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CTA Brussels Briefing: Advancing African Agriculture

Panel 1: What is needed to advance African Agriculture?

Steve Wiggins, Overseas Development Institute  s.wiggins@odi.org.uk
·  We can advance African agriculture: there are reasons to be optimistic
·  Need to tailor solutions to different problems, different regions, and different social groups
Is African agriculture in crisis?

Yes, in some countries and in some times. But it is far from all being bad news. 

Historically, many parts of Africa have seen rapid agricultural growth  particularly from c 1890 to 1929 and from the late 1940s through to the mid 1970s. Growth rates of agriculture faltered between the mid 1970s and mid 1980s, but then picked up again. 

Since the early 1990s, 17 of the 30 fastest growing agricultures in the world are in Africa. West Africa seems to be doing especially well.
1. 
Differentiating the problems

Four arguments are often put forward to explain disappointments in African agriculture:

·  Market liberalisation has revealed significant market failures which had been under-estimated, notably but by no means exclusively in credit markets;

· Government failure: output and input markets are not yet fully liberalised, since governments continue to intervene, often unpredictably, thereby deterring private investment and initiative;

· Appropriate technology for Africa’s crops and ecosystems is lacking

· Too little effective demand for output at the farm-gate, often since producers cannot get their products to market with a good return because the roads are poor or efficient transport companies are not there.

· All of these are true to some extent in some cases. Policy priorities will vary accordingly.


2.
Differentiating the territory

Over a large continent, great variations arise between countries, regions and districts. Several ways to classify circumstances have been proposed, but one of the more illuminating frameworks defines areas by (a) their access to markets, and (b) the amount and quality of agricultural resources per farmer. 


3.
Differentiating the people

Even if Africa has in the past prided itself on egalitarian institutions, the agrarian reality today is that even within villages of smallholders, there are large differences in access to land and capital between households. Landlessness is a growing problem in many rural areas. 

In social terms, we may need to distinguish between rural households that can:

· Step up by intensifying their farming;

· Step out --  have fewer possibilities in farming, and who need to seek their livelihoods in the non-farm economy; and,

· Hang in  those households that lack the means to make more than marginal improvements to their livelihoods.

It is probably an illusion to imagine that all households that currently farm can gain decent and prosperous livelihoods from the land. Some can, but for others the hope is the non-farm economy  whose development will often depend on agricultural success. 


4.
Conclusions

Success is possible: it has been achieving in the past, and some countries, some areas, some farmers are doing well today. But we need detailed thinking about the particular problems faced, the nature of different districts, and the differences between households.
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