
40

F O O D  S E C U R I T Y :

S T R E N G T H E N I N G 
A F R I C A ’ S  F O O D 
S Y S T E M S 



41

ESSAY

VIEWPOINT

Food security in Africa: Current efforts and challenges

Securing Africa’s food sovereignty

Getting rice right in Liberia

Financing food systems resilience in Africa: 
A starting point for transformation

Recurrent food crises underscore the need for food 
system transformation

42

46

50

52

54



42 ESSAY

Africa’s food systems are at a crossroad. Several challenges and exogenous shocks—
including extreme weather events and climate change, recurrent outbreaks of pests 
and diseases, limited availability and adoption of yield-increasing technologies—have 
exposed fragilities of Africa’s food systems, undermining the ability to meet the food 
demand of a burgeoning population.

More recently, the COVID-19 pandemic and the war in Ukraine have disrupted the 
supply chain for agricultural inputs, fuel, and food. The state of food security in the 
continent is worsening, with over 20 percent of the continent’s population (roughly 
257 million people) undernourished.1 Africa bears the heaviest burden of malnutrition,2 
while the African Union’s Comprehensive African Agriculture Development Programme 
(CAADP) Biennial Review report (2019-2021) further reveals that Africa is not on track 
to meet its goal of ending hunger by 2025.3 In 2022, over 20 million people and at least 
10 million children faced severe food shortage in Africa due to crop failure and four 
consecutive dry seasons.4 East Africa alone lost close to 2 million livestock in a year 
due to recurrent drought and low response capacity.5 Moreover, projections by the 
United Nations Economic Commission for Africa point to Africa’s annual food imports 
increasing significantly; by a factor of seven from $15 billion in 2018 to $110 billion by 
2025, and by a factor of three from the current $43 billion.6

Current efforts by AGRA and other African-led institutions

Given these worrying food security trends, Africa’s food systems must become 
more resilient and guarantee access to healthy and affordable diets for all. Tested 
systemic models have demonstrated that agriculture transformation is possible in 
input and output market systems, and that it can be scaled across the continent. 
Besides engaging in immediate recovery efforts, such as our $11 million investments 
to tackle the impacts of the COVID-19 pandemic, the Alliance for Green Revolution in 
Africa (AGRA) has supported African countries to build capacities for the design of 
agricultural sector strategies and evidence-based policy reforms. At a country level, 
AGRA has made significant strides in helping resource national agriculture programs, 

1	 Armstrong, Martin. 2022. “A fifth of people in Africa are suffering from chronic hunger. This map 
shows where the situation is most severe.” World Economic Forum. August 2022.

2	 FAO. 2022. “The State of Food Security and Nutrition in the World 2022.” The Food and Agriculture 
Organization.

3	 AU. 2021. “3rd CAADP Biennial Review Report.” The African Union.
4	 UNICEF. 2022. “At least 10 million children face severe drought in the Horn of Africa.” United Na-

tions Children’s Fund.
5	 Bloomberg. 2022. “’On Brink of Catastrophe’: Horn of Africa Drought Kills Over 1.5 million Live-

stock.” Bloomberg. February 2022.
6	 UNECA. 2021. “Regional Dialogue: African Food Systems: Seventh Session of the Africa Regional 

Forum on Sustainable Development.” Background paper. United Nations Economic Commission 
for Africa. March 2021.
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https://www.fao.org/3/cc0639en/cc0639en.pdf
https://au.int/sites/default/files/documents/41573-doc-ENGLISH_3rd_CAADP_Biennial_Review_Report_final.pdf
https://www.unicef.org/press-releases/least-10-million-children-face-severe-drought-horn-africa-unicef
https://www.unicef.org/press-releases/least-10-million-children-face-severe-drought-horn-africa-unicef
https://www.bloomberg.com/news/articles/2022-02-15/un-horn-of-africa-drought-kills-over-1-5-million-livestock
https://www.uneca.org/sites/default/files/TCND/ARFSD2021/Documents/Regional%20Dialogue%20-%20African%20Food%20Systems%20Background%20Paper%20-%20EN.pdf
https://www.uneca.org/sites/default/files/TCND/ARFSD2021/Documents/Regional%20Dialogue%20-%20African%20Food%20Systems%20Background%20Paper%20-%20EN.pdf
https://agra.org/
https://agra.org/
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working closely with ministries of agriculture to design 11 flagship programs. Some of 
the early dividends of this work include:

	↘ Enhanced capacity of African governments to design and implement policies, 
and hence respond to emergent agricultural and food systems challenges. 
AGRA recognizes that “business as usual” is no longer sustainable and has 
therefore developed a program called “sustainable farming” to ensure that 
farmers concomitantly achieve three major livelihood objectives, namely: Food 
security, protecting ecosystem services, and resilience to climate and other 
shocks. It employs context-specific farming system solutions with emphasis 
on improving water and nutrient efficiency of crops, replenishing over extracted 
nutrients through application of judicious amounts of fertilizer, and diversifying 
the farming systems with climate resilient crops and management practices.

	↘ To improve climate resilience, AGRA invested in the development of African 
scientists and African research institutions. AGRA has thus far trained more 
than 500 national research system breeders at PhD and MSc level, to create 
local capacity of genetic development.

	↘ Responding to the climate risks, Africa has capacity to breed and release 
varieties of crop that are climate adaptive; early maturing, and drought tolerant 
like cassava, maize, rice, groundnuts, cowpeas, high iron beans, and b-carotene 
rich sweet potato that can be scaled.

	↘ Recognizing the malfunctional extension system in Africa, the introduction of 
private-sector led village-based agricultural advisors’ engagement has helped 
to reduce post-harvest losses by about 30 percent in countries such as Mali, 
Mozambique, and Nigeria.

	↘ Together with the Common Market for Eastern and Southern Africa (COMESA), 
AGRA is building the Regional Food Balance Sheet (RFBS) to address the 
dearth of reliable, timely, and accurate data and guide food and nutrition related 
decision making in Africa.

	↘ Together with the Economic Community of West African States (ECOWAS) 
Commission and other partners, AGRA has established the ECOWAS Rice 
Observatory (ERO) with respective national chapters, where rice-related matters 
of trade policy, market development, and farmer support will be discussed, and 
solutions identified.

	↘ Within the Southern African Development Community (SADC) region, AGRA 
has established Chinyanja Triangle Soybean Trade initiative and linked a total 
of 22,179 smallholder farmers to regional trade markets, supplying over 7,070 
million metric tons (MT) of soybeans valued at more than $4 million unlocking 
trade financing valued at $2.5 million which will support aggregators to source 
soybeans from smallholder farmers at competitive prices.
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Critical next steps

Beyond this progress, strategic and urgent measures are still needed to enhance the 
resilience of Africa’s food systems and bolster the ability to deliver on food security 
and nutrition objectives. Some of these actions include:

	↘ Accelerating the adoption and implementation of the African Continental Free 
Trade Area (AfCFTA) in order to avert food supply disruptions, as experienced 
during the pandemic.

	↘ Providing an enabling policy environment for the financial sector to supply 
more business and financial tools to Agri-SMEs.

	↘ Supporting the establishment of Strategic Grain Reserves (SGRs) as a buffer 
against unexpected exogenous shocks. Social Protection Programs are also 
priorities and should be implemented with clear graduation targets for the 
beneficiaries.

	↘ Moving towards sustainable farming: Although Africa owns about 60 percent 
of the world’s potential land for agricultural expansion,7 by 2050, about 45 
percent of the additional food should come from sustainable intensification 
(i.e., producing more food and fiber per unit of land and water).

	↘ African food systems should be diversified, moving from the major global 
commodities: Rice, wheat, and maize; and more investment must be made 
towards African indigenous and resilient crops including sorghum, millets, teff, 
and cassava.

	↘ Increasing investments in market infrastructure and other incentive 
mechanisms to support African farmers to adopt climate smart policies, 
technologies, and practices, including afforestation and rehabilitation 
of degraded lands, wetlands, and protected areas to enhance carbon 
sequestration and reduce carbon losses.

	↘ Investment in irrigation infrastructure is critical. Rainfed food production 
sits at the center of 70 percent of Africa’s livelihoods. This heavy reliance 
on rainfed systems exposes farmers to recurrent drought and other extreme 
events, hence water-centered adaptation must be a priority for Africa.

	↘ Increased availability of clean and renewable energy for rural Africa, the 
absence of which is currently contributing hugely to deforestation and climate 
change exposure.

	↘ Institutional capacity: Africa’s level of exposure and vulnerability is connected 
to its low institutional capacity and governance systems. We need to ensure 
that national systems have the capacity to convert climate policies and 
commitments into action.

7	 Wim Plaizier. 2016. “2 truths about Africa’s agriculture”. World Economic Forum.

https://www.weforum.org/agenda/2016/01/how-africa-can-feed-the-world/
https://www.weforum.org/agenda/2016/01/how-africa-can-feed-the-world/
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	↘ Early warning systems and associated climate advisories that are demand-
driven and context specific, combined with climate change literacy and 
awareness, can help make the difference between coping and informed 
adaptation responses.

FIG.13 MANY AFRICAN CHILDREN STILL SUFFER DEPRIVATIONS OF BASIC NUTRITION 
(2021 OR LATEST YEAR)

Africa’s dependence on imports for seed, fertilizer, and some cereals has meant that 
global trade disruptions have exacerbated the threat of food insecurity and malnutrition. 
In the average African country, 28 percent of children under five have their height 
stunted by poor nutrition, while 14 percent are severely underweight. Anemia and lack of 
vitamin A supplementation, an important protection against all-cause mortality, is also 
widespread in the continent.

FIG.14 THE POTENTIAL FOR COMMODITY PRICE SHOCKS AND ECONOMIC DISRUPTIONS 
REMAINS HIGH

Although food prices have fallen from their peak earlier in 2022, market volatility remains 
significantly elevated, underscoring the risk of further spikes in commodity market prices 
and the potential for future economic disruptions.

Source: 
World Bank. 
2022. World 
Development 
Indicators.
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The war in Ukraine laid bare a vexing and persistent structural vulnerability in most 
African countries.1 The continent, with 60 percent of the world’s unused arable land, 
cannot feed itself because of low yields, poor farm management practices, and 
distortions in agricultural markets.2 Consequently, the continent is overly dependent 
on food and fertilizer imports to feed its people. Africa’s farmers find it increasingly 
difficult to enhance productivity, create jobs, and boost wealth in the agricultural 
sector.3 The Ukraine crisis should be a wake-up call. African countries must embrace 
a food systems approach to scale-up food production, overhaul farm management 
practices, and improve food marketing to move beyond food security and attain food 
sovereignty.4 This will not only ensure the availability of affordable food, but it will 
also help countries attain a number of the Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs), 
including: SDG #2 zero hunger, SDG #3 good health and wellbeing, SDG #5 gender 
equality, SDG #8 decent work and economic growth, and SDG #10 reduced inequalities.

The 27th Conference of the Parties to the United Nations Framework Convention 
on Climate Change (COP27) highlighted the challenges Africa continues to face 
with regards to tackling the effects of climate change. While we are buoyed by the 
groundbreaking decision to establish a loss and damage fund, the failure to reach 
global consensus on tangible action that will reduce emissions reminds us of the 
difficult road ahead.5 Without this thorny issue being resolved, our efforts to attain 
food sovereignty will remain stymied.

Food sovereignty speaks to the ability of a country to feed itself. In Africa, this must involve 
increasing production and ensuring that farming systems are more resilient to price and 
environmental shocks. The 2006 Abuja Declaration of African agriculture ministers called 
for an increase in Africa’s average fertilizer application rates from 20 kg/ha to 50 kg/ha to 
boost production. Africa’s average application rates are still at 2006 levels, while the global 
average is slightly over 130 kg/ha.6 While it is evident that fertilizers are not the proverbial 
silver bullet, it is clear that better farming practices could be a crucial first step in Africa’s 
journey towards food sovereignty. Recent UNDP research suggests that meeting the 2006 
Abuja target could more than double Africa’s food production in a couple of years.

1	 UNDP. 2022. “The impact of the war in Ukraine on sustainable development in Africa.” United Na-
tions Development Programme.

2	 UNECA. 2013. “Eighth African Development Forum (ADF-VIII) Governing and Harnessing Natural 
Resources for Africa’s Development.” United Nations Economic Commission for Africa.

3	 UNDP. 2022. “The impact of the war in Ukraine on sustainable development in Africa.” United Na-
tions Development Programme.

4	 UNDP. 2022. “Towards Food Security and Sovereignty in Africa.” Regional Bureau for Africa Work-
ing Paper. United Nations Development Programme.

5	 World Economic Forum. 2022. “What did COP27 accomplish and what actions can we expect as a 
result?” World Economic Forum.

6	 UNDP. 2022. “Towards Food Security and Sovereignty in Africa.” Regional Bureau for Africa Work-
ing Paper. United Nations Development Programme.
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https://www.undp.org/africa/publications/impact-war-ukraine-sustainable-development-africa
https://www.undp.org/africa/publications/impact-war-ukraine-sustainable-development-africa
https://repository.uneca.org/handle/10855/23499
https://www.undp.org/africa/publications/impact-war-ukraine-sustainable-development-africa
https://www.undp.org/africa/publications/impact-war-ukraine-sustainable-development-africa
https://www.undp.org/sites/g/files/zskgke326/files/2022-09/Towards%20Food%20Security%20and%20Sovereignty%20in%20Africa.pdf
https://www.undp.org/sites/g/files/zskgke326/files/2022-09/Towards%20Food%20Security%20and%20Sovereignty%20in%20Africa.pdf
https://www.undp.org/sites/g/files/zskgke326/files/2022-09/Towards%20Food%20Security%20and%20Sovereignty%20in%20Africa.pdf
https://www.undp.org/sites/g/files/zskgke326/files/2022-09/Towards%20Food%20Security%20and%20Sovereignty%20in%20Africa.pdf
https://sdgs.un.org/goals/goal8
https://www.un.org/sustainabledevelopment/hunger/
https://sdgs.un.org/goals/goal3
https://sdgs.un.org/goals/goal5
https://sdgs.un.org/goals/goal5
https://sdgs.un.org/goals/goal8
https://sdgs.un.org/goals/goal10
https://unfccc.int/news/cop27-reaches-breakthrough-agreement-on-new-loss-and-damage-fund-for-vulnerable-countries
https://www.weforum.org/agenda/2022/11/what-happened-cop27-climate-change-what-is-next/
https://www.weforum.org/agenda/2022/11/what-happened-cop27-climate-change-what-is-next/
https://www.cancilleria.gob.ec/wp-content/uploads/2014/10/Abuja-Declaration.pdf
https://www.undp.org/sites/g/files/zskgke326/files/2022-09/Towards%20Food%20Security%20and%20Sovereignty%20in%20Africa.pdf
https://www.undp.org/sites/g/files/zskgke326/files/2022-09/Towards%20Food%20Security%20and%20Sovereignty%20in%20Africa.pdf
https://www.undp.org/sites/g/files/zskgke326/files/2022-09/Towards%20Food%20Security%20and%20Sovereignty%20in%20Africa.pdf
https://www.undp.org/sites/g/files/zskgke326/files/2022-09/Towards%20Food%20Security%20and%20Sovereignty%20in%20Africa.pdf
https://www.cancilleria.gob.ec/wp-content/uploads/2014/10/Abuja-Declaration.pdf
https://www.cancilleria.gob.ec/wp-content/uploads/2014/10/Abuja-Declaration.pdf
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In order to accomplish this, Africa does not need to be overly dependent on fertilizer 
imports from Ukraine and Russia. The continent produces sufficient potash and ammonia 
to sustain a thriving fertilizer industry. In addition, existing fertilizer blending facilities (in 19 
African countries) and manufacturing plants (in 10 African countries) operate well below 
capacity. Concerted investments in infrastructure, technology, and skills, including through 
public-private partnerships, could boost fertilizer production. Leveraging the African 
Continental Free Trade Area (AfCFTA) could also widen and deepen Africa’s market and 
facilitate the availability of affordable fertilizer across Africa. In Nigeria, for example, if 
fertilizer-producing plants were working at full capacity (Dangote’s full capacity is 3 million 
tons and Indorama’s 1.4 million tons), the country could meet its own 1.5 million tons of 
fertilizer consumption, while also meeting the rest of the region’s needs.

A case for food sovereignty

Food sovereignty in Africa is not just about production and trade. It is also about 
resilience and ensuring that the continent’s food production is not held hostage 
by natural and market shocks. The use of technology, fertilizer, and improved 
farm management practices could revolutionize Africa’s food sector. In addition, 
African countries must take steps to reverse their dependence on food aid and 
food imports. Free or cheap food imports have made local food production in 
Africa less competitive and, in turn, shifted consumer preferences away from local 
brands to foreign ones. As a result, Africa is now the most food-import-dependent 
region in the world, dedicating more than 13 percent of its import expenditure to 
buying food and agricultural commodities. This contributes to overall fiscal stress.

Revolutionizing food production in Africa will improve the continent’s development 
prospects and build resilience. Using fertilizers produced in Africa and fully integrating 
research from Africa’s agricultural research institutes could help the continent attain 
food sovereignty by minimizing imports. This would make Africa’s food markets more 
resilient during global shocks and prevent the pass-through of global price shocks into 
domestic inflation. It would also have the added benefit of relieving stress on scarce 
foreign exchange earnings.

Assuming Africa had adhered to the 2006 Abuja Declaration and gradually increased 
fertilizer application rates from 20 kg to 50 kg per hectare between 2010 and 2020, 
food production could have grown cumulatively by 209 percent instead of just 24 
percent. Such an increase would have had a salutary impact on reducing hunger and 
addressing malnourishment.

The increased agricultural productivity would also significantly impact women and 
girls, helping Africa make more progress on SDG 5 regarding gender equality. Research 
by the Food and Agriculture Organization estimates that women comprise 43 percent 
of the agricultural labor-force in developing countries and are mainly concentrated in 
harvesting and weeding.7 Boosting food production could therefore also contribute to 
decent work and economic growth (SDG 8), especially for women and girls.

7	 FAO. 2011. “Women in agriculture: Closing the gender gap for development.” The State of Food 
and Agriculture series. Food and Agriculture Organization.
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https://thebreakthrough.org/issues/food-agriculture-environment/expand-fertilizer-manufacturing-across-africa
https://thebreakthrough.org/issues/food-agriculture-environment/expand-fertilizer-manufacturing-across-africa
https://www.undp.org/sites/g/files/zskgke326/files/2022-09/Towards%20Food%20Security%20and%20Sovereignty%20in%20Africa.pdf
https://www.undp.org/sites/g/files/zskgke326/files/2022-09/Towards%20Food%20Security%20and%20Sovereignty%20in%20Africa.pdf
https://au.int/en/cfta
https://au.int/en/cfta
https://www.premiumtimesng.com/business/business-news/518854-3-million-metric-tonne-capacity-dangote-fertilizer-plant-set-for-commissioning.html
https://www.premiumtimesng.com/business/business-news/518854-3-million-metric-tonne-capacity-dangote-fertilizer-plant-set-for-commissioning.html
https://disclosures.ifc.org/project-detail/ESRS/42187/indorama-eleme-fertilizer-and-chemicals-limited
https://www.bloomberg.com/news/articles/2022-03-22/nigeria-opens-africa-s-largest-fertilizer-plant-amid-price-surge
https://www.bloomberg.com/news/articles/2022-03-22/nigeria-opens-africa-s-largest-fertilizer-plant-amid-price-surge
https://www.undp.org/sites/g/files/zskgke326/files/2022-09/Towards%20Food%20Security%20and%20Sovereignty%20in%20Africa.pdf
https://www.undp.org/sites/g/files/zskgke326/files/2022-09/Towards%20Food%20Security%20and%20Sovereignty%20in%20Africa.pdf
https://www.undp.org/sites/g/files/zskgke326/files/2022-09/Towards%20Food%20Security%20and%20Sovereignty%20in%20Africa.pdf
https://www.undp.org/sites/g/files/zskgke326/files/2022-09/Towards%20Food%20Security%20and%20Sovereignty%20in%20Africa.pdf
https://www.cancilleria.gob.ec/wp-content/uploads/2014/10/Abuja-Declaration.pdf
https://www.undp.org/sites/g/files/zskgke326/files/2022-09/Towards%20Food%20Security%20and%20Sovereignty%20in%20Africa.pdf
https://www.undp.org/sites/g/files/zskgke326/files/2022-09/Towards%20Food%20Security%20and%20Sovereignty%20in%20Africa.pdf
https://www.undp.org/sites/g/files/zskgke326/files/2022-09/Towards%20Food%20Security%20and%20Sovereignty%20in%20Africa.pdf
https://www.fao.org/publications/sofa/2010-11/en/
https://www.fao.org/publications/sofa/2010-11/en/
https://sdgs.un.org/goals/goal8
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Policy options

Some African countries are already improving food production and attaining food 
sovereignty. Malawi’s 2006-2010 agricultural development program, which has been 
described as “pro-poor,” increased yields, raised incomes, and made the crops more 
resilient to drought.8 Ethiopia’s 2005 productive safety net policy program (PSNP) 
targeted households and communities that are chronically food insecure and offered 
insurance, as well as investment in public goods such as soil and water conservation.

Despite progress in a few countries, Africa needs coordinated policy changes 
and sustained action to increase food production, improve distribution, ensure 
affordability, and reduce dependency.9 African leaders should prioritize incentives 
to increase domestic and regional food supply. This will include using appropriate 
inputs to boost and scale up production to cater to national and regional markets. An 
important goal in this context is the full operationalization of the AfCFTA to facilitate 
the free movement of labor, inputs, and food across the one-Africa market. From a 
policy perspective, Africa must shift the narrative from food supply to developing 
resilient food systems.10 Africa’s default must no longer be only trying to address 
food availability. Policies must focus on ensuring that the entire continental food value 
chain is robust, profitable, and leaves no one (and no community) behind.

Africa’s development partners also have a critical role to play.11 While temporary aid is 
needed, the primary need is to fully support programs that de-risk and boost critical 
investments in Africa’s food sector. This will facilitate financial and technical 
resources to modernize food production, storage, and marketing in Africa. Africa’s 
development partners can also promote efforts to maximize regional food trade, 
by reducing disincentives and inefficiencies in global markets—such as dumping, 
subsidies, and tariff structures that would disadvantage or discourage domestic 
production in African countries.

8	 Arndt, Channing, Karl Pauw, and James Thurlow. 2015. “The Economy-wide Impacts and Risks of 
Malawi’s Farm Input Subsidy Program.” American Journal of Agricultural Economics, Volume 98, 
Issue 3 p. 962-980.

9	 UNDP. 2022. “Towards Food Security and Sovereignty in Africa.” Regional Bureau for Africa Work-
ing Paper. United Nations Development Programme.

10	 Ibid.
11	 Ibid.
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https://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/full/10.1093/ajae/aav048
https://europa.eu/capacity4dev/project_psnp_ethiopia
https://www.undp.org/sites/g/files/zskgke326/files/2022-09/Towards%20Food%20Security%20and%20Sovereignty%20in%20Africa.pdf
https://www.undp.org/sites/g/files/zskgke326/files/2022-09/Towards%20Food%20Security%20and%20Sovereignty%20in%20Africa.pdf
https://www.undp.org/sites/g/files/zskgke326/files/2022-09/Towards%20Food%20Security%20and%20Sovereignty%20in%20Africa.pdf
https://au.int/en/cfta
https://www.undp.org/sites/g/files/zskgke326/files/2022-09/Towards%20Food%20Security%20and%20Sovereignty%20in%20Africa.pdf
https://www.undp.org/sites/g/files/zskgke326/files/2022-09/Towards%20Food%20Security%20and%20Sovereignty%20in%20Africa.pdf
https://www.undp.org/sites/g/files/zskgke326/files/2022-09/Towards%20Food%20Security%20and%20Sovereignty%20in%20Africa.pdf
https://www.undp.org/sites/g/files/zskgke326/files/2022-09/Towards%20Food%20Security%20and%20Sovereignty%20in%20Africa.pdf
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Conclusion

Africa has a long history of food dependency, a legacy of food-aid policies and low 
domestic productive capacity.12 As a result, much of its food is imported, implying 
that any major global shock can lead to severe trade disruptions, increased hunger, 
and pass-through inflation, eroding both household and public budgets. Africa’s food 
sovereignty pathway involves enhancing agricultural productivity by improving farm 
management techniques.

UNDP analysis shows that Africa could easily produce the fertilizer inputs it needs, 
and that meeting the 2006 Abuja Declaration targets would boost food supply, while 
positively impacting the SDGs.13

Ensuring Africa’s food sovereignty—implying increased availability and affordability—
is key to the continent’s own economic sovereignty, sustainable development, and 
achieving the SDGs.14

12	 Ibid.
13	 Ibid.
14	 Ibid.

FIG.15 SOME COMMODITY PRICES ARE MORE VOLATILE THAN OTHERS

Since the start of the pandemic, the price of staple food products have been anything but 
stable. The price of wheat has been particularly volatile, ranging from 75 percent of its 
2021 value, to more than 175 percent following Russia's invasion of Ukraine—two nations 
that are among the largest exporters of the staple crop.

Source: World Bank. 2022. Commodity Price Data. World Bank Group.
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In Liberia, we hold one truth to be self-evident: If one has not eaten rice on any given 
day, then one has not eaten. Well, at least that is the conventional theory that has 
driven food policy and planning for the last 60 years.

Rice is Liberia’s staple food, and our contemporary history has been completely shaped 
by rice: Its availability on the local market, price, and, to a lesser extent, quality. Since 
1979, when government plans to raise tariffs on imported rice caused deadly riots, and 
eventually a coup d’état, public policy has favored imports over locally produced rice.

Fast forward to 2022, and it's 4Cs: COVID-19, Climate, Conflict, and Commodity price 
escalations. Four simultaneous and intensifying shocks, at a time when we have not 
fully recovered from the previous shock of Ebola.

And here is another incontrovertible truth: Liberians’ dogged reliance on imported 
food is not sustainable. The looming food security crisis is an opportunity to finally 
tackle rice availability on three main fronts: Boosting smallholder production; taking 
agribusiness micro, small, and medium-sized enterprises (MSMEs) to scale; and 
attracting commercial agri-food enterprises.

Since we have ostensibly been doing just these things for years, now is the time to 
innovate the “how” of agri-food production. The “innovation” is simple: Enhance what 
is working, what is familiar and help farmers and businesses to produce more, faster, 
cheaper—and get surpluses to market. The technologies exist to do this.

Take rice. President Weah has set up a National Rice Stabilization Task Force to 
ensure constant availability of rice in our markets. We have set a national goal to grow 
75 percent of what we consume in four cropping seasons: A 150 percent increase in 
production over what we are doing now.

In setting these targets, we considered the production realities of our smallholders.1 

Realizing the adoption of yield improving technologies has been poor, and rarely 
sustained past project-end, we are resolving some of the challenges brought on 
by limited capital and labor for any given piece of land: Improving weed and pest 
management on farms; post-harvest processing capacities at village level (to optimize 
use); and access to markets and digital buying platforms. Couple these with solutions 
that enhance food and nutrition security, water, and energy at community level.2

We work with MSMEs along the value chain to grow or build and service and maintain 
the seeds, tools, and equipment needed to produce, package, transport, and market 
rice to urban consumers. The Liberia Agricultural Commercialization Fund is providing 
critical financing to innovations that service food markets and helping rice processors 
to scale up operations.3 

1	 98% of rice production is on smallholder farms and is produced for home consumption.
2	 Climate-smart Agriculture for Sustainability and Empowerment is a community-based approach 

that uses solar power to pump water for irrigation of vegetable gardens.
3	 United States Department of Agriculture. 2022.
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We are building our knowledge base and creating business profiles to attract 
private investments.

The global food security crisis compels Liberia to draw on its legendary resilience and 
creativity. We are intentional about getting rice right. And we will.

FIG.16 LIBERIA MILLED RICE DOMESTIC CONSUMPTION BY YEAR

Since 2008, consumption of rice in Liberia has increased from 331,000 megatons to 
540,000 megatons (an increase of more than 63 percent). Annual production in Liberia, 
however, has declined by 6 percent over this period—stagnating at 170,000 megatons in 
the last three years.
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Global shocks have revealed the fragility of our food systems and the pressing need 
for increased investment in food security. This is particularly true in Africa.

Africa is the region worst affected by hunger, with more than one in five people 
chronically under-nourished in 2021.1 Recent shocks from the war in Ukraine and 
increasingly severe impacts from climate change are making this situation worse. 
IFAD’s regional teams are seeing up to a doubling of food, fuel, and fertilizer prices 
compared to 2021. This threatens to undermine food security and agricultural 
productivity in the present, and recovery in the future. Small farms deserve particular 
attention. The vast majority of Africa’s farms are under two hectares and account for 
most of the food consumed by the continent’s most vulnerable populations.

Humanitarian response is essential, but it is not a long-term solution. The financing 
gap between long-term resilience building and short-term emergency food assistance 
is significant and rising. This undermines the ability of poor rural people to cope with 
future shocks. We need to tackle the underlying factors of food insecurity to avoid 
recurring crises, and to tap into Africa’s significant potential to produce food for itself–
and for others.

IFAD is calling for more finance and investments in Africa’s food systems, innovations 
that reorient towards fairer outcomes, and that fuel jobs and harness the potential of 
Africa’s youth. A simple cost-benefit analysis would show that it costs less to invest 
in resilience and prevent a crisis, than it does to launch a large-scale emergency 
response. Furthermore, studies show that investing in agriculture is significantly more 
effective in reducing poverty than investment in any other sector.

Through our work on the ground, we see that investing in fair and sustainable food 
systems can transform small-scale farms into sustainable agribusinesses. This builds 
local production capacity and improves Africa’s food sovereignty. It creates jobs 
along the value chain, particularly in processing, transport, and marketing. When rural 
economies are thriving, they offer opportunities for decent work. Migration becomes 
a choice, not a necessity, and the foundation is laid for better livelihoods, resilience, 
and peace.

More than half of IFAD’s core resources go to sub-Saharan Africa, and we are working on 
innovations in food systems financing, including with the World Bank, and significantly 
scaling up partnerships with the Green Climate Fund.

1	 FAO. 2022. “The State of Food Security and Nutrition in the World 2022.” Food and Agriculture 
Organization.
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In the wake of the war in Ukraine, IFAD launched a Crisis Response Initiative (CRI) to 
protect the livelihoods and productive assets of small-scale farmers.

Bringing more and fairer investments into African food systems requires innovation 
and commitments from Governments, the private sector, and international partners. 
This is where I see room for leaders to focus their attention. New research indicates 
that transforming African food systems is estimated to require $77 billion a year until 
2030–$614billion in total.2 The demand for IFAD’s work and financing is far greater 
than the level of commitments. In 2023, IFAD will be presenting this investment case 
to its Member States to scale up through the Fund’s next replenishment.

By taking a medium- to long-term development perspective, leaders can target the root, 
underlying causes of food insecurity and build resilience to future shocks. Doing this 
successfully in Africa would be a huge step in ending global hunger and transforming 
food systems globally. IFAD will continue to champion this cause.

2	 Omamo, Steven Were and Alexander Mills. 2022. “Investment Targets for Food System Transfor-
mation in Africa.” New Growth International.

New research 
indicates that 
transforming 
African food 
systems is 
estimated to 
require $77 
billion a year until 
2030–$614billion 
in total.

FIG.17 AFRICA HAS LOST MORE THAN 15% OF ITS FORESTS SINCE 1990

Africa’s forests are being depleted at a rapidly increasing rate, in part to make room for 
agricultural land. From 1990 to 2020, the share of forested land in Africa fell from 31.1 
percent to 26.3 percent. During this same period, the share of land used for agriculture 
increased from 6.6 percent to 9.3 percent.

Source: World 
Bank. 2022. World 
Development 
Indicators. World 
Bank Group.
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In 2022, Africa grappled with the impacts of another global food price crisis—the third 
in the last 15 years. The combined effects of the war in Ukraine, lingering supply chain 
shortages from the COVID-19 pandemic, and a fourth consecutive season of drought 
in the Horn of Africa, all contributed to already escalating food and fertilizer prices, 
causing staple food prices in Africa to increase by, on average, almost 24 percent 
between 2020 and 2022.1 Moreover, estimates indicate that over 2022–2023, the 
rising cost of food and fertilizer will add $9 billion to the import bill of the 48 most 
affected countries, half of which are in Africa.2 Food and fertilizer price inflation will 
likely worsen food insecurity. Already, one in five people in Africa are classified as 
hungry, and the prevalence of undernourishment in the region has risen by more than 
4 percent since 2015—higher than any other region of the world.3 Those in conflict-
affected African countries are, unsurprisingly, the most likely to be living in hunger.4

Yet, while external factors largely exacerbated the crisis in Africa, improving food 
security requires tackling longstanding internal factors and structural challenges 
hindering the region’s agricultural production and constraining households’ access 
to affordable food. Rapid population growth, changes in consumer tastes, and the 
demands of domestic agro-processors for certain quality inputs have led to expanding 
import dependence, especially for wheat, rice, and palm oil. The region’s annual food 
import bill could go from $50 to $110 billion by 2030 if the status quo continues.5 Some 
of this import dependence further reflects the region’s low investments in agricultural 
research and development (R&D) that could have resulted in higher agriculture yields. 
Despite both the 2003 Maputo and 2014 Malabo Declarations of the Comprehensive 
African Agriculture Development Program (CAADP)—in which African governments 
agreed to spend 10 percent of their annual budgets on agriculture—most spend less 
than 5 percent on average.6 

1	 Okou, Cedric, John Spray, D.Filiz Unsal. 2022. "Staple Food Prices in Sub-Saharan Africa: An 
Empirical Assessment." Washington, DC: IMF.

2	 Rother, Bjoern et al. 2022. "Tackling the Global Food Crisis: Impact, Policy Response, and the Role 
of the IMF." Washington, DC: IMF.

3	 FAO. 2022. "State of Food Security and Nutrition in the World: Repurposing Food and Agricultural 
Policies to Make Healthy Diets More Affordable". Rome, Italy: Food and Agriculture Organization of 
the United Nations.

4	 The Global Network Against Food Crises. 2022. "Global Network Against Food Crises and Food 
Security Information Network."

5	 Nakweya, Gilbert. 2022. “Africa’s food imports bill ’could double by 2030’.” SciDevNet.
6	 African Union. 2022. "3rd Comprehensive Africa Agriculture Development Programme Biennial 

Review". Addis Ababa: Africa Union.
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Much of this expenditure goes to subsidy programs rather than to agricultural R&D 
and extension services, even though the latter generates higher economic returns.7 
Unequal access to land and water resources, low levels of mechanization, and 
insufficient electricity and road infrastructure are other constraints to the sector’s 
productivity.

In 2023, African governments and their development partners should revisit the 
importance of these issues, while also adopting a more holistic approach to 
enhancing food security: Food system transformation. This approach aims to 
transform food production in a way that fosters inclusive job creation while promoting 
both environmental sustainability and better nutrition outcomes, thereby building 
on priorities that African governments themselves identified for the 2021 UN Food 
Systems Summit.8

Doing so will require greater progress on several fronts. First, improved intersectoral 
coordination will be essential since food system transformation touches not only on 
the mandates of agriculture ministries; but also, those of health, labor, environment, 
and trade, among others. Second, there will be a need for enhanced intergovernmental 
coordination between national and local governments, especially in those countries, 
such as Ghana, Kenya, Nigeria, and Zambia, where certain responsibilities for 
agriculture and health have been legally devolved to subnational authorities.9 Third, 
there is scope to go beyond the farm, considering options to improve food safety 
and working conditions in informal retail markets, which is where most of the urban 
poor (an expanding demographic) access their food in Africa.10 Finally, all of these 
interventions require strong empirical and governance foundations, including data 
that can help anticipate trade-offs among different food system goals and budget-
tracking systems that can improve accountability, as well as ensure food system 
commitments are transparently translated into actions.11

7	 Goyal, Aparajita and John Nash. 2016. "Reaping Richer Returns: Public Spending Priorities for Afri
can Agriculture Productivity Growth." Washington, DC: World Bank;  Alliance for a Green Revolution 
in Africa (AGRA). 2022. "Africa Agriculture Status Report: Accelerating African Food Systems 
Transformation". Nairobi, Kenya.

8	 African Union Development Agency (AUDA). 2021. "Africa Common Position on Food Systems: 
Regional Submission to the UN Food Systems Summit." Johannesburg, South Africa: African 
Union Development Agency.

9	 Resnick, Danielle. 2022. “Does Accountability Undermine Service Delivery? The Impact of Devolv-
ing Agriculture in Ghana.” The European Journal of Development Research. Vol.34(2): 1003-1029.

10	 Resnick, Danielle. 2017. “Governance: Informal food markets in Africa’s cities.” Chapter 6 in 2017 
Global Food Policy Report. Washington, DC: International Food Policy Research Institute.

11	 Fanzo, Jessica et al. 2021. “Viewpoint: Rigorous monitoring is necessary to guide food system 
transformation in the countdown to the 2030 global goals.” Food Policy, Vol. 104 (October).
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