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Section III: Food Security in 
Africa: Issues, Challenges, Lessons
Food insecurity is not a new challenge for Africa. For 
more than 20 years, the continent has struggled with 
hunger and food insecurity. Food security is “when 
all people, at all times, have physical, social and eco-
nomic access to sufficient, safe and nutritious food 
that meets their dietary needs and food preferences 
for an active and healthy life” (FAO, 2011). Food secu-
rity has four important dimensions: stability, availa-
bility, accessibility and actual consumption and use 
of food. The dimensions cover a broad range of fac-
tors that contribute to food security, from sufficient 
quantities and types of food to individuals’ or house-
holds’ incomes and sustained ability to purchase 
or produce food in sufficient quantities and types 
and to how it is stored, processed and consumed. 
“People are considered well-fed and well-nourished 
when they can obtain safe food of sufficient quan-
tity, variety and quality to sustain their lives” (UNDP, 
2012, p. 9). Food insecurity thus exists when food is 
not available, when individuals or households lack 
the means to access it, when it is not available all 
the time and when individuals or households are 
unable to consume it.

Africa first received food aid in the late 1950s, and 
since the mid-1980s the number of African food 
emergencies has tripled. Moreover, food insecurity 
and related crises happen despite an abundance of 
resources, including water and land. For every crisis, 
there have been responses, but the crises keep re-
curring. And so several challenges have kept Africa 
from moving wholly past food insecurity, including 
ineffective regional and global responses, underde-
veloped agriculture, a lack of modernization, poor 
land structure, chronic poverty and a lack of political 
focus.

The situation does not look much better today. In 
fact, the challenges of the past have grown and be-
come more complex, exacerbating food insecurity. 
Africa’s agriculture is underdeveloped, and people 
have begun abandoning it for better livelihoods. 
The effects of climate change are more pronounced 
and Africa’s population is increasing so fast that 
countries might be unable to produce all the food 
they need.

As these challenges remain unsolved and the food 
security situation worsens, Africa’s achievement 
of some of the Millennium Development Goals 
(MDGs) hangs in the balance. The dynamic rela-
tionship between food insecurity and poor educa-
tion, bad health and poverty can last generations, 
forming a vicious cycle that often propagates per-
vasive linkage. For instance, hungry children have 
weak immune systems and die prematurely from 
communicable diseases that are ordinarily prevent-
able and treatable, such as dysentery, malaria and 
respiratory infections. Even when they survive, they 
start school late, learn less and drop out early. Mal-
nourished mothers are at a greater risk of dying in 
childbirth and of delivering low-birthweight babies, 
who often fail to survive infancy. Undernourished 
babies who make it through infancy are often stunt-
ed, crippling and shortening their lives. As adults, 
they are likely to give birth to another generation 
of low-birthweight babies, perpetuating the vicious 
cycle of low human development and destitution 
(UNDP, 2012)

The cycle is evident in the fact that Africa is off track 
in eradicating extreme poverty and hunger (Goal 1). 
Food insecurity has played a large role in slowing 
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progress on the health MDGs, especially for chil-
dren and mothers. About half of pregnant women 
in developing countries suffer from anaemia (WFP, 
2013). Malnourished pregnant women are more 
likely to give birth to underweight babies, who are 
more likely to die before their fifth birthday. Under-
nutrition and undernourishment among children 
younger than 5 years affects their development, 
resulting in cognitive problems, stunting and weak 
immune systems. The 2009 MDG report found that 
progress on the goals was beginning to slow—and 
in some cases reverse—as a result of food crises 
and the global economic crises. Now, as the world 
moves towards the 2015 deadline and decides on 
a post-2015 development agenda, food security in 
Africa remains a daunting challenge that could sub-
stantially affect the continent’s economic transfor-
mation, a major aspect of the agenda.

The situation
Food insecurity has become one of the major devel-
opment challenges facing African countries, espe-
cially the least developed countries. And hunger is 
an important element of food insecurity. According 
to the Global Hunger Index,1 Africa has long been a 
“hungry continent,” based on the countries’ scoring 
of moderate to extremely alarming levels of hunger 
since 1990.2 Most African countries scored between 
20 and 40 over 1990–2012, with only modest reduc-
tions in their indices (modest improvements in hun-
ger; table 9.1). Note, however, that Africa’s overall 
hunger in 2012 was lower than in 1990, indicating 
an improvement in food security. Over 1990–2012, 
North Africa maintained low to moderate hunger, 
while Ethiopia improved the most, from 42.2 to 28.7.

1  The Global Hunger Index tracks and measures the level of hun-
ger at the country, region and world levels. It is based on a combi-
nation of three indicators—undernourishment, child mortality and 
child underweight. The higher the index, the more severe  the hun-
ger
2  The Global Hunger Index is scored as follows: ≤ 4.9 is low hun-
ger, 5.0–9.9 is moderate hunger, 10.0–19.9 is serious hunger, 20.0–
29.9 is alarming hunger, and ≥ 30.0 is extremely alarming hunger

Compared with other regions, Southern, East, Cen-
tral and West Africa had the second highest Global 
Hunger Index, and most of Africa was identified as 
having serious to alarming hunger (index of more 
than 10 in 2012; IFPRI, Concern Worldwide, and Wel-
thunderhilfe, 2012). Burundi and Eritrea were two of 
three countries worldwide with extremely alarming 
hunger and at more than half the population had the 
most undernourished people in 2012 (IFPRI, Concern 
Worldwide, and Welthunderhilfe, 2012). The propor-
tion of malnourished children under age 5 in Burkina 
Faso, Chad, the Democratic Republic of the Congo, 
Mali, Sierra Leone and Somalia was between 17 per 
cent and 18 per cent, the highest for 2012. 

Between 1990 and 2010, Africa had the lowest av-
erage value of food production of any region3 (FAO, 
2013; figure 9.1). Southern, East, Central and West 
Africa had the lowest values of food production in 
the periods compared. On a positive note, Africa’s 
average value of food production has increased, 
which implies an improvement in food production.

While Africa’s food production has improved, high 
and volatile food prices have affected consumers’ 
ability to purchase food and driven many African 
farmers into poverty. Since the 1960s, world food 
prices have declined considerably, except for a spike 
in the early 1970s (FAO, 2011). The decline contin-
ued until 2002, when prices started to increase and 
eventually surged upwards from 2006 (FAO, 2011). 
This was a result of numerous factors, including ris-
ing production costs, the U.S. dollar depreciating, 
policies that sought to promote biofuels (hence in-
creasing the demand for vegetable oils and maize), 
weather shocks and low food stocks, all of which 
eventually led to the food crisis of 2007.

3  The average value of food production provides a cross coun-
try comparable measure of the relative economic size of the food 
production sector in a country or region. It is calculated as the total 
value of annual food production (estimated by the Food and Ag-
riculture Organization and published by FAOSTAT in international 
dollars) divided by the total population.
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Table 9.1 Global Hunger Index scores by rank 1990, 2001, 2012

Rank Country 1990 1996 2001 2012
1 Libya < 5 < 5 < 5 < 5
2 Tunisia < 5 < 5 < 5 < 5
3 Algeria 6.7 7.3 6 < 5
4 Morocco 7.8 6.8 6.2 < 5
5 Egypt 8 6.7 5.3 < 5
6 Gabon 8.4 6.9 7.2 5.4
7 Mauritius 8.0 7.4 6.0 5.4
8 South Africa 6.9 6.5 7.4 5.8
9 Ghana 21.4 16.3 12.8 8.9
10 Swaziland 9.3 12.6 12.9 10.9
11 Mauritania 22.6 16.7 16.6 11.1
12 Congo 23.6 24.1 15.7 11.4
13 Lesotho 12.6 13.6 13.9 11.9
14 Namibia 20.3 19.1 16.3 13.2
15 Botswana 13.4 15.4 15.7 13.7
16 Senegal 18.3 19.6 19.2 13.7
17 Benin 21.3 20.1 16.8 14.6
18 The Gambia 16.2 20.1 16.3 15.6
19 Nigeria 24.1 20.9 18.2 15.7
20 Uganda 18.7 20.3 17.3 16.1
21 Mali 27.8 26.3 23 16.2
22 Guinea 22.4 20 21.6 16.6
23 Malawi 29.9 27.5 22.5 16.7
24 Burkina Faso 23.5 22.4 21.8 17.2
25 Zimbabwe 18.6 22.3 21.3 17.3
26 Cameroon 21.6 22.2 19 17.4
27 Côte d’Ivoire 16.5 17.8 16.6 18.2
28 Guinea-Bissau 4 20.7 20.8 21.4 18.4
29 Liberia 22.7 25.2 25 18.9
30 Togo 26.4 22 23.3 19
31 Kenya 20.7 20.8 20.4 19.3
32 Tanzania 23.2 28 25.9 19.3
33 Rwanda 28.2 32.7 25.6 19.7
34 Sudan 28.7 24.5 25.9 21.5
35 Djibouti 30.8 25.7 25.3 21.7
36 Niger 36.4 35.9 30.5 22.3
37 Madagascar 24.1 23.8 24.9 22.5
38 Mozambique 35.5 30.7 28.8 23.3
39 Zambia 24.8 25 27.2 23.3
40 Angola 41.9 39.9 33 24.1
41 Sierra Leone 32.7 30.1 30.1 24.7
42 Comoros 22.2 26.9 29.7 25.8
43 Central African Republic 27.4 28.4 27.4 27.3
44 Chad 39.3 35.6 30.4 28.3
45 Ethiopia 42.2 38.6 34.5 28.7
46 Eritrea – 37.8 37.8 34.4
47 Burundi 31.6 35.9 38 37.1

Source: IFPRI, Concern Worldwide, and Welthunderhilfe, 2012. 

Note: Cape Verde, the Democratic Republic of the Congo, Equatorial Guinea, Somalia and São Tomé and Príncipe were excluded due to a lack of data

— = no data.
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Figure 9.1 Average value of food production by region, 1990–1992, 2000–2002 and 
2008–2010 ($ per capita) 
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Figure 9.2 Domestic food price level index volatility, 1995–2012
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Moreover, other challenges like natural disasters, 
widespread political instabilities, surging popu-
lations and an increasing number of refugees in 
various regions have undermined recovery efforts. 
Consequently, Africa has been unable to completely 
emerge from the crisis, remaining largely food inse-
cure since 2007 (ECA, 2012). 

Africa has remained a net food importer, and coun-
tries depending on imports of major food staples 
have been vulnerable to global food price volatility. 
Price volatility, especially for staple foods, has result-
ed in serious food security issues for African farmers 
and consumers alike, because such foods are the 
most widely planted by smallholder farmers and 
account for a large share of spending among poor 
consumers. 

In Eastern Africa4 alone, 16 million people are esti-
mated to experience “stressed to emergency” levels 
of food insecurity, caused mostly by a lack of rain, 
conflict, high food prices and an inability to access 
humanitarian assistance (UNOCHA, 2012). Africa ac-

4  Kenya, Uganda, Ethiopia, Eritrea, South Sudan, Sudan and Dji-
bouti. 

counts for 28 of the 35 countries that need external 
food assistance (FAO, 2012a). 

In 2011, the Horn of Africa was faced with the most 
severe drought in 60 years, affecting more than 13 
million people (ECA and OECD, 2012). An extreme 
crisis and a famine were declared in Somalia. And 
about a third of the population was still facing a 
food crisis in early 2012 (box 9.1). North Africa’s Sa-
hel region was hit by a food and humanitarian crisis 
that led to severe food insecurity in early 2012. This 
was a result of the region’s extreme drought and 
political unrest. A similar situation occurred in West 
Africa, where postelection violence in Côte d’Ivo-
ire disrupted agriculture, trade and livelihoods in 
both Côte d’Ivoire and landlocked countries whose 
goods move through Abidjan (ECA, 2012). Where 
people face drought, famine and civil insecurity, the 
movement of commodities is interrupted, produc-
tive economic (and especially agricultural) activities 
for income and food production are halted and mil-
lions of people migrate to neighbouring countries.

Box 9.1 Food insecurity in Africa at a glance

Burkina Faso, Chad, The Gambia, Mali, Mauritania, Niger and Zimbabwe have an exceptional shortfall in aggregate 
food production and supply resulting from crop failure and excessive postharvest losses, natural disasters, interrup-
tion of imports and disruption of distribution.

Eritrea, Djibouti, Liberia and Sierra Leone have a widespread lack of access to food resulting from extremely high 
food prices, very low incomes and the inability to circulate within the country.

Ethiopia, Burundi, Kenya, Sudan, South Sudan, Somalia, Malawi, Mozambique, Lesotho, the Democratic Republic of 
the Congo, Madagascar, Côte d’Ivoire, Senegal, Cameroon, the Central African Republic, Guinea and Congo have se-
vere localized food insecurity resulting from reduced early harvests, crop failure, localized flooding and drought, low 
food stocks, persistent high prices, civil unrest, strife and insecurity restricting access to agricultural land and food 
and an increasing influx of refugees and internally displaced persons, 

Source: FAO, 2012a.
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Recent food security commitments and 
interventions
Africa has received numerous responses to its food 
security situation—from both in and outside the 
continent. Governments, regional organizations 
and international development organizations are 
doing a lot of work on food security. But the conti-
nent has been in and out of food crises, indicating 
that further commitment is required to address its 
food security challenges. At the regional and inter-
national levels, commitments come usually as funds 
to be channelled into agriculture or as policy chang-
es that governments will undertake to improve it. 
This section looks at some of the recent food securi-
ty commitments and interventions for tackling Afri-
ca’s food security challenges. 

Comprehensive Africa Agricultural Develop-
ment Programme (CAADP) 
Established in 2003 by the African Union, CAADP 
is an African-owned and -led initiative working to 
boost agricultural productivity. The programme is 
based on 4 pillars: extending the area under sustain-
able land management and reliable water control 
systems (Pillar I); improving rural infrastructure and 
trade-related capacities for market access (Pillar II); 
increased food supply, reducing hunger and im-
proving responses to food emergencies (Pillar III); 
and improving agricultural research, technology 
dissemination and adoption (Pillar IV). CAADP’s goal 
is to eliminate hunger and reduce poverty through 
sustained agricultural growth. To achieve this goal, 
African governments committed to increasing their 
investment in agriculture by allocating to the sector 
at least 10 per cent of the national budget for aver-
age annual growth of 6 per cent in agriculture by 
2015. By June 2012, more than 40 countries had for-
mally launched CAADP implementation, including 
30 that signed national CAADP compacts. Of these, 
24 countries have completed CAADP-based Nation-
al Agriculture and Food Security Investment Plans, 
and 11 have received funding from the Global Ag-

riculture and Food Security Program to implement 
these plans. In 2007, Rwanda became the first coun-
try to sign a CAADP compact. Many others followed 
over 2009–2011, with the most implementers in 
West Africa (15 countries). CAADP estimates that 6 
to 10 countries have reached or surpassed the 10 
per cent target.5 Malawi has allocated more than 15 
per cent of its national budget to agriculture for the 
last eight years.

Individual donors are providing financial support 
through the CAADP Multi-Donor Trust Fund as well 
as bilateral support at the continental, regional and 
national levels. The trust fund was established in 
2008 to strengthen the capacity of CAADP support 
implementation institutions mainly the African Un-
ion Commission, the National Planning and Coordi-
nating Agency and regional economic communities 
in CAADP implementation. Six donors contribute to 
the trust fund, and it is administered by the World 
Bank.6  By June 2012, donors had committed about 
$50 million (of which $34.5 million had been dis-
bursed).There is also support from new multilater-
al instruments, such as the Global Agriculture and 
Food Security Program, which is expected to be one 
source of funding for country investment plans. By 
July 2012, 11 countries had received $430 million 
from the programme (including Burundi, Ethiopia, 
Malawi, The Gambia, Niger, Rwanda, Senegal, Sier-
ra Leone, Liberia, Tanzania and Togo) to implement 
CAADP-aligned agriculture and food security pro-
grammes.

But there is a general lack of ownership of the in-
itiative at the country level, CAADP’s biggest dis-
appointment according to the programme’s 2010 
review. The review reports little engagement be-
tween CAADP and the private sector, as well as 
5  The 6–10 range reflects different methodologies and data sources.

6  The United States Agency for International Development, the European 

Commission, the Netherlands, France, Ireland and the Department for Inter-

national Development. The Swedish International Development Cooperation 

Agency and Japan are also potentially interested.
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slow and uneven implementation pre-2010, with 
only one compact signed. The 8th CAADP Partner-
ship Platform Meeting in Nairobi identified some 
key challenges that hinder the full implementation 
of CAADP, including inadequate financial support, 
difficulty in translating political commitment into 
concrete actions and a lack of capacity and policy 
coordination. Still, CAADP is considered relevant for 
accelerating Africa’s agricultural growth. Improved 
ownership at the country level, engagement of the 
private sector and support for national policy for-
mulation  are needed to improve implementation. 

The Food and Agriculture Organization’s Nation-
al and Regional Programmes for Food Security 
These programmes support national efforts in 
eradicating hunger among the local population 
and promoting regional integration and agricul-
tural economic development among neighbour-
ing countries. In Africa, Kenya, Nigeria and Sierra 
Leone have been beneficiaries of the national pro-
grammes, which have focused on eliminating food 
insecurity among rural communities. In Nigeria, the 
programme helped the government achieve its pol-
icy goals of boosting agricultural production for pri-
ority crops and commodities, such as cassava, millet, 
rice, sorghum, vegetables and yams. In Sierra Leone, 
farmer field schools (a brainchild of the programme) 
have equipped farmers with skills and knowledge, 
which in turn has improved their agricultural prac-
tices and increased their yields. But early warning 
indicators need more attention, so governments 
can respond timely. For example, areas prone to 
food insecurity, like the Horn of Africa, need food re-
serves to prevent extreme food insecurity situations. 
Additionally, the Food and Agricultural Organization 
organized a regional conference in Congo in April 
2012, and among the issues discussed was devel-
oping a Food Security Trust Fund for Africa. The fund 
will be an initiative to raise resources to fight hunger 
and generally manage and combat food insecurity. 

International Development Enterprises (iDE) 
iDE is an international organization working in de-
veloping regions on various development challeng-
es.7 It promotes food security by stimulating small-
holder farmer-centred agricultural growth, which 
increases incomes and food production, promotes 
prosperity and brings down food prices in local 
markets for the urban poor. It has helped many ru-
ral poor people move out of subsistence poverty by 
improving poor rural farmers’ access to affordable 
micro-irrigation technologies and market opportu-
nities.

In Zambia, under the Emergency Livelihoods Re-
covery and Nutritional Monitoring Project funded 
by the United States Agency for International Devel-
opment and the U.S. Office of Disaster Assistance, 
iDE increased food security for 500 vulnerable small 
farm households affected by malnutrition—by us-
ing treadle pumps, drip irrigation and extension 
services to mitigate drought effects and increase 
food production. In Ethiopia, iDE, with funding 
from various bilateral agencies and foundations, 
works with 37,000 smallholder farmers to improve 
food production, including high-value horticulture, 
bee products and livestock. Through the European 
Commission–funded Rural Agricultural Productiv-
ity Improvement and Development project, iDE is 
bringing measurable improvement in food security 
status to 6,600 poor rural households in six districts 
(iDE, 2013). Success depends on inclusiveness of 
even the smallest farms. Many of the food security 
interventions contributed to food security in select-
ed areas. But such programmes are often limited 
to specific regions of a country and in many cases 
end up being accessed by only a certain segment 
of the target group. In Zambia, for example, many 
of the smallest farmers were unable to access the 
farm-input subsidy and yet they made up a large 
percentage of the population. As a result, even with 

7 See iDE (2013) for details on where the organization works.
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increasing maize surplus, poverty and hunger re-
mained high.

Regional economic communities
African regional economic communities are now fi-
nalizing their regional agricultural strategies, within 
which investment priorities can be addressed in a 
more concerted and coherent manner (ECA, 2012). 
Such efforts provide platforms that go beyond the 
national level for sharing experiences and best prac-
tices on food security initiatives. Indeed, the Eco-
nomic Community of West African States already 
has a regional agricultural policy under which food 
security is one objective. The policy also recognizes 
the need and importance of regional partnership 
and collaboration and harmonizing agricultural 
efforts to get the most out of the partnerships. Re-
gional efforts combine strengths and experiences 
in enhancing investment in agriculture. As a result, 
African countries would benefit from working with  
the existing regional economic communities.

International efforts 
New Alliance for Food Security and Nutrition 
Food security is high on the agenda of world lead-
ers, including the G8. Since 2008, several high-level 
meetings and forums have featured food security as 
a major issue. At the 2012 G8 summit in the United 
States, the G8 and African leaders committed to a 
new Alliance for Food Security and Nutrition aimed 
at increasing private investments in agriculture in 
Africa. The U.S. government announced a $3 billion 
pledge towards alleviating hunger and boosting 
food security in Africa. These funds will focus on 
market development methods to boost produc-
tion among small-scale African farmers, who are 
believed to hold the key to increasing world food 
supplies. In addition, the G8 recommended that 
funds totalling $1.2 billion (over three years) be mo-
bilized for the Global Agricultural and Food Securi-

ty Programme.8 The summit further recommended 
that the programme share relevant agricultural data 
and information with African countries to help them 
manage and reduce food and agriculture risks. This 
new alliance will be rooted in partnership by build-
ing on existing efforts. At the national level, the G8 
will launch and work through the New Alliance Food 
Security and Nutrition Cooperation Frameworks 
that align with each country’s CAADP national in-
vestment plan priority activities. In August 2012, 
the United States announced kick-off workshops for 
implementing the frameworks in Ethiopia, Ghana 
and Tanzania. Beyond this, not much information is 
available on how the alliance has progressed.

Global Alliance for Improved Nutrition
The Global Alliance for Improved Nutrition, a civil 
society organization–led initiative, was established 
to develop nutrition-specific public-private partner-
ships across agricultural value chains, with the aim 
of improving project nutrition outcomes, especially 
for women and children. The initiative carried out 
assessments of specific agricultural value chains, 
including staple crops, horticulture and dairy in 
Kenya and Mozambique. With the results, the initi-
ative is helping donors and project planners identi-
fy the most cost-effective, high-impact value chain 
improvements for addressing undernutrition (ECA, 
2012).

The above commitments and initiatives contribute 
to food security interventions at the national lev-
el, where the actual implementation is done. The 
interventions vary depending on the donors, the 
country needs and situation, the organizations de-
signing food security projects and the communities 
in which the implementation will be done. General-
ly, however, there are numerous interventions that 
have been implemented across the continent.

8  The Global Agricultural and Food Security Programme is a 
mechanism established in 2010 to facilitate the implementation of 
pledges made by the G20 in Pittsburgh in 2009. 
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Success stories at the country level and 
emerging lessons
Algeria: National Strategies for Food Security 
and Agricultural and Rural Development Pro-
gramme
Since 2000, the Algerian government has used the 
National Strategies for Food Security and Agricul-
ture and Rural Development programme to im-
prove the conditions of people living in rural areas, 
especially farmers. The interventions were mainly for 
infrastructure development, like developing irriga-
tion schemes, increasing the water supply to rural 
areas and rural electrification. Largely arid and sem-
iarid, Algeria’s water is in short supply. By 2009, the 
government had invested $22.5 billion to improve 
the water supply—in quality, quantity, preservation, 
purification and irrigation (FAO, 2009). In addition to 
improving water supply, the southern and Strepp 
regions have generated electricity through solar 
power. Farmers are also able to acquire equipment 
and inputs from the government. Algeria is making 
a lot of progress in food security because of such 
government support, especially in ensuring that 
farmers have the inputs they require. Algeria’s expe-
rience shows that government commitment to and 
leadership in agriculture is important for food secu-
rity—and even more that rural development and 
extension services to rural farmers help improve 
their livelihoods. 

Ethiopia: Holistic approach to food insecurity 
Ethiopia suffered famine and food insecurity at var-
ying intervals between the 1970s and the 1990s. 
Rural Ethiopia, in particular, suffered chronic food in-
security brought about by a rapidly increasing pop-
ulation and persistent drought. In 2001, the Food 
and Agriculture Organization launched a project 
in Southern Tigray and Northern Shoa, two of the 
country’s marginalized rural areas. The project used 
a cocktail of interventions in all the broad areas af-
fecting food security to improve the situation: agri-
culture, health, education and water and sanitation, 

with a focus on women-headed households, which 
were more prone to malnutrition. The interventions 
included income-generating activities like farming 
poultry, beekeeping and vegetable growing; health 
promotion and disease prevention interventions 
like improving diets, educating communities on 
nutrition, producing and disseminating nutrition 
fact sheets and improving access to safe water and 
training centres on environmental conservation and 
rural skills. By 2006, the project had benefited more 
than 26,000 people directly and another 80,000 indi-
rectly, nutrition patterns were improving and acute 
malnutrition had fallen from 13.4 per cent in 2003 to 
9.5 per cent in 2005 (FAO, 2006). Ethiopia’s approach 
highlights the importance of covering all bases as-
sociated with food insecurity. A single approach 
would have addressed just one enabler of food in-
security. In addition, the focus on women-headed 
households contributed to concentrating on fami-
lies most affected by food insecurity.

Malawi: The Agricultural Input Subsidy Pro-
gramme
In 2005, the Malawi government re-introduced the 
Agricultural Input Subsidy Programme, with the aim 
of improving productivity among small-scale farm-
ers, increasing their self-sufficiency and reducing 
their vulnerability to hunger. This programme was 
introduced following the failure of the input-distri-
bution programme, which did not operate as effi-
ciently, was expensive for the government and poor 
farmers and worsened food insecurity among small-
scale farmers. Through this programme, which tar-
gets half the country’s farmers, vouchers for fertilizer 
and improved seeds were distributed. It provides 
smallholders access to two 50 kilogram rations of fer-
tilizer per year. Some of the programme’s strengths 
are the role of the communities in deciding which 
farmers will participate and a focus on small-scale 
farmers , the most affected by food insecurity. In 
essence, it showed that making interventions avail-
able to poor and marginalized farmers contributes 
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a lot to improving their food security and increas-
ing their productivity. Within a year, 54 per cent of 
households had received at least one voucher, and 
by the next year that figure had jumped to 65 per 
cent. By 2009, some 1.7 million smallholders were 
benefiting from the programme. This substantially 
increased fertilizer use and maize output on small 
farms. In 2006/2007, Malawi went from a net food 
deficit to a 1.3 million metric ton surplus, exporting 
close to 400,000 metric tons of maize ($100 million). 
Between 2005 and 2009, farm income and wages 
rose, nutrition improved and poverty fell. Per capi-
ta cereal consumption rose from 170 kilograms in 
2005 to 285 in 2009 (UNDP, 2012; ECA et al., 2011). 
The main challenge, however, is the fiscal sustaina-
bility of the process. Indeed, the cost of subsidy rose 
from 5.1 billion Malawian kwachas (2.1 per cent of 
GDP) in 2005/2006 to 16.3 billion (3.4 per cent of 
GDP) in 2007/2008 and to 31.0 billion (5.5 per cent 
of GDP) in 2008/2009.9 

Sierra Leone: Community-based Extension and 
Capacity-building Programme
Following the end of Sierra Leone’s civil war, the 
government developed the Community-based Ex-
tension and Capacity-building Programme in 2002 
to eradicate hunger. The programme, implement-
ed in seven stages, operated through farmer field 
schools and with different activities at different 
stages. Activities included training district coordi-
nators as facilitators for the schools, operating field 
schools on select crops (rice and vegetables), mar-
keting produce and establishing district networks 
for farmers. The networks addressed a host of issues, 
including productivity improvement, diversification 
of crops, marketing and health and nutrition. By 
the third stage, the programme had established a 
national seed programme, various community pro-
grammes and school gardens, having trained more 
than 200,000 smallholder farmers (FAO, 2009). The 
success of the schools attracted more funding for 
9  See ECA et al. (2011) for more information. 

the complementary agricultural business centres, 
which provided farm equipment and storage facil-
ities for rent; skills and entrepreneurship develop-
ment for farmers; and farm inputs. Today, the cen-
tres are being established at the national level to 
support and facilitate farmers and to develop links 
with markets, with a view to enhancing food sup-
ply to various cities. Additionally, some independent 
impact assessments have shown that farmer field 
schools have made community-led initiatives more 
sustainable and helped rebuild self-sustaining farm-
er-based organizations. This demonstrates a suc-
cessful bottom-up approach where the most affect-
ed areas—rural areas—are targeted and the success 
is then built up through the national level. Similarly, 
implementing complementary programmes that 
build on and support existing food security inter-
ventions and programmes ensures coherence and 
the effective use of resources. 

The challenges
Despite Africa’s initiatives and commitment to food 
security, persistent challenges related to high, fluc-
tuating food prices, as well as droughts, might un-
dermine the progress. 

Poor and underdeveloped agriculture sector 
While agriculture is the largest economic activity in 
Africa, contributing more than 50 per cent to GDP 
in most African countries, it is still unable to achieve 
food security for many of these countries. This is be-
cause the sector is underdeveloped. Many African 
farmers still use traditional, rudimentary methods, 
which often result in low yields. The sector is also 
characterized by primary and subsistence agricul-
ture, as well as a lack of mechanization, limited use 
of farm inputs and limited value addition. Many 
African farmers are unable to invest in modern 
and profitable agriculture. Compounding this sit-
uation is the fact that agriculture depends heavily 
on weather and hurt by environment degradation. 
Such degradation is caused largely by pollution 
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(from activities like industrialization, mining, motor-
ized transport and urbanization) and large-scale de-
forestation, which in turn leads to negative climate 
change externalities.

Beyond the constraints on agricultural production, 
African farmers have to compete with agricultural 
produce from developed countries, which is heavily 
subsidized and better marketed. The European Un-
ion, for example, has perhaps the world’s most sub-
sidized agriculture sector, with which African and 
other developing countries cannot compete. As a 
result, the sector cannot develop, and earnings are 
limited, especially for small-scale farmers, who are 
then forced to abandon the sector.

Unfavourable policies and poor institutions
Africa’s ineffective policies have had a big impact 
on its agriculture and food security (Mwakini, 2008). 
In recent years, some African countries have shifted 
their focus from agriculture to other sectors as the 
panacea for development. However, agriculture em-
ploys and feeds most of the African population, so 
reducing funding to the sector leaves many Africans 
without viable livelihoods and food. In addition, 
some policies are not inclusive, favouring certain 
groups of people, regions or companies (Mwaki-
ni, 2008). In many such cases, the already-vulnera-
ble groups are the most affected by such policies, 
which do little to improve their situation. Some 
government policies and processes also lack stake-
holder involvement. In many African countries, the 
CAADP process, for example, is dominated largely 
by the public sector, and yet its effects will be felt 
mostly by the private sector.

In addition, several countries have institutional chal-
lenges that affect the work and flow of information 
in the sector. In Madagascar, for example, the Min-
istry of Agriculture lacks statisticians, making it dif-
ficult to monitor food security. Institutions in other 
countries, including ministries and government par-

astatals, have differing mandates on agriculture. Co-
ordinating the responsibilities is often a challenge 
that affects programme implementation. 

Natural disasters, such as floods, famine and 
drought
In recent years, the effects of climate change and 
environmental degradation have hit Africa hard, 
resulted in some of the worst disasters the conti-
nent has ever witnessed. In 2008 alone, Southern, 
East, Central and West Africa had a recorded 96 dis-
asters, including 44 floods and 9 droughts, which 
affected more than 16 million people (ACCES, 
2010). The effects of such disasters are perhaps felt 
most by the agriculture sector. Heavy rains destroy 
crops, changing weather patterns affect planting, 
growing and harvesting seasons (and hence risk 
crop failure) and rising temperatures reduce crop 
yields. Consequently, people have been unable to 
engage in meaningful agricultural production, and 
food supply has been extremely limited. In Ethiopia, 
crop and livestock production fell 10 per cent over 
2010–2011; in Kenya, at the peak of the drought in 
2011, tea production fell 16 per cent and agriculture 
sector growth fell 5.7 per cent (World Bank, 2011). 

Unstable political environment and an increas-
ing number of refugees
Political instability influences food security, and 
conversely, food security influences political stabil-
ity. The link between food insecurity and political 
instability has been quite evident in Africa. In 2011, 
when parts of East Africa faced the world’s worst 
food crisis, the situation was further aggravated by 
the conflict in Somalia, which drove thousands of 
Somalis to seek refuge in neighbouring Kenya and 
Ethiopia, both suffering their harshest drought in 
decades. Kenya is estimated to have the third largest 
economic impact caused by refugees, hosting 247 
refugees per U.S. dollar of its per capita GDP (FAO, 
2012b). In Mali, one reason for the early 2012 coup 
d’état was the food crisis that led to massive starva-
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tion and displacement of thousands (ECA, 2012). In 
both cases, political instability hindered economic 
activity, forced people off their land to be used for 
food cultivation and production and made them 
dependent on food aid.

Access to land and the rural–urban divide
Most of Africa’s food insecure population live in ru-
ral areas, are rural landless poor or are urban poor. 
This brings to attention the issue of access to land 
that can be used for agriculture and food produc-
tion. Some African countries have in recent years 
experienced land grabs, where such land is used for 
investment, specifically for biofuels. Such cases have 
steadily increased over the past 10 years and greatly 
affected the availability of land for food production 
and the income that can be generated from agri-
cultural production. Further, many African commu-
nities still operate under the customary informal 
land tenure system, which often disadvantages 
vulnerable groups like women and children. Some 
African communities continue the traditional prac-
tice of denying women access to land. As a result, 
many women (especially widows) in rural Africa are 
left landless, with large families to feed and no food 
or income. WFP (2013) estimates that giving women 
(farmers) access to more resources, including land, 
could reduce the number of hungry people in the 
world by 100–150 million.

Food prices
World food prices have generally remained high 
since 2008—and the price of some food products 
have continued to increase. Many African countries 
depend on imports (including food imports) and 
were unable to insulate themselves from the crisis 
and high food prices. Large developed countries, 
on the other hand, have restricted food exports to 
ensure local food availability. This has compound-
ed food scarcity and pushed up the prices on the 
international markets to the detriment of smaller, 
less developed countries (IFAD, WFP, and FAO, 2011). 

Soaring food prices have driven more than 44 mil-
lion people into poverty since 2010 (World Bank, 
2012b). People cannot afford food at the high pric-
es. Many people have only one meal a day; others 
go more than three days without food.

Even when food is available, it often does not have 
the recommended nutritional values . A proper 
meal with the right nutritional value is unaffordable 
for many Africans, most of whom live on less than 
a dollar a day. This leads to other challenges and 
complications of malnutrition, especially among 
children.

Rapidly increasing population
Africa’s population grew from 186 million in 1950 
to 856 million in 2010 (UNDP, 2012). And the rapid 
increase is only expected to continue. This has put 
pressure on the available food resources, and in the 
future it will likely lower the availability of food per 
capita. Rural areas, which have higher population 
growth rates and the poorest households, are the 
most affected by hunger and food shortages. In ad-
dition, rapid population growth has forced people 
to settle on agricultural land, hence reducing that 
land’s productivity and harvest. In essence, produc-
tion is not rising fast enough to keep up with popu-
lation growth . Meanwhile, many people, especially 
the youth, are shunning agriculture to seek other 
employment.

Low income and persistent poverty
Studies have shown that poverty in Africa has de-
creased since 2000. But the region still has many 
people living below the poverty line, some of them 
employed. In Uganda, for example, many people (es-
pecially in agriculture) sell produce for export while 
their families go hungry. Moreover, these products 
do not fetch them much income because they are 
primary products with no value added. Such house-
holds usually end up being net food buyers and are 
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prone to shocks, as food prices fluctuate and remain 
high over extended periods of time. 

The lack of value addition has kept African incomes 
low, especially in agriculture. Without value addition 
of agricultural products, Africa forgoes a lot of rev-
enue, exports jobs to countries that add value to 
primary products and risks exposure to price fluctu-
ations in commodity products (ECA and AU, 2013), 
which contributes to poverty and low incomes in 
the agricultural sector. In such a state, people are 
unable to purchase enough, good-quality.

HIV/AIDS, poor health and poor nutrition
Africa’s high rates of HIV/AIDS and poor state of 
health have contributed to food insecurity. Sick peo-
ple cannot fully engage in economic activity, hence 
reducing productivity and making them more vul-
nerable to food insecurity (UNDP, 2012). In Egypt, 
Ethiopia, Swaziland and Uganda, stunting and un-
dernutrition led to high productivity losses in both 
manual and nonmanual activities in 2009 (table 9.2).

Table 9.2 Lost productivity from undernutrition in select African countries, 2009

Country Stunted population of work-
ing age (15–64)

Lost productivity in manual 
activities

Lost productivity in nonmanual 
activities

Number Estimated preva-
lence (per cent)

National currency USD National currency USD

Egypt 20 million 40 10.7 billion EGP 2 billion 2.6 billion EGP 483 million
Ethiopia 26 million 67 12.9 billion ETB 1.1 billion 616 million ETB 52 million
Swaziland 270,000 40 126 million SZL 15 million 251 million SZL 30 million
Uganda 8 million 54 366 billion UGX 180 million 218 billion UGX 108 million

Source: AUC et al., 2013.

Conclusion 
Africa keeps falling in and out of food crises and 
food insecurity, causing serious hardships both 
social and economic for many countries and com-
munities. Available data indicate, however, that the 
continent’s food security has improved since 1990. 
Still, Africa is worse off than the rest of the world, 
scoring highly on the Global Hunger Index and re-
cording low production. 

African countries must fully address the root causes 
and challenges of food insecurity: the poor state of ag-
riculture, unfavourable policies and poor infrastructure, 
unfavourable climatic conditions including natural 
disasters), civil conflicts, rapid population growth and 
the associated effects of urbanization, poor infrastruc-
ture, high food prices, chronic poverty and land issues. 
Some African countries have employed interventions 

and approaches that have helped them achieved food 
security. But more work remains, and successful inter-
ventions must be replicated for best results. 

In recent years, Africa and its developing partners has 
stepped up efforts to combat food insecurity. Most 
noticeable is the work of CAADP. Other interventions 
by international development organizations or non-
governmental organizations, though successful, have 
focused on specific areas or communities and thus 
worked for only those communities or parts of the 
country. At the global level, there have been new 
commitments to eliminating food insecurity, like the 
New Alliance for Food Security and Nutrition, which 
work through existing structures in Africa towards a 
food secure continent. It is hoped that they can learn 
from Africa’s history of food insecurity and use strate-
gic approaches to combat it.
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Section IV: Conclusions and Policy 
Perspectives
An assessment of Africa’s progress on the Millenni-
um Development Goals (MDGs) would be incom-
plete if it was measured only by how close the con-
tinent is to achieving the targets. Measured in terms 
of effort, the continent would rank among the best. 

Africa continues to make remarkable progress to-
wards the MDGs, especially in net primary enrol-
ment, gender parity in primary education, women’s 
representation in parliament, literacy rates of 15–
24-year olds and combating HIV/AIDS and malaria 
(mainly prevalence rates among the population 
ages 15–24). But progress has been slow in pover-
ty reduction, employment and some health-related 
goals. Further, the quality of social services remains 
a concern, and high inequality has marginalized 
low-income households, women and rural dwellers. 
Recent trends in official development assistance are 
also worrying and point to shrinking resources for 
development financing. 

Addressing these challenges will require a multisec-
toral approach and a mix of interventions that pro-
mote rapid inclusive growth while ensuring that the 
benefits of such growth are invested in strengthen-
ing the society’s health and productive capacities. 
The following policy measures are proposed to ac-
celerate progress on the MDGs.

Promoting industrialization and 
structural transformation 
African countries can increase growth and create 
jobs for its people through a commodity-based in-
dustrialization programme. Value chains linking raw 
material producers to end users can play a vital role 
in adding value to agricultural and other primary 

commodities and in creating jobs along the value 
chain. For countries that depend on extractive min-
erals, local content laws that obligate firms to pro-
cure inputs locally, train a cadre of local profession-
als and reserve artisinal mining activities for local 
entrepreneurs can be instrumental in creating jobs. 
Local content measures facilitate value-chain devel-
opment by strengthening links with local suppliers. 
But to be effective, local content measures must be 
complemented by measures that strengthen the 
competitiveness of local suppliers. Such measures 
include skills development and upgrading, adop-
tion and adaptation of appropriate technologies 
and access to capital.

Promoting intraregional trade will be necessary to 
expand markets for nascent African manufacturers. 
In this context, African countries must expedite the 
full implementation of the Continental Free Trade 
Area.

Improving the quality of education
Enhancing Africa’s quality of education is vital for 
making its labour force more productive and em-
ployable. Improving completion rates is linked to 
the quality of education and the perceived returns 
to completing a full course of study. Investments in 
education infrastructure, including quality teachers 
and buildings and rigorous enforcement of quality 
assurance mechanisms can enhance the quality of 
education and improve completion rates.

Alongside these efforts, cultural practices that un-
dermine enrolment and completion can be ad-
dressed through conditional cash transfers that 
reward parents for enrolling and keeping their 


