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THE Foob CRISISI A NEw-FounD MOMENTUM TO REDEFINE

AFRICAN AGRICULTURAL POLICIES

by Meti Zegeye*

he unprecedented magnitude of the current global food

crisis took the world by surprise. Its hardest-hit victim,

Sub-Saharan Africa (“SSA”), is in the midst of its worst
food crisis in recent history.! Immediate responses such as food-
aid and cash-handout programs, although necessary to address
the urgent humanitarian dimensions of the food crisis, are not
long-term solutions.? Attaining a sustainable solution to SSA’s
reoccurring food crises requires that African governments
engage the international community in candid discourses tack-
ling the crisis’ main
cause, namely the
inherent structural fal-
lacies of these coun-
tries’ agricultural
policies.> The recent
food riots and civil
unrest that occurred in
many of these coun-
tries should incentivize
such policy discourse,
as SSA’s fragile peace
is closely linked with
governments’ will-
ingness and ability to
offer and sustain long-
term solutions to food
security.*

Most land in SSA
countries 1is agrar-
ian, with varied agro-
ecological zones that are not conducive to uniform, large-scale
farming techniques.> SSA farmers predominantly engage in rain-
fed agriculture which makes them highly vulnerable to climate
variations in an area which already suffers from low soil fertility
and low rainfall.® Frequent weed and pest infestations, as well as
inadequate farming and water management techniques, further
hinder farming productivity.” Despite these shortcomings, agri-
culture remains the most important economic sector in most SSA
countries.® Agricultural output represents about forty percent of
exports, thirty percent of GDP, and about thirty percent of for-
eign exchange earnings in the region.? The sector also employs
more than seventy percent the workforce. !

Ironically, while other agrarian regions, such as parts of
Asia, invested in green revolution, SSA adopted Bretton Woods
championed developmental policies, which discounted and
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neglected agriculture’s role in these countries.!! Therefore, since
independence, these countries have adopted various agricultural
policies, which span from a focus on industrialization, to agro
industries, integrated rural development, export crop-led agricul-
ture, and finally to smallholders’ staple food crops.!? These varied
and often contradictory policies have hindered agriculture devel-
opment in most of SSA countries. For instance, the neo-liberal
development paradigm of the 1980s promoted drastic reduction
in international assistance for agriculture.'> While agriculture
received eighteen
percent of overseas
development assis-
tance in 1980, its
share dwindled to
about four percent
in 2007.'* Similarly,
SSA governments
felt compelled to
reduce their agricul-
ture expenditure. '’
Although recently on
the rise, these coun-
tries allocated less
than four percent of
their expenditures to
agriculture for the
past twenty years.!®

African govern-
ments’ withdrawal
from the sector has
crippled farmers’ productivity. SSA farming is predominantly
a household enterprise, and is mostly undertaken by poor small-
holder farmers.!” These farmers represent a very large portion
of the world’s most marginalized people.'® Given their extreme
marginalization, SSA farmers have historically depended on
government services and subsidies for access to credit and farm-
ing techniques, such as fertilizers and irrigation.!® Without gov-
ernment intervention, these farmers could not afford the high
transaction costs associated with agriculture and experienced
extensive market failures.?
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Consequently, over the last twenty years, crop production
per capita has decreased by 0.2% per year, while food demand
has continued to increase.>! Confronted with such stringent real-
ities, these farmers have expanded the arable farming land, at the
expense of forests, soil fertility, and water.?? Their efforts have
been unsuccessful as is evidenced by the prevalence of drought
and famine throughout the continent. In SSA, agricultural pro-
ductivity growth, as opposed to expansion in arable farming
land, is the means to achieve food security.?* Furthermore, agri-
culture must become the engine of growth in these countries,
especially given the fact that three quarters of the poor in SSA
depend on agriculture for their livelihood.?*

African governments must use this opportunity to revamp
their agricultural policies. SSA countries should continue to
increase their budgetary allocation for agricultural development
to about fifteen to twenty percent of their revenues. They should
also develop new agricultural policies, which take into account
their particular agro-ecological characteristics.?> These policies
should create the kind of incentives and market opportunities
necessary to reduce the marginality of smallholder farmers.2¢
Particularly, the new policies must improve soil and water man-
agement, and must invest in drought resisting crops.?’ Finally,
African countries should invest in research and development and
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come up with home grown viable farming. 1]
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