income from the sale of surplus food crops and providing unpaid agricultural
labour on family members’ (usually men's) cash crop fields or plantations (Koopman, 1997). Investment in alternative cash
crop opportunities as part of livelihood diversification on family land may, therefore, have detrimental impacts on women's
land access, incomes and household food security.

The effects of commercialisation on young people's future land access and opportunities in rural areas in the global
South have received less attention in the literature to date than gender inequalities in land access. Amanor (2001, p. 121)
observes of rural areas in Western Ghana that:

The future of the rural areas and their regeneration will not largely depend upon the creation of security in
land but on creating security for the youth and opportunities for them to gain new skills to create new liveli-
hood openings.

Higher levels of educational attainment among women and girls and their increased control of income, land, and other
material assets have been shown to help prevent the intergenerational transmission of poverty, particularly when women are
more able to invest in their children's education and healthcare (Cooper & Bird, 2012). Indeed, education and “investment
in human capital” has been widely espoused by the World Bank, governments, NGOs and donors as a means of achieving
both poverty alleviation and gender equality goals (Ansell, 2008; Jones & Chant, 2009). However, a growing gap has been
observed between young people's hopes, expectations, and aspirations for future employment that are being raised through
greater access to education, and the reality of unemployment and very limited job prospects in the formal sector (Jones &
Chant, 2009; Locke & Te Lintelo, 2012). In this paper, we explore the role that livelihood diversification may play in
increased investment in young people's education and the effects of this on rural communities, based on the views of
younger and older generations.

Following this introduction to key debates surrounding land access, commercialisation and rural livelihoods from a gen-
dered and generational perspective, we next discuss our conceptual approach to food security and sustainable livelihoods
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and give an overview of the research methodology. We then present the key themes emerging from our qualitative analysis
of the perceptions of community assets, livelihood strategies, and food security; gendered and generational tensions in the
shift towards cashew cultivation; and global–local inequalities.

1.1 | Food security and sustainable livelihoods

Food security has been defined by the Food and Agriculture Organisation (FAO) as:

A situation that exists when all people, at all times, have physical, social and economic access to sufficient,
safe and nutritious food that meets their dietary needs and food preferences for an active and healthy life.
(FAO et al., 2012, p. 57)

Despite the widespread acceptance of this definition, food security has been framed in numerous ways over time, under-
pinned by changing policy priorities and concerns. While dominant policy discourses emphasise productivism, technologi-
cal solutions and sustainable intensification, food sovereignty has emerged as an important counter‐narrative in recent
years. Lang and Barling (2012, p. 313) have identified two main perspectives on food security: the first perspective is
mainly focused on agriculture, with the primary aim of raising production as a panacea to under‐consumption and hunger,
while the second perspective is focused on the food systems approach, which emphasises that, to deal with food security
issues, we need to address a complex set of problems, rather than just focusing on production.

The authors are of the view that while most reports have focused mainly on the first perspective (agricultural produc-
tion), there is enough evidence that “even if one's focus is on farming, a supply chain or systems approach becomes essen-
tial” (Lang & Barling, 2012, p. 317). Since local farmers are generally the first link in a complex agricultural value chain,
they are being brought into the global commodity production. Therefore, approaches of food sustainability tend to bring
into sharp focus issues related to social justice, such as gendered and intergenerational equity as far as access to land and
other natural resources are concerned. This paper adopts a “sustainable food systems” approach to understanding food
security, in recognition of the complex relationship between socio‐cultural, economic, and ecological factors as well as
inequalities in access to land and other communal resources.

The Sustainable Livelihoods Framework (SLF) provides a useful conceptual framing to understand rural farmers’ access
to assets, processes of livelihood diversification and adaptation in order to alleviate poverty, and household food insecurity
(Chambers & Conway, 1992). In general terms, assets are a form of capital, and may include physical, and material and
environmental resources. Although the SLF has been widely adopted, it has been criticised for its tendency to ignore the
role of politics and power, as well as processes of economic globalisation, and their impact on transformatory shifts in rural
economies and hence the challenges of environmental sustainability (de Haan & Zoomers, 2005; Scoones, 2009). The
framework is nevertheless helpful in understanding rural livelihood diversification and the risks facing farmers in our study.
We seek to pay attention to power relations and analyse global–local inequalities in how differently positioned male and
female farmers of different generations are tied into or may benefit from the global capitalist system.

The SLF regards rural livelihood diversification as a key process whereby households engage in different economic and
social support capabilities to improve their standard of living (Ellis, 2000). In so doing, they improve their adaptation to
livelihood vulnerabilities. Carr (2008a) observes that analysing livelihood adaptation through diversification can help to
understand experiences of change in particular communities. This paper therefore provides a fresh gendered and genera-
tional perspective on livelihood diversification and sustainable food systems through investigating the shift towards export
cash crop production in a rural community in Brong‐Ahafo region of Ghana.2

1.2 | Research context

In Ghana, agriculture is the primary economic activity accounting for a third of the country's gross domestic product
(GDP), and employing more than half of the labour force (Ghana Statistical Service, 2012), with over 70% of those
employed in agriculture engaged in crop production (Ghana Statistical Service, 2015). Cocoa, livestock, fish, and forest
products dominate Ghana's agricultural sector. Non‐traditional export crops, such as pineapple, mango and cashew nuts,
are, however, becoming increasingly important in the Ghanaian economy (African Cashew Initiative, 2010).

While some non‐traditional export crops have received attention and investments over a long period of time, cashew
production was not widely perceived as an economic opportunity by most Ghanaian farmers until recently. An estimated
18,000 metric tonnes of raw cashew nuts (RCNs) were produced in Ghana in 2011 (African Cashew Initiative, 2013). The
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rapid increase in production reflects the crop's growing importance to farmers, sparked by increases in prices, which are
triggered by increasing demand in global markets (African Cashew Initiative, 2010). Although Ghana's cashew sector is
seen as a relatively small player in West Africa compared with Ivory Coast (Heinrich, 2012), the International Center for
Tropical Agriculture (2011, p. 2) reports a growing global demand for RCNs, and comments that “the crop has the poten-
tial to reduce poverty among the rural poor” in Ghana and other African countries. Meanwhile, it is estimated by the Inter-
national Center for Tropical Agriculture (2011) that by 2050, the climate change induced temperature rise will improve the
suitability of most areas in Ghana and Ivory Coast that are currently involved in the cultivation of cashew.

The shift towards cashew cultivation in Brong‐Ahafo region is influenced by the fact that many farmers living there also
own cocoa farms in the Western region which have experienced a drastic decline in productivity in recent years (Dormon et
al., 2004). The reduction in incomes from cocoa, alongside deteriorating climatic and soil conditions which impact on food
crop productivity, have provided added impetus to the expansion of cashew cultivation in Brong‐Ahafo region.

While cashew appears to offer a profitable alternative to food crops and helps to offset the declining productivity of
cocoa farms, smallholder farmers who use increasing portions of their land to cultivate cashew become increasingly tied
into the global capitalist system. Their livelihoods are consequently more vulnerable to price fluctuations in global markets
– of both export crops, as well as of food prices, as they need to purchase more food than previously. As we show in this
paper, farmers in Brong‐Ahafo region who have shifted to cashew cultivation may improve their cash income and living
standards in the short to medium term, but in the longer term, they appear to be exposed to multiple stressors, which may
reduce their ability to safeguard household food security and limit the environmental capital they are able to pass on to
future generations. We focus on the perceptions of young and middle‐generation men and women regarding how the shift
towards cashew cultivation affected their livelihoods, land access, and food security, and how it may affect these in future,
based on thematic analysis of the qualitative data.

2 | RESEARCH SETTING AND METHODOLOGY

The primary site for this study was Seketia, a rural community in the Jaman North District (Figure 1), Brong‐Ahafo region,
which was selected due to its relatively recent involvement in cashew nut cultivation. Seketia and Jaman North District are
located in the forest‐savannah transitional zone of Ghana. This ecological region is ideal for the cultivation of cashew
(Dedzoe et al., 2001; International Center for Tropical Agriculture, 2011). Approximately 70% of residents in the district
are farmers (Jaman North District Assembly, 2014), and cultivate mainly food crops such as yam, maize, cassava, plantain,
and cocoyam.

In terms of population, estimates of the Ghana Statistical Service (2012; 2015) indicate that there are 2,088 living in the
village as of 2013. This comprised 240 households, with an average household size of 7.1, and composed mainly of Bonos
(who are a sub‐group of Akans) as indigenes, and other migrants such as the Dagartis from the Upper West Region of
Ghana.

The community has serious infrastructural challenges, including inadequate water and sanitation facilities, a poorly
resourced clinic, and a school. Subsequently, water and sanitation‐related diseases (malaria, diarrhoea, and intestinal worms)
were among the most reported cases in the district between 2007 and 2009 (Jaman North District Assembly, 2014).

A qualitative, participatory methodology was considered to be the most appropriate design for this exploratory study in
order to investigate the views of a diverse range of men, women, and young people in the community and key local and
national stakeholders.3

During Phase 1, we used snowball sampling to identify 60 community members of different genders, generations, and
social groups who owned cashew plantations of varying sizes. The purposive sample aimed to capture the heterogeneity of
the experiences of rural community members in growing cashew and enable us to analyse gendered and generational differ-
ences in their perceptions. Three focus group discussions were conducted with 24 participants (eight in each), made up of
separate groups of middle‐generation men, women, and young people (aged 14–25 years) to map access to land and other
resources in the community and discuss perceptions of changing livelihoods and land access. In addition, we conducted
semi‐structured interviews with 26 participants, drawn from a diverse sample of 13 households who were engaged in
cashew cultivation. Two participants of different genders and/or generations from each household were selected for qualita-
tive interviews in order to highlight generational and gendered dynamics, and the impacts of changes for differentially posi-
tioned men, women, and young people, including widows and widowers, married couples, orphaned young people,
migrants/newcomers to the area, older people caring for a grandchild, and those with larger/smaller farms with varying
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FIGURE 1 Map of Jaman North District showing the study community, district capital, and the Sefwi area, where most people have cocoa
farms.
Source: Cartography and GIS Unit (University of Cape Coast)
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levels of cashew cultivation (see Table 1 for characteristics of paired household interviewees). Our interviewees were
mainly Bonos, and were all Christians, who belonged to the Presbyterian, Roman Catholic, or Pentecostal Churches.

Finally, 10 key informants were interviewed: six at the village level, one at the district level, and three at the national
level, including an international NGO. Table 2 summarises the characteristics of participants in focus groups and key infor-
mant interviews.

All interviews and focus group discussions were audio‐recorded, and later transcribed into English. Interviews with
household members were analysed using a template that drew on key components of the Sustainable Livelihood Frame-
work, using the headings of biographical details, livelihood and division of labour, cashew cultivation, land access, food
security, risks and barriers, services and support, and future aspirations. This enabled us to compare the views of men and
women, young and older generations in the same household and to read across the household data thematically. Focus
groups and key informant interview transcripts were also summarised and analysed thematically, using similar headings, to
assist in identifying the overarching themes.

In Phase 2, we conducted participatory feedback workshops with 32 participants from the community, as well as
national and international stakeholders, most of whom were part of Phase 1. The purpose was to discuss preliminary find-
ings of our study, prioritise recommendations, and contribute to a short video to help generate discussion to inform policy
and practice.4 We transcribed and analysed the workshop discussions and additional interviews which informed the final
report (see Evans et al., 2014) and academic papers.

A limitation of the study, as we rightly acknowledge, is that the purposive sample is only drawn from one rural commu-
nity in one district. However, since it was not our intention to map variability in terms of statistical representativeness, the
heterogeneous sample and depth of participatory engagement with community members enabled us to provide rigorous
qualitative insights into a diverse range of views of young people, middle‐generation men and women, and key local and
national stakeholders in a specific rural context. While we acknowledge that quantitative economic data on incomes, areas
of land cultivated and so on could have added value to the findings and are often expected in research using the SLF, the

TABLE 1 Characteristics of paired household interviewees

Relationship between interviewees Number of paired interviews

Married couple 5

Widow and son 2

Widower and daughter 1

Mother and daughter 1

Uncle and nephew 1

Orphaned young man and adult relative 1

Older man and grandson 1

Older woman and grandson 1

Total households 13

Total interviews 26

TABLE 2 Research methods and number of participants by gender and age

Research method
No. of men (aged
over 25)

No. of women (aged
over 25)

No. of young men (aged
14–25)

No. of young women (aged
14–25)

Focus groups and community
mapping

8 8 3 5

Household interviews 9 9 6 2

Key informant interviews:

Village 5 1

District 1

National 3

Total participants: 60 26 18 9 7
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use of qualitative semi‐structured interviews enabled us to engage in a more informal, flexible “conversation with a pur-
pose” with research participants. This method enabled participants to engage in meaning‐making about the shift towards
cashew cultivation and express their perceptions and experiences in their own words in much more depth than is usually
elicited through a quantitative survey. Participatory activities also provided an opportunity for participants to discuss and
rank priorities for action, which a quantitative approach might have precluded. These exploratory findings may help to
inform larger‐scale mixed method or quantitative research in future.

3 | FINDINGS AND DISCUSSION

3.1 | Community assets, livelihood strategies, and food security

Access to environmental capital such as land, financial capital, human capital and social capital, community resources, and
physical infrastructure is important in ensuring that people are able to develop sustainable livelihoods in rural areas (Ellis,
2000). Generally, lands in the Jaman North District can be classified as stool lands, that is, land communally owned by
community members, and entrusted into the care of the community chiefs under the oversight of paramount chiefs (who
are the highest authorities within the traditional set‐up of Ghana; Amanor, 2001). Most farmers in the district are smallhold-
ers, with the average farm size approximately 2.5 acres, while an estimated 30% of women in the district have access to
land (i.e., use of land without restrictions) for cultivation (Jaman North District Assembly, 2014). There were considerable
variations in the estimated size of cashew plantations of participants, ranging from only two acres owned by a widow, to as
large as 40 acres belonging to a middle‐aged migrant, who had gained access to his wife's family land. Although increased
cashew cultivation has increased the region's involvement in commercial export agriculture, we did not observe any large‐
scale cashew plantations in the community at the time of research. Large‐scale land acquisition and loss of customary lands
was thus not regarded as a potential threat by community members.

In participatory focus groups, we found that there were gendered and generational differences in the prioritisation of dif-
ferent community resources. While men were more focused on resources such as farms, schools, the clinic, and the roads,
women gave priority to a wider range of community resources and basic infrastructure, including the local market where
they sold their produce, the churches, the water sources where they collected water (and highlighted the problems caused
by boreholes breaking down), in addition to their farms, the school, the clinic, and the roads. The young people, however,
were more interested in the football field, and the roads, as a means of moving away from the community to either pursue
employment opportunities or further education.

Such collective and family resources and assets increase people's personal and collective agency: the greater quantity
and diversity of assets and resources to which an individual or group has access, the more leverage they have in social net-
works, transactions, and formal financial markets (Bird & Higgins, 2011). Participants’ responses show how access to and
control over land and community resources are often based on differential gendered and generational use of space.5

Like most rural communities in Ghana, farming was identified as the main economic activity for most community members.
Major food crops cultivated included maize, yam, cocoyam, cassava, plantain, beans, okra, tomatoes, garden eggs (eggplant),
and pepper, with cashew being the only tree crop cultivated in the community at the time of the research. Other non‐farm
economic activities engaged in included teaching, tailoring, carpentry, and trading, mainly in food crops and clothes.

Though most women had their own farms where they cultivated food crops, they also worked on their husbands’ farms,
which included cashew plantations. Cashew was regarded as more “men's work” than women's, with men responsible for
preparing the land and pruning cashew bushes/trees, while women and children were responsible for planting, weeding and
harvesting. As one widow explained, “Largely the cashew work is for men but for women like me who have lost my hus-
band, I do the entire work.” In the focus group, women commented that the tomatoes, pepper, and garden eggs they grew
for sale could be harvested each year, in contrast to the longer‐term investment needed for cashew trees to become produc-
tive: “These are fast growing crops that bring income quicker than cashew which takes a long time to mature.”

One woman estimated that 60–100 GHS (equivalent to US$20–33) could be earned each year from the sale of pepper.
Women also cultivated yam, maize, and cassava, mainly for household food consumption, but one widow commented that
these food crops could be sold when they faced financial pressures: “We produce the food crops basically for feeding but
in times of difficulty we send some to the markets in Sampa and Drobo for sale.” Some women also set up small
businesses, “chop bars,” selling cooked food or rice to earn an income to care for their children, as one mother explained:

I sell kenkey [local food made from maize] to the people to make money which I use to take care of my chil-
dren, especially when my husband has run out of money.
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The livelihoods of young and middle‐generation men and women in the study community were characterised by multi‐
locality (de Haan, 2007), resulting in considerable household mobility and resource flows between regions, towns, and
cities. It was found that most households interviewed (eight out of 13) had cocoa farms in Sefwi, Western region of Ghana
(see Figure 1), which provided important sources of income and helped to spread the risk of reduced rainfall and other
climate‐related shocks that could affect food crop production in the study community. An older man reflected on how his
livelihood activities had changed over time:

I began my farming career with cocoa farming. Though I earned a lot of money from working at the cocoa
farms in Sefwi, I now earn substantial amounts from my own cashew farms, which helps me to take care of
my family.

A middle‐aged man echoed the experiences of many farmers in the study by emphasising how cashew provided a new
income stream which complemented the cocoa income:

The income from cocoa comes during the first three months of the year while that of cashew comes in the
fourth to fifth months. So we benefit from the two crops because we normally harvest cocoa before cashew.
As a result, by the time you spend the income from cocoa, that of cashew follows suit. So if the yield of
cashew is low it affects your income during that period, hence living conditions of the household become diffi-
cult if there is no help coming.

This highlights the importance of understanding the temporal, as well as the spatial dimensions of multi‐local liveli-
hoods. Men's incomes, gained predominantly from export cash crops, varied throughout the year depending on the season,
the productivity of their cocoa and cashew plantations, and the prices obtained for the harvest. This contrasted with
women's incomes, which were dependent on the sale of surplus vegetables and other food crops they produced on their
farms and were highly vulnerable to insufficient rainfall and other climate shocks (Carr, 2008b).

These pressures, combined with the small‐size farm structure, which is representative of agriculture in Ghana, where
about 70% of all farms are three hectares or less (Chamberlin, 2007), push farming households into seeking alternative
income sources. Thus, livelihood diversification is motivated by rural actors’ efforts to avoid poverty and ensure food secu-
rity for household members.

When asked about household food consumption, participants admitted varying the number of times they ate in a day
(once, twice, and three times a day), depending on the period of the year and how affluent their family was. Money spent
on food depended on the time of the year, ranging from less than 1 GHS (equivalent to US$0.33) per day during the time
of harvest, to as high as 10 GHS (US$3.33) during the “lean season” (usually between May and July when most farmers
have exhausted their food supplies, based on food crop cultivation on family farms, and are waiting for the new crops to
mature). Certain households reduced the nutritional quality of food, and the number of times they ate in a day in an attempt
to survive during the lean season. As a young man said:

Because of hardships in the lean season, we sometimes eat twice instead of the three times daily. As I am sitting
here I have not eaten since morning [interview conducted in the afternoon], I am waiting for the evening meal.

Similarly, when talking about the “lean season,” a young woman reported: “Even there are times when one square meal
is difficult to get in a day.” Thus, in view of the FAO et al.'s (2012) definition of food security, the food security of many
households in the study community was often compromised at particular periods of stress during the year.

Participants were cognisant of the fact that food shortages resulted in lower nutritional intake and recognised that chil-
dren were the most affected by food shortages, with negative impacts on their growth and development. During the lean
season, food consumption of adult household members was reduced so that children could have enough to eat, as one mid-
dle‐aged man explained:

I have three children and I cannot let them go hungry for a long time. So usually, I have to get gari [local
food made from cassava] for them in the afternoon before we prepare supper in the evening. When you have
children, it is impossible to skip meals so we have to struggle to ensure that they eat three times in a day.
Sometimes we go out to buy cooked food such as rice for them.
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Participants also reported that food shortages could result in poor health and that people visited the clinic more
frequently in the lean season.

3.2 | Cashew cultivation, poverty alleviation and food security

Research suggests that rural households adjust their livelihood activities either to exploit new opportunities or to cope with
livelihood risks (Barrett et al., 2001). Such adjustments tend to have vital socio‐economic impacts on rural household liveli-
hoods, including income generation, income distribution, and welfare (Ellis, 1998, 2000), and by extension, poverty allevia-
tion and improved food security. Most participants were of the view that increased cashew production had improved their
income levels and hence contributed to poverty alleviation, as the following comments illustrate:

At first, sometimes we don't get food to eat before going to school. Now that the cashew work is there, we get
food to eat every day. We also get money to pay fees, and buy books and pens at school. (Young woman)

Previously, no one had a car in this town but now because of the cashew, some people own cars. Some also
have been able to put up good buildings. (Middle‐aged man)

Farmers who had not yet earned much income from cashew cultivation due to the immaturity of their trees at the time
of the research regarded cashew as holding considerable promise of additional income in future. This confirms Ellis’
(1998) assertion that income‐source diversification is a key livelihood strategy for rural households. For participants, hopes
of a future income stream from cashew were based on observing rising levels of income among those who had invested
earlier in cashew and were already harvesting cashew nuts on their plantations in the community. In addition to having
more income to pay for children's schooling, increased wealth and improved standards of living were evidenced in the con-
struction of new houses and renovation of existing houses (Figure 2). As a representative of the District Agriculture Office
summed up:

FIGURE 2 A house being renovated with income from cashew.
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In fact, a lot of money comes into the pockets of the people during the cashew season. So long as one is strong and
can do the work, one is sure of making some money out of the cashew business. […] It has made a lot of the
young guys able to do a lot of things. It has changed the life of so many of them.

As a tree crop with a long lifespan, planting a cashew plantation was regarded as a means of securing an individual's
property rights (Evans et al., 2015), in a similar way to cocoa and other trees (Rocheleau & Edmunds, 1997; Quisumbing et
al., 2001). A lack of property as collateral is often a major barrier for smallholder farmers in accessing formal credit schemes,
which was often exploited by informal money lenders in the district (Mariwah, 2012). Although not specifically mentioned in
the research, if a land title was acquired and properly documented, cashew plantations could potentially be used as collateral
in accessing formal credit. This could boost farmers’ ability to further invest in their cashew plantations and food crop cultiva-
tion, or invest in non‐farm activities, which in turn could improve livelihood sustainability and food security.

While cashew cultivation had led to improvements in the income and wellbeing of community members, we also found
that the changing land use had generated tensions between the younger and older generations, and between men and
women. Most participants welcomed the new income stream, but were also worried about how the increased cultivation of
cashew would affect household food security, due to the expansion of cashew plantations on family land formerly used for
annual food crop cultivation. As a middle‐generation woman commented:

We embraced cashew cultivation because of hardships, but we are becoming aware that in the future we will
not get enough land to grow food crops, a situation that will have dire consequences for the future generations.
On the other hand, if we stop cashew cultivation, we will not get money to pay for the education of our chil-
dren.

Thus, the longer‐term concerns of community members, especially women and young people, about the sustainability of
environmental capital (the availability of land for food crop cultivation in future) conflicted with their more immediate
attempts to diversify livelihoods and increase their cash income to pay for children's education and improve living stan-
dards. These tensions and the growing commercialisation of land in the community were reported to have resulted in
increased land conflicts and encroachment onto neighbours’ and other family members’ land.

A female nurse at the community clinic highlighted the potential longer‐term risks if farmers used all their land for
cashew cultivation:

The life span of the cashew tree is about 50 years, and it monopolises the entire land which could have been
used for other food crops for the next generation. It will get to a time when we won't have land for food crops
because the income from the cashew will also be finished.

Concerns about insufficient land for food crop production in the community arose because mature cashew trees and
plantations develop a dense shaded canopy that does not allow intercropping with food crops. The only way to revert to a
pre‐cashew mode of production on mature plantations would be through cutting down existing trees, which often left
stumps and roots, and greatly reduced the soil fertility, posing significant problems for cultivating maize, yam, plantain,
and other food crops. Therefore, land used for cashew cannot easily be re‐converted for the production of food crops.

Almost all participants, in their quest to prevent intergenerational transfer of poverty, prioritised formal education, lead-
ing to formal sector employment. They therefore sought to use the income from cashew to invest in their children's educa-
tion so as to enable them (children) to gain formal sector employment opportunities in the future, and in turn provide for
their parents in old age, as part of the “intergenerational contract” (Kabeer, 2000). In the focus group, one middle‐aged
man commented: “Money from the cashew can help us to finance our children's education so that they can come and take
care of us in the future.” Indeed, many middle‐generation community members’ and young people's visions for the future
anticipated that youth would not need to rely on land and agricultural livelihoods. This view was reinforced by the growing
scarcity of land for food crop cultivation. Several young people shared women's views that cashew cultivation was leading
to food insecurity due to insufficient land for food crops. A young woman observed:

Cashew helps to improve our standard of living in many ways but in terms of food, we are lacking because of
too much concentration on cashew cultivation. In two years’ time, we may not have anything to eat, even if
we have the money to buy food.
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In the focus group, young people said that land scarcity meant that they needed to rely on formal sector employment
opportunities: “We don't have enough land anymore so we need office jobs here.” A few young people expressed a view
that farming was for those who had not studied or were not able to continue their education. Furthermore, some middle‐
and older‐generation men and women perceived young people as “lazy” and not interested in pursuing agricultural liveli-
hoods. For example, a middle‐generation male farmer who had gained access to 40 acres of land through his wife thought
that sufficient family land was still available for young people who wished to farm in the community:

I am a migrant but I managed to get land for farming. So, the young ones who are determined in the commu-
nity can also get access to the land for farming. Others are lazy and do not want to make any investments in
agriculture.

As Amanor (2001, p. 116) observes of cocoa in Ghana, when young people withdraw their labour from family farms,
elders may begin to accuse them of moral misconduct and “disliking hard farm work.” Such generational tensions and lack
of opportunities in rural areas could lead to youth outmigration and a generational gap in agricultural knowledge and
investment in agricultural livelihoods. The views of some young people clearly refute negative perceptions of the older gen-
eration; they wanted to develop sustainable livelihoods through farming, but were concerned about whether they would
inherit land suitable for food crop cultivation in future. While opportunities for young people may be improved with greater
access to education and migration to cities, young people's apprehensions about having to rely on the limited employment
opportunities currently available and being unable to produce food in future, alongside their familial responsibilities to family
members, suggest that their ties to the land and rural spaces may be deeper than is often assumed in the literature.

Some participants considered that the loss of land for food crop cultivation could be mitigated by using the new income
stream to buy more food. As Adu et al. (2018, p. 2) observe, at the household level, access to food can occur not only through
direct production, but also through purchases from food markets. Over‐supply of cashew nuts may lead to reduced prices and
hence increase the vulnerability of farmers to food insecurity if they are reliant on buying food (Amanor, 2012). Several com-
munity members thought that food prices would rise due to increased demand. As a middle‐generation man explained:

It will bring about food shortages; on the other hand, when you get money you can buy food. But if all the
people are cultivating cashew, then food shortages will come. Prices of food will go up and the money we
have will not be enough to buy food. We should be very careful and leave some land for food production.

In the light of these tensions about food security, in the feedback workshops, young people and women in particular
suggested that there was a need for greater land‐use planning and dialogue between generations about the cultivation of
cashew and food crops. They called for awareness‐raising among family heads and farmers to make conscious efforts to
reserve sufficient portions of family land for the cultivation of food crops.

A senior representative of the District Agricultural Office recommended that, to ensure intercropping with food crops,
cashew trees should be planted at a distance of 10 m from each other. He regarded this as the key solution which would
avert food insecurity in the future: “If they follow it and change their farming practices, I don't think that there will be any
serious problem with land, so far as other food crops are concerned.” However, a representative of the African Cashew Ini-
tiative (ACi) advised, that a 10 by 10 m distance was only a short‐term solution, and recommended “alley cropping” of
cashew trees planted at a 30 by 30 m distance, with food crops cultivated in between. This practice was found to be more
effective in sustaining food crop production in the longer term.

This “alley cropping” approach was not mentioned by any of the cashew farmers, agricultural extension workers, or repre-
sentatives of the District Agricultural Office. This suggests more awareness and training is needed on best agricultural practices
to maximise the quality and quantity of cashew produced on existing land, rather than focusing only on the expansion of
cashew plantations. While “alley cropping” may help to ensure food security in the medium to long term, its adoption may
prove challenging in the face of farmers’ more immediate needs for a cash income and increased competition for land.

3.3 | Global–local inequalities
Having analysed the concerns of men, women, and young people about changing land use and the potential effects on
livelihood sustainability and food security, this section discusses the power relations involved in smallholder farmers’
greater integration into the global capitalist system. Farmers’ concerns about food security were heightened by the unstable
prices of RCNs paid by intermediaries and export companies. Thus, farmers are prone to unstable prices at the world

MARIWAH ET AL. | 11 of 17



markets, as cashew prices could be very low at the beginning of the harvesting season and highest towards the end of the
season, thereby making it very difficult for most farmers to estimate the income they would earn from the crop. At the time
of fieldwork, farm prices obtained ranged from GHS 1.00 (US$0.33) per kg to GHS 2.00 (US$0.66), depending on the sea-
son and the quality of the nuts, which often declined as the cashew season progressed due to inadequate drying following
rainfall. Intermediaries who buy the RCNs directly from farmers and sell them to export companies were perceived to be
making large profits, while farmers felt that they were being “cheated” and earned little from the sale of cashew nuts. A
representative of the Cashew Buyers Association commented:

We observe that middlemen [sic] are rather cheating us in some way because they come and buy the nuts in
large quantities. They build houses and buy other things while the farmer who cultivated the cashew does not
get any substantial profit. So the middlemen are the problems for the farmers.

Almost all participants (middle and younger generations) expressed such concerns about exploitation by intermediaries
and a lack of transparency about cashew prices paid to farmers. As Amanor (2012, p. 742) observed in the case of cocoa
production in Ivory Coast, intermediaries or “middlemen … have captured increasing value from cocoa, while smallholder
producers have seen their incomes decline, often below socially acceptable levels.” While we did not specifically seek the
views of intermediaries (although some were involved in the feedback discussions), there was widespread mistrust among
farmers of the “middlemen,” in addition to the export companies, who were perceived as profiting greatly from the global
prices of cashew at farmers’ expense.

As observed during fieldwork, most of the intermediaries were wealthy Ghanaian residents. To expand areas of operation and
increase profits, intermediaries often engaged the services of young men as purchasing agents and provided them with motorbikes
to facilitate the purchase of RCNs from the villages and transportation to the district capital of Sampa or other urban centres. The
purchasing agents were at liberty to reduce the purchase price further to make a profit from their activities, because they were
often underpaid and worked on a commission basis (based on the number of bags purchased from the farmers).

These unequal power relations at each stage of the export supply chain highlight the barriers farmers may face in negoti-
ating fair prices and the need for greater transparency about purchasing prices in global markets. As Chamberlin (2007,
p. 32) comments, “access to markets is a key constraint to smallholder development.” While livelihood diversification has
brought benefits to community members, it has also increased the risks that smallholder farmers face through greater expo-
sure to price fluctuations in global markets and exploitation at the various stages of the agri‐food supply chain.

Based on their previous experience of growing cocoa, where the government, through the Ghana Cocoa Board (also
known as COCOBOD), offers a guaranteed price, both male and female cashew farmers prioritise the urgent need for gov-
ernment to establish a similar Board for cashew, in order to guarantee a stable price. A former community leader suggested
that community members had lobbied the Member of Parliament for the area to petition the government to guarantee
cashew prices. However, at the national stakeholder workshop, a representative of the Ministry of Food and Agriculture
among others thought that it was highly unlikely for the government of Ghana to get involved at this stage, since cashew
was still regarded as a relatively new export crop which was not yet significant enough to the economy to warrant govern-
ment involvement. Furthermore, strategic stakeholders thought government involvement in buying cashew at a fixed price
from small‐scale producers could be counter‐productive, since farmers would not be able to benefit from price increases in
RCNs in global markets. They highlighted the fact that cashew farmers in Ghana generally received higher prices for their
cashew in comparison with farmers in neighbouring Ivory Coast; the farm price of RCNs in Ghana in 2014 ranged from
US$0.52 to 0.62 per kg compared with US$0.42 to 0.52 in Côte d'Ivoire (Anacarde.com, 2014). Strategic stakeholders saw
market forces as the key means to regulate prices and enable farmers to earn more for their produce.

Given the fact that government intervention was unlikely, the need to develop strong cashew growers’ associations (and
cooperatives) was identified by community members and strategic stakeholders as imperative to negotiate fair prices with
export companies and buyers. Substantial evidence supports the benefits of associations, which include strengthening farm-
ers’ negotiating position, gaining information and gaining leverage through representation among management, or by secur-
ing a profit share (Smalley, 2013). A representative of the Cashew Buyers Association considered that a stronger farmer
association would have enabled the farmers to negotiate better prices directly with export companies:

Had the association been successful, we would have bargained the price straight away with the ‘whites.’ After
the bargain, whether they would get middlemen to buy or not would not be our problem anymore. So, the
association must stand firm so that we can negotiate with the ‘white men.’

12 of 17 | MARIWAH ET AL.



The use of racialised language here to refer to export company business owners (which were reported to be Indian
and Malaysian) can be seen as a way of community members “othering” those involved in exporting cashew (the
intermediaries were usually Ghanaian) and resisting the sense of injustice and neo‐colonial exploitation to which they
felt subjected.

The African Cashew Alliance (ACA) and ACi also emphasised the importance of stronger farmer associations to lead
the negotiation of prices for RCNs. They pointed out that improving the quantity and quality of RCNs would place them in
a stronger bargaining position. As the ACA representative commented: “The better quality [of cashew nuts] … the better
their negotiating bargaining power.”

Although there have been some genuine efforts by farmers and Agricultural Extension Officers to establish an Associa-
tion of Cashew Growers as well as an Association of Cashew Buyers in the community, with the aim of negotiating better
prices with the agents and export companies, such efforts have failed due to farmers’ reluctance to make financial commit-
ments to the association. The bargaining position of such associations is further worsened by “distress sales” of poorer
farmers, who cannot afford to wait until the price of RCNs reaches the peak before they sell their produce. Associations
have also been observed to be beset by problems of inefficiency and corruption in distributing payments (Kenya Anti-Corruption
Commission, 2010). Even when strong associations exist, agribusiness companies may out‐manoeuvre them by seeking
alternative, weaker growers (Key & Runsten, 1999).

Furthermore, farmers’ associations are usually male dominated, as was observed in the study community, which creates
further barriers for women in securing a fair price for RCNs, particularly for those who were widowed and/or were heading
households without male relatives. Generational hierarchies also pose significant barriers for young people to participate
meaningfully in farmers’ associations, since rural communities often emphasise respect for chiefs and elders, consensus‐
building and social cohesion (Evans, 2016; van der Geest, 2008).

4 | CONCLUSION

This exploratory study sought to examine gendered and generational tensions in livelihood diversification and changing
agricultural land use in the shift from food crops to cashew, an export tree crop among community members in Jaman
North District. We conclude that cashew cultivation in Brong‐Ahafo region is here to stay, as farmers have started reaping
the benefits of an additional income stream, improving living standards and investing in their children's education. Simulta-
neously, however, the increased cultivation of cashew has reduced the land available for food crop production, posing risks
to household food security. Following this exploration of participants’ perceptions of the shift towards cashew cultivation
in this rural community, further research in a range of rural communities in the region using a mixed‐method approach
could fruitfully investigate how families are adapting to this change over time. This would also enable quantitative data on
incomes of different household members, size of cashew plantations and food crop fields and so on, to be gathered to com-
plement the qualitative analyses.

This paper has nevertheless demonstrated how the conceptual approach of the Sustainable Livelihoods Framework
can elucidate the multiple risks and benefits, power relations, and challenges facing differently positioned rural actors
adopting a new cash crop and becoming increasingly integrated into the global economy in a particular place. Given
the criticisms of the SLF regarding the limited analysis of “power and politics” (de Haan & Zoomers, 2005) and gen-
der relations, we argue that this framework should be used flexibly as a conceptual tool to analyse the benefits and
trade‐offs of economic globalisation and changing land use, underpinned by a broader analysis of gendered and genera-
tional relations, and global–local inequalities. Geographers, in particular, can make important contributions to the litera-
ture on the SLF through the focus on intergenerationality and the temporal and spatial dynamics of poverty, land
access, and sustainable food systems – dimensions which have often been overlooked in development studies
approaches. Our research found that gendered patterns of responsibility for community assets and different crops and
their associated incomes were evident, with men often controlling the majority of land used for cashew cultivation, a
cash crop. This resulted in varying times of economic stress and different market and climate‐related pressures for
men and women (Carr, 2008b). Diversification of income sources was an important strategy adopted by many partici-
pants, particularly men, to spread risk and adapt to changing economic and environmental conditions, and hence may
help to build resilience (Carr, 2008a; Knudsen, 2007; Wilson, 2010).

The research suggests, however, that women and youth may lack the financial, social, and environmental capital to
take advantage of, and invest in, cashew cultivation or other new livelihood strategies. Women and young people
needed to maintain good social relations with male family heads, elders, and relatives to secure usufruct rights to

MARIWAH ET AL. | 13 of 17



family land. In terms of financial capital, women usually relied on income from horticulture and surplus food crop cul-
tivation and were only allocated small portions of land for cashew cultivation, while men often controlled the majority
of the land and the higher value export cash crop income gained from cashew. Thus, women's and young people's
land access was more insecure than men's and they often lacked financial capital to invest in cashew as an alternative
livelihood strategy, since as a tree crop, it could take several years before cashew became profitable.

The expansion of cashew plantations on family land may have particularly negative impacts on women's productive
roles in earning income from the sale of food crops and horticulture, as well as on their reproductive roles in ensuring
household food security. The general tendency for men to control land, and its associated cash crops and income (Lastar-
ria‐Cornhiel, 1997), and for women to be solely dependent on food crops, which are at a higher risk of climate‐related
shocks (Carr, 2008b), suggests that the growing use of family land for cashew may exacerbate gender inequalities in land
access and food security in future.

Furthermore, the emphasis on education for young people as a “catch‐all solution” to escape poverty and provide a route
out of dependency on land and agricultural livelihoods in the study location, and elsewhere in many African countries
(Ansell, 2008; Locke & Te Lintelo, 2012) was leading to youth outmigration, which could weaken economic and social
capital and undermine the resilience of rural communities (Wilson, 2010). Employment opportunities for young people may
be improved through greater access to education and migration to cities, which may benefit rural areas through remittances
sent to older generations as well as potentially reducing the pressure on land, leading to larger farm sizes. Concerns about
the quality of formal education and the limited vocational training and job opportunities available, however, raise questions
about whether young people are being equipped with the knowledge and skills they need to develop sustainable livelihoods
in future, be they in rural or urban areas.

Farmers’ increased integration into the global economy results not only in “double exposure” to the risks associated with
climate change and globalisation, but exposure to multiple risk stressors, which is a real concern, particularly in the global
South, where “food security is influenced by political, economic, and social conditions in addition to climatic factors”
(O'Brien et al., 2004, p. 303). Our research has demonstrated the importance of analysing global–local power imbalances in
protracted agri‐business supply chains. Smallholders’ “increasingly perilous position” in such global agri‐food chains (Ama-
nor, 2012, p. 744) is a consequence of wider structural inequalities which are central to the 2030 Agenda for Sustainable
Development. These include the uneven effects of economic globalisation, persistent poverty, rises in food prices, hunger
and food insecurity, growing competition for land, global–local power imbalances, gender and generational inequalities, as
well as climate change and threats to agricultural sustainability. Stronger farmer associations and cooperatives, through
which cashew farmers can strengthen their bargaining position, are an important strategy that may enable rural actors to
benefit from greater integration into the global economy.

Given the power of large‐scale global agri‐business and increasing land commercialisation in many African countries,
many advocate that greater efforts are needed to safeguard the land rights of smallholder farmers, address gendered and
generational inequalities in the control of land and other natural resources (Amanor, 2001; Doss et al., 2014; Evans et al.,
2014), and ensure that a good balance is maintained between cash crop and food crop production so that food security is
not compromised (Landesa, 2012). Indeed, many of the Sustainable Development Goals will only be met if there is greater
understanding about the complex interactions between sustainable food systems, changing land use, global–local inequali-
ties, and how they intersect with gender and generational relations in rural spaces. Understanding how gender and genera-
tional relations, global–local power imbalances, and socio‐ecological risks and vulnerabilities intersect and shape rural
actors’ ability to develop financial, social, and environmental capital – key assets needed to support sustainable livelihoods
(Evans et al., 2015; de Haan & Zoomers, 2005; O'Brien et al., 2004; Wilson, 2010) – both in the present and in future, has
never been more important.
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END NOTES

1 Most notably: SDG 1: No Poverty; 2: Zero Hunger; 3: Good Health and Well‐being; 5: Gender Equality; 8: Decent Work and Economic
Growth; 10: Reduced Inequalities; 12: Responsible Consumption and Production; 13: Climate Action; 15: Life on Land (United Nations, 2016).

2 See Evans et al. (2015) for a more in‐depth discussion of gendered and generational power relations regarding land access, property rights, and
intra‐household decision‐making processes.

3 This collaborative research project was funded by the Walker Institute for Climate System Research, University of Reading, UK. Ethical
approval for the research was granted by the University of Reading Research Ethics Committee.

4 The accompanying video is available online: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=KqZLmwkN3LM&feature=youtu.be.
5 While gender and generation influenced people's mobility within and beyond the rural community, this theme emerged in our study predomi-
nantly in relation to the multi‐locality of livelihoods (de Haan, 2007). Space does not permit further discussion of mobility in this paper.
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