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A B S T R A C T   

National food security in countries of sub-Saharan Africa requires an abundant supply of cheap and nutritious 
food for the burgeoning population. At the same time agriculture is a major contributor to the balance of pay-
ments for African economies. So agricultural production in Africa needs to increase strongly to meet the demands 
of both national and international markets. Yet fragmentation of land due to population pressure in rural areas, 
and the low prices farmers are paid for their produce, mean that in many rural areas in sub-Saharan Africa the 
farms are already too small to provide food security or a living income for the household. There is a high de-
pendency on off-farm income and little incentive to intensify production. Thus rural households are often 
‘reluctant’ farmers, lacking resources or the economic incentives to invest in agriculture. The conundrum that 
must be addressed is how to provide cheap, nutritious food to feed the growing urban and rural populations 
while creating incentives to stimulate increased agricultural production. This will require major transformations 
of the smallholder farming systems alongside creation of alternative employment.   

1. Introduction 

Achieving Sustainable Development Goal 2 – Zero Hunger – is 
arguably one of the most important and difficult challenges faced by 
mankind. Central to Agenda 2030 is the idea of “no-one left behind” 
(United Nations, 2015), building on the foundation of “The Future We 
Want” laid by the Rio+20 Earth Summit (United Nations, 2012). The 
SDGs are aspirational – and inspirational – goals which focus on the need 
for transformation to achieve sustainable development. Far more than 
step-wise incremental progress is required to address the scale of the 
problems. 

Much current discussion on SDG 2 focuses on Africa which faces 
unprecedented population growth, against a backdrop where the 
continent faces particularly severe impacts of climate change (Niang 
et al., 2014). There is uncertainty as to how serious the food insecurity 
situation is in Africa given a general lack of confidence in the production 
statistics (cf. Jerven, 2013). Nevertheless, some broad trends are clear. 
The prevalence of undernourishment in Africa rose from 17.6% of the 
population in 2014 to 19.1% in 2019, more than twice the world 
average and highest of all regions of the world (FAO et al., 2020). By 
2030, sub-Saharan Africa’s population will rise from its current 1.07 
billion to 1.40 billion and may reach 3.78 billion by the end of the 
century (United Nations, 2019). Africa has a very young population, 
with 41% under 15 years and a further 19% in the 15–24 years range. 
This means that even if growth rates are curbed immediately more than 

half of this projected increase will still occur (United Nations, 2017). 
Even the recent study of Vollset et al. (2020), which finds that current 
projections of the global population are overestimated, suggests the 
population of sub-Saharan Africa will reach 3.07 billion by 2100. 
Sub-Saharan Africa is the region of the world most at risk of food inse-
curity given current dependence on cereal imports, the rapid rate of 
population growth and stagnant agricultural productivity (van Ittersum 
et al., 2016). 

SDG 2 is not only about reducing hunger. It also aims to ensure food 
security and improved nutrition and to do this through promoting sus-
tainable agriculture. The triple burden of malnutrition – undernutrition, 
obesity and micronutrient deficiency – occur side-by-side. Addressing 
these requires not only an increase in food production but also major 
advances in access to affordable and nutritious food, and education and 
behavioural change regarding diets. Sustainable agriculture is central to 
achieving SDG 2, and as some 70% of households depend on agriculture 
for a large part of their livelihood, SDG 2 is inextricably linked with SDG 
1 which aims to end poverty in all its forms (United Nations, 2015). So 
what are the prospects of achieving SDG 2 in Africa? In the remainder of 
this article I sketch the opportunities and constraints – and the conun-
drum faced in addressing these two interacting goals simultaneously. 

2. The opportunity: large yield gaps 

Although agricultural production has increased substantially in sub- 
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Saharan Africa over the past decades, this has largely been due to 
cultivation of more land rather than increases in land productivity 
(Sanchez, 2002). A notable exception is Ethiopia where statistics suggest 
a remarkable – perhaps too good to be true – increase in productivity 
since the Government committed to their Agricultural Growth Plan 
(Abate et al., 2015; van Dijk et al., 2020). The large gaps between cur-
rent productivity in Africa and the yields that farmers could achieve 
point to a major opportunity to increase food production (Tittonell and 
Giller, 2013; van Ittersum et al., 2016). 

In 2004 Kofi Annan1 called for a uniquely African Green Revolution 
based on the widely-held belief that proven technologies were available 
that could improve agricultural productivity. This ambitious vision 
needed to address hunger, nutrition, poverty, soil health and infra-
structure and should take root within the rich diversity of the African 
continent in terms of history, culture and agroecological conditions 
(soils and climate). The concern with productivity enhancement was 
incorporated into the notion of sustainable intensification (Garnett 
et al., 2013; Vanlauwe et al., 2014), a central tenet of which is to avoid 
further expansion of cultivated land while ensuring environmental 
sustainability of more intensive production. However, despite some 
localised successes, the African Green Revolution has failed to take off. 
While the diversity of contexts means that generalisations are 
dangerous, in the next section I consider why it continues to prove so 
difficult to close yield gaps in SSA. 

3. Agronomic and farm size constraints to enhancing 
productivity 

Although African farmers work some of the oldest land surfaces on 
the planet, with heavily leached, nutrient-poor soils, not all soils are 
infertile. Deposition of alluvium along rivers and uplifting of land due to 
volcanic activity created younger, more fertile soils, as seen, for example 
in the highlands of the East African Rift. These inherently fertile soils 
combined with bimodal rainfall have been densely-populated and 
cropped intensively for more than a century (Crowley and Carter, 2000). 
Intensive cultivation without fallowing of the land and with few inputs 
has exhausted the soil nutrient reserves, and led to the paradoxical sit-
uation where some of the potentially most productive environments are 
also the most strongly depleted of nutrients. 

From an agronomic perspective, poor soil fertility is the primary 
factor that limits agricultural productivity in sub-Saharan Africa (San-
chez, 2002; Sanchez and Swaminathan, 2005). Even in the dry savannas 
of the Sahel, agricultural productivity is nutrient limited (Penning de 
Vries and Ditèye, 1991). The critical shortages of nutrients within Af-
rican farming systems indicate that mineral fertilizers are needed 
(Buresh et al., 1997; Giller et al., 1997). Equally, it is recognised that 
management of soils solely using mineral fertilizers without attention to 
maintenance of soil organic matter cannot sustain crop production. This 
has led to the paradigm of integrated soil fertility management (ISFM) 
(Vanlauwe et al., 2010) that recognises the need for efficient nutrient 
recycling and use of crop residues and organic manures together with 
judicious use of mineral fertilisers. ISFM further recognises that good 
crop varieties and agronomic management are essential to achieving 
efficient use of nutrients and increased productivity. Intercropping and 
rotations with grain legumes are a key component within ISFM, enabling 
capture of atmospheric nitrogen through their symbiosis with rhizobia 
(Giller, 2001; Vanlauwe et al., 2019). Legumes also offer the potential 
for both diversification of cropping systems and intensification, giving 
extra benefits in terms of human nutrition, suppression of pests and 
diseases and enhancing yields of other crops in rotations (Franke et al., 
2018). So, from a technical standpoint, can we conclude that the 

agronomists have done their job? We know how to close yield gaps – this 
has been demonstrated many times in farmers’ fields across SSA. But the 
poor institutional environment, coupled with land constraints which I 
consider below, conspire to make investment of finances and labour in 
agricultural production a less attractive option for smallholder farmers 
than seeking other forms of income. 

Smallholder farms predominate throughout sub-Saharan Africa and 
produce the vast majority of the food (Dixon et al., 2001). Farming 
systems are highly diverse reflecting climate, soils and cultural prefer-
ences. In many places high population density, with concomitant pres-
sure on land leads to small farms, and low capital availability (Jayne 
et al., 2014a; Muyanga and Jayne, 2014). Using data from 13,000 rural 
households across 93 locations in 17 countries of sub-Saharan Africa we 
found that a staggering 37% of the households were food insecure – 
unable to achieve household food security even if all forms of income 
were converted into calories (Frelat et al., 2016). Food insecurity is an 
important dimension of poverty, and across these 13,000 households it 
was associated with more household members, limited livestock and 
land holdings, which together explained 72% of the variability in food 
availability. Market access and off-farm employment were also impor-
tant (Frelat et al., 2016). Even within a single locality there is huge di-
versity in food insecurity among households: Wichern et al. (2018) 
found as much diversity in food insecurity in each region of Uganda as 
across the whole of the country. This suggests that food insecurity is 
everywhere, meaning that targeting cannot be restricted to particular 
regions. Further, poor farmers often have the poorest soils (Giller et al., 
2011; Franke et al., 2019) – so small farms and poor soils become double 
poverty traps. 

4. The Food Security Conundrum 

What I coin as the Food Security Conundrum is the nexus of three 
issues which I consider in turn below:  

1) National food security in African countries requires an abundant 
supply of affordable and nutritious food for the burgeoning rural and 
urban populations; 

2) Agricultural exports are a major contributor to the balance of pay-
ments for African economies, and attract more government attention 
than support for smallholders;  

3) Rural households lack sufficient land or economic incentives to 
invest in agriculture (and are therefore often reluctant farmers). 

4.1. National food security requires abundant affordable and nutritious 
food for the burgeoning rural and urban populations 

Alongside the general rapid population growth, the urban population 
in sub-Saharan Africa is growing rapidly. Urban dwellers are key in 
election of African governments, and the riots that have ensued after 
hikes in food prices (FAO et al., 2017) demonstrate the need to ensure 
food is affordable. Rates of urbanization are perhaps not as fast as often 
assumed (Potts, 2017), and much of the increase in urban population is 
due to natural growth rather than migration from rural areas (Andersson 
Djurfeldt, 2015). Alongside the continued growth of large urban con-
urbations and the rise of smaller towns, which will provide markets for 
farmers, rural populations will also continue to grow. A large proportion 
of rural households are net consumers of food – they depend more on 
buying food or earning food in payment for work than on consumption 
of what they produce on their own farms – as I explore further below. So 
food needs to remain affordable to prevent increases in hunger and 
undernutrition among the urban and rural poor. Simply increasing 
farm-gate prices or subsidising inputs are not solutions to increase 
farmers’ incomes. 1 Secretary-general calls for ‘uniquely African green revolution’ in 21st cen-

tury, to end continent’s plague of hunger, in Addis Ababa - https://www.un. 
org/press/en/2004/sgsm9405.doc.htm. 
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4.2. Agricultural exports are a major contributor to the balance of 
payments for African economies 

Agriculture accounts for 20–50% of the gross domestic product 
(GDP) of most countries of sub-Saharan Africa, as well as being the 
major source of employment (Fig. 1). The major agricultural exports are 
the typical cash crops of cotton and tobacco, beverages (cocoa, coffee, 
tea) and horticultural products (fruit, vegetables and flowers). Exports 
of pulses to the Indian sub-continent are also important, particularly 
from East and southern Africa. The relative importance of agriculture for 
export varies depending on the country’s revenues from oil, metals and 
minerals. When discussing with the Ethiopian Minister of Agriculture, I 
was surprised that the discussion turned quickly from food security to 
export, until I realised that agriculture accounts for more than 70% of 
exports from Ethiopia.2 If export targets are not met in terms of the 
contribution to GDP, the country would grind to a halt. It is hardly 
surprising that high-level debates among ministers of agriculture of 
African countries tend to focus on exports rather than food security.3 

No doubt agricultural export commodities present important op-
portunities for smallholders and for the national economies. But despite 
the many commitments to stimulating agricultural development, such as 

the Comprehensive Africa Agriculture Development Programme 
(CAADP)4 and the Malabo Declaration on Accelerated Agricultural 
Growth5 which are framed in the language of transformation, of shared 
prosperity, improved livelihoods and reducing poverty, little seems to be 
transformative in terms of policies to directly support smallholder 
farmers and lift them out of poverty. 

4.3. Rural households lack sufficient land or economic incentives to invest 
in agriculture 

In 2012, I asked the question “How small is beautiful?“6(Hengsdijk 
et al., 2014). It had become apparent that the land available for pro-
duction to farmers in many of the areas in which we worked in Africa 
was insufficient. Given current yields many households were food 
insecure. What was most alarming was that even if crop yields were 
increased as far as feasibly possible, the households with small farmland 
area could not produce enough calories to be food sufficient (Hengsdijk 
et al., 2014). Although commonly referred to as smallholder or ‘sub-
sistence’ farmers, the majority of rural households are net consumers of 

Fig. 1. The proportion of GDP earned from agriculture, forestry and fishing plotted against employment in agriculture for countries of sub-Saharan Africa in 2017 
(after Silva, 2017, p. 4). (Data sources: Y-axis – World Bank Data, World Bank national accounts data, and OECD National Accounts data files, https://data.world 
bank.org/; X-axis – ILOSTATS, Labour Force Survey and other country specific sources, https://ilostat.ilo.org/data/.). 

2 https://www.indexmundi.com/ethiopia/economy_profile.html.  
3 https://agrf.org/africas-ministers-pledge-to-commercialise-regions-a 

gricultural-sector/. 

4 https://www.un.org/en/africa/osaa/peace/caadp.shtml.  
5 https://www.nepad.org/caadp/publication/malabo-declaration-acceler 

ated-agricultural-growth.  
6 Plenary Keynote “How Small is Beautiful?” Ken Giller. Agricultural 

Research for Development conference: Innovations and Incentives. 3rd annual 
conference organised by the networks Agri4D, SIANI, Focali, Future Agricul-
ture, Future Forests and SLU Global. September 26 & 27, 2012. Uppsala, 
Sweden. 
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food – they cannot subsist on farming alone. 
Given the risk of crop failure in the face of drought, on small plots 

there is little incentive to invest in inputs given the poor profitability of 
most crops (Ritzema et al., 2017). The small farm sizes mean that even if 
farm gate prices were doubled, land limitations would preclude house-
holds from achieving an acceptable income (Harris and Orr, 2013). 
Often the poorest farmers sell much of their produce at harvest when 
prices are low in order to meet their immediate cash needs (e.g. Leo-
nardo et al., 2015), and end up buying back food later in the year when 
prices are high (Stephens and Barrett, 2011; Burke et al., 2018). The 
meagre marginal returns to farming lead to strong dependence on 
off-farm income among rural households, irrespective of their resource 
endowment (Ellis, 1998, 2000; Loison, 2015). 

Thus many rural households are neither food self-sufficient nor do 
they earn a living income; that is enough to afford a decent standard of 
living that provides nutrition, shelter, health, education and a small 
margin for other needs (van de Ven et al., 2020). When asked of aspi-
rations for their children, frequent responses highlight occupations with 
a regular income; working for a salary in government as teachers or 
doctors. After food and health care, investment in school fees for the 
education of their children is often cited as the top priority for expen-
diture. Becoming a farmer is not an attractive proposition for many 
young people in rural areas (Sumberg et al., 2017), although some find 
agriculture appealing if they consider it offers future perspective (Glover 
and Sumberg, 2020). Where young people are engaged in agriculture, 
their activities are largely small-scale with a strong subsistence element 
(Yeboah et al., 2020). So, despite the huge demand for affordable and 
nutritious food in African countries, incentives to stimulate local pro-
duction are lacking. 

5. How to address the conundrum? 

5.1. Increasing food production - sustainable intensification? 

As indicated above a plethora of technologies exists that, from a 
purely technical perspective, could be deployed to raise agricultural 
productivity in a sustainable manner. Yet although development path-
ways are often framed as smallholders ‘climbing the ladder of intensi-
fication’ (Aune and Bationo, 2008), or the ‘livestock ladder’ (Udo and 
Cornelissen, 1998), we start to observe the opposite. In 
densely-populated regions of Ethiopia, households are deliberately 
descending the livestock ladder: selling cattle and switching to goats and 
sheep because of rising populations and the lack of grazing land or other 
feed resources (Mellisse et al., 2018). Where population densities are 
very high, households have switched from diverse agroforestry systems 
to monocultures of khat (Catha edulis), a narcotic from which they can 
maximise income from tiny farms of 0.2 ha or less (Mellisse et al., 2018). 
In addition, poorer farming households are often less able to benefit 
from technologies and interventions (Franke et al., 2014; Ritzema et al., 
2017), making it even harder to achieve SDG 2 through agriculture 
directly. In the cotton belt of southern Mali, a 16-year study revealed 
that whilst wealthier households were able to accumulate more cattle 
and increase crop productivity, poorer households achieved few gains 
(Falconnier et al., 2015). 

Not all regions suffer from severe population pressure: Jayne et al. 
(2014a) highlighted that 25 times as many people inhabit the most 
densely-populated 20% of land compared with the least 
densely-populated 20%. Yet where land is more abundant there are few 
incentives for intensification. Particularly if animal traction is available, 
households are predisposed to increase their production by cultivating 
more land, through extensification, rather than through increasing 
yields (Baudron et al., 2012; Ollenburger et al., 2016). Thus, Africa’s 
Sleeping Giant – the grand vision of agricultural intensification across 
large, sparsely-populated areas of the West African Guinea savanna 
(Morris et al., 2009) – is likely to remain in hibernation (Ollenburger 
et al., 2016). The lack of change witnessed in a longitudinal study 

encompassing a 15-year period in the Guinea Savanna of Mali was 
likened to ‘stagnation’ rather than intensification or extensification 
(Ollenburger et al., 2016). So long as farming remains less profitable and 
attractive than alternative off-farm employment this is unlikely to 
change (Ollenburger et al., 2019). 

Farming will no doubt remain a core component of rural livelihoods 
both for provision of food and as a source of income. Given that food 
purchases constitute half or more of household expenditure in less- 
developed countries (van de Ven et al., 2020), self-consumption of 
food grown on the farm is key for food security. Thus a focus on 
diversification of cropping systems to provide food baskets that meet the 
household’s nutritional needs is warranted, including attention to sea-
sonality of supply and demand (de Jager et al., 2018). Rather than 
viewing intensification of agriculture as the engine for economic growth, 
a more nuanced understanding of its role in the livelihoods of rural 
households is required. Increasing and diversifying production is 
certainly important for household food and nutrition security. But given 
land constraints and the poor profitability of farming, smallholders are 
unlikely to intensify their production which limits their ability to 
contribute to their own, or national food self-sufficiency. 

5.2. What policies can address the conundrum? 

There are arguments to suggest that Africa has experienced the 
opposite of enabling policies for agricultural growth. Policies of struc-
tural adjustment that began during the 1990s led to major reductions in 
fertilizer use in Malawi (Carr, 1997), and have been linked with soil 
degradation in Tanzania (Wiig et al., 2001). Later, starting early in the 
2000s, input subsidy programmes were reintroduced, with varying de-
grees of success (Jayne et al., 2018). While grain yields and national 
production increased, the welfare benefits were disappointing and the 
crop responses to fertilizer were far less than expected (Jayne et al., 
2018). Although agronomic use efficiencies of 30–50 kg grain/kg N are 
possible with good agronomic management (Zingore et al., 2007), most 
surveys report values below 15 kg grain/kg N (Jayne et al., 2018). The 
poor profitability of crop production, combined with land constraints, 
provides little incentive to invest in the careful and timely attention to 
agronomic management needed for efficient use of fertilizer. Further, 
rural infrastructure is often poor, which contributes to lack of access to 
agricultural inputs and to markets for produce. Many African countries 
are land-locked meaning that the costs of transport to import agricul-
tural inputs such as fertilizers are high (Collier, 2008). On top of these 
constraints, the increase in rural population drives further fragmenta-
tion and subdivision of land. 

The current development policy from the UK7 and from the recent 
Dutch Food Security Evaluation8 refer to the work of Andrew Dorward 
(2009) who describes the diversity of development pathways for 
smallholder farmers as “stepping up” or “stepping out” or those remain 
“hanging in”. If smallholder farmers are to be able to step up, others - 
including the poorest – will need help to step out. Further, development 
policy in Europe focuses on the mantra of “Trade not Aid” with a strong 
reliance on value chain approaches. Yet this conflicts with the vision 
behind Agenda2030 that no one should be left behind. No doubt the 
private sector has an essential role to play in agricultural development. 
But public-private-partnerships (PPPs) tend to support the better off and 
more entrepreneurial farmers. PPPs do not address the needs of the poor 
– nor should we expect them to. There is consensus that “trickle down” 
does not work; none of the evidence supports this idea (Arndt, 1983; 
Falconnier et al., 2015). PPPs do not address SDG2 in terms of achieving 

7 DFID (2015) DFIDs Conceptual Framework on Agriculture. pp. 1–36. 
Department for International Development, London.  

8 Ministry of Foreign Affairs of the Netherlands (2017) Food for Thought: 
Review of Dutch Food Security Policy 2012–2016. Ministry of Foreign Affairs of 
the Netherlands, den Haag. 
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zero hunger and availability and access to safe and nutritious food for all 
at local levels. Thus a policy focus solely on “Trade not Aid” is not 
acceptable. There is an essential role for the public sector, and social 
programmes targeted specifically to the poor such as the Productive 
Safety Net Programme in Ethiopia (Debela et al., 2015). Recent atten-
tion has been given the need for an ultra-basic, universal basic income 
(e.g.Banerjee and Duflo, 2019), which could allow farmers to focus on 
producing their own nutritious diet. 

In the search for ideas of what types of policies are needed to support 
agricultural growth, I find inspiration in the biography of Sicco Man-
sholt (van Merriënboer, 2011). Mansholt was highly successful in 
driving the agricultural reform in the Netherlands in the wake of the 
‘hunger winter’ at the end of World War II. His policies (summarised in 
Box 1) led to consolidation of fragmented farmland, a deliberate and 
dramatic reduction in the number of farms, modernisation and mecha-
nisation and a massive boost in agricultural productivity.9 Apart from 
the Netherlands receiving a substantial injection of foreign aid to fund 
land reform (through the Marshall Plan), the broader economic condi-
tions were also favourable. Post-war industrialisation led to the massive 
employment opportunities in the cities leading to rapid urbanisation of 
the population. A large number of Dutch farmers emigrated, seeking 
new opportunities to farm in Africa, Australasia, Eastern Europe and 
North America. As a result, the number of farms in the Netherlands fell 
from 410,000 in 1950 to 185,000 in 1970 – and the downward trend 
continues today with only 54,000 farms remaining by 2018 (CSO, 
2020). The key reasons for the rapid decline in the number of farmers in 
the 1950s and 60s were the rise in employment opportunities outside 
agriculture in urban areas and migration out of rural areas. But clearly, 
technological change on the farm and changes in farm structure 
(consolidation of land) went hand in hand with structural changes in the 
economy. 

Against a backdrop of increasing population pressure and fragmen-
tation of farms, there is evidence of a countervailing trend. A new cadre 
of medium-scale “investor farmers” with land areas of 5–100 ha is 
expanding rapidly (Jayne et al., 2016). These investor farmers are urban 
professionals or rural elite households (Sitko and Jayne, 2014) who 
already control 20–50% of the total farmland in Kenya, Ghana, Tanzania 
and Zambia. Jayne et al. (2016) highlight that the share of arable land 
under the control of urban based households is rising, leading to rapid 
increases in land prices within 100 km of urban centres. Often only a 
small proportion of the land acquired is initially used (Jayne et al., 
2014b), and although such farms can help to stimulate local input and 
output markets the implications for local or national food security are 
unclear. Given the continuing population growth in rural areas it seems 

inevitable that the consolidation of land in the hands of investor farmers 
will contribute to further marginalisation of poorer households (Jayne 
et al., 2014b). 

Land has much more meaning in Africa than simply its productive 
potential – as a place of belonging, often where ancestors are buried and 
as a place to retire (Andersson, 1999). When family members travel to 
work in towns or cities it is usual that some household members remain 
on the family land to farm and maintain the rural home (Andersson, 
2001, 2006). Another disturbing trend observed in Uganda and 
Tanzania is the planting of large tracts of potentially-productive land to 
forestry by absentee landlords as a means to secure land ownership and 
prevent occupation by squatters, whilst providing income for relatively 
little investment (Baijukya et al., 2005; P. Ebanyat, pers. comm. 2019; F. 
Baijukya, pers. comm. 2019). Thus it seems unlikely that rural areas of 
Africa will be emptied by migration to urban centres which would allow 
consolidation of farms into larger, more economically viable units. This 
could occur in the Netherlands under the policies of Mansholt because of 
the rapid growth of industry and employment in urban centres which 
was a completely different backdrop to what we see today in Africa. 

The rapid population growth could provide a ‘demographic divi-
dend’ – or a ‘youth dividend’ given that the median age of the popula-
tion in sub-Saharan Africa is 18 or less. The huge available labour force 
coupled with the growing market for agricultural products in Africa 
could drive economic growth: it has often been suggested that the rural 
population in Africa was too sparse in the past to stimulate growth. Yet 
there is a major crisis of unemployment in Africa of young, often well- 
educated, people seeking jobs (Christiaensen, 2020). As urban centres 
expand the majority of employment is the service sector rather than in 
manufacturing, with a lack of productive jobs to drive economic growth. 
Enhanced employment opportunities in rural and urban areas are crit-
ical to provide the stimulus for development in the agricultural sector. 

6. Concluding remarks 

It is clear that some out-of-the-box thinking is required to create the 
‘Future We Want’ and achieve the vision of the SDGs. To begin with, 
whose ‘we’ counts? (cf. Chambers, 1997). Addressing this Food Security 
Conundrum certainly needs radical transformation and not just incre-
mental change. A huge shift in policy is required to make smallholder 
agriculture profitable – while keeping the urban population well fed. 
Incremental changes in yields cannot achieve this. Technologies for 
smallholder farms can enhance food self-sufficiency but in general are 
insufficient to achieve a living income for the households. Our analyses 
increasingly suggest that major structural change to the farming systems 
is needed - to allow farms to grow in size to be economically and agro-
nomically viable. This further requires massive structural change 
outside agriculture, to encourage creation of rural and urban jobs, it 
needs industrialisation to move along hand in hand with agriculture and 
other forms of social protection are required in the form of social safety 
nets. 

In this discussion of food security in sub-Saharan Africa I raise more 
questions than I have answers. Yet if it was clear what needs to be done 

Box 1 
The approach taken by Sicco Mansholt to enhance production of the agriculture sector in the Netherlands in response to food insecurity in the 
early 1950s (my interpretation based on van Merriënboer, 2011).  

• Policies to support modernisation of agriculture and the use of new technologies  
• Consolidation of fragmented fields into viable economic farm units  
• Policies to encourage small, unviable farms to quit farming  
• Tariffs and price support to provide a living income for farmers  
• Special measures to support farmers on poor sandy soils  
• Based on a large injection of foreign aid from the USA through the Marshall Plan  

9 Mansholt’s success in agricultural reform in the Netherlands led his key role 
in developing the Common Agricultural Policy (CAP) of the European Com-
munity, which proved to be too successful in stimulating agricultural produc-
tivity. In later life, Mansholt realised that the CAP needed to be reigned in, but 
by this time political lock-in meant that reform of the CAP was virtually 
impossible. 
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to address this ‘wicked problem’ – it would not be a conundrum! 
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