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Sub-‐Saharan	  Africa’s	  population	  explosion	  
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Figure 1.1: Population projections for  
sub-Saharan Africa and the rest of world

and changing food diets associated with income growth. 
This chapter highlights the evidence behind these 
major trends, which generally indicate that agricultural 
transformation and broader economic transformation are 
now underway in much of the region. At the same time, 
major challenges are looming on the horizon. Subsequent 
chapters of the 2016 AASR examine these trends and 
challenges in detail. This chapter ends with a discussion of 
potential implications for African governments, the private 
sector, civil society and international development partners 
seeking to achieve their sustainable development goals 
through encouraging the region’s nascent agricultural 
transformation processes. 

Salient Trends

This section highlights 10 major trends: (i) Africa’s 
mushrooming population growth; (ii) urbanization and 
urban population growth; (iii) shifts in the labor force toward 
non-farm employment; (iv) generally positive agricultural 
productivity growth rates and associated poverty 
reduction; (v) land degradation; (vi) rising land prices; (vii) 
increasing climate variability; (viii) the region’s increasing 
dependence on imported staple foods; (ix) improved 
market access conditions for smallholder farmers; and (x) 
changing farmland ownership and farm size distributions. 
These trends present both challenges and opportunities, 
as summarized in this chapter and addressed in more 
depth in the various chapters. 

Africa’s population explosion

Today, SSA accounts for 950 million people, roughly 12 
percent of the world’s population. This share will rise to 
31 percent by 2050 and to 34 percent by the end of this 
century as the region’s population is projected to quadruple 
to roughly 4 billion people (Figure 1.1). As Africa comprises 
an increasing share of the world’s population, African 
affairs will increasingly affect other areas of the world—
economically, politically, demographically, and culturally. 

The region’s rapid population growth is due to rising life 
expectancy, declines in death rates, particularly of children, 
and more recently to lower fertility rates, especially among 
educated urban women. But compared to other regions of 
the world, Africa is experiencing a slow decline in fertility. 
While child mortality rates have declined, fertility rates 
have remained high, leading to the “youth bulge” that the 
region is now experiencing (Filmer & Fox, 2014). Today, 62 
percent of Africa’s population is below the age of 25 years. 
Africa is the only region of the world where the population 
of under 15s is continuing to grow (Figure 1.2).

Notes: The estimated population for SSA was 12.3 percent 
of the world’s population in 2015, and is projected to com-
prise 21.7 percent in 2050 and 34.0 percent in 2100.

Source: United Nations (2016) 

Another salient demographic trend, unlike any other 
continent or region, is that SSA is expected to experience 
expanding rural population between 2015 and 2050 (Figure 
1.3). Rural Africa is expected to have nearly 60 percent 
more people in 2050 than it has today. 

Rapid population growth, including in rural areas, may 
be projected to affect the region’s agricultural sectors in 
several important ways. First, rapid population growth will 
put rising pressure on African food systems to feed its fast 
growing cities. Second, we might expect to see rising land 
values and the growth of land markets, especially in areas 
of favorable market access, as more people seek land 
not only for farming but for housing and other non-farm 
purposes. Third, as finite land becomes more populated, it 
will be increasingly unlikely that young people can expect to 
inherit land, causing migration and demographic and labor 
market shifts that are already well underway in relatively 
densely populated areas, but not yet in others.

Urbanization and urban population growth

Population is growing especially rapidly in Africa’s urban 
areas as shown in Table 1.2. By 2050, the majority of 
the population in most African countries is likely to be in 
urban areas. But urbanization is proceeding at a highly 
variable pace (Bocquier, 2005; Potts, 2012). Over the past 

Population	  projections	  for	  SSA	  and	  the	  rest	  of	  the	  world

Source:	  United	  Nations	  (2016)	  



Looming	  employment	  challenge
11	  million	  people	  to	  enter	  labor	  market	  each	  year	  

• Slow	  demographic	  transition	  
-‐ High	  fertility	  rates	  (~	  5.4	  children	  per	  woman)
-‐ Low	  child	  mortality	  rates

• “Youth	  bulge”	  may	  not	  end	  soon

• 3%	  growth	  in	  labor	  force	  per	  year	  
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•Will	  Africa’s	  youthful	  labor	  force	  yield	  a	  demographic	  “dividend”	  or	  
“time	  bomb”?

•What	  can	  governments	  do	  to	  expand	  employment	  opportunities?	  



Agri-‐food	  system	  – A	  sector	  of	  opportunity
• Growing	  demand	  for	  food	  

• Population	  growth	  and	  urbanization	  
• Rising	  incomes	  and	  diet	  transformation	  

(Tschirley et	  al.,	  2015;	  Hollinger	  and	  Staatz,	  2015)

• Rising	  reliance	  on	  imported	  foods	  
• SSA	  food	  import	  rose	  from	  US$	  6	  billion	  
to	  US$ 45	  billion	  between	  2001	  and	  
2014

• Opportunity	  to	  accelerate	  economic	  
growth	  and	  job	  creation	  in	  import-‐
substituting	  local	  production	  and	  
marketing. Source:	  RENAPRI	  (2017)	  
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Africa’s	  Aging	  farming	  population?

• Claims	  of	  aging	  farming	  population	  in	  SSA	  (Kalu	  2013)	  
• Youth	  are	  not	  interested	  in	  farming	  

Implications:	  Future	  of	  food	  production	  may	  be	  in	  jeopardy

Should	  African	  policymakers	  worry	  about	  an	  aging	  farming	  population?	  

http://www.dw.com/en/old-‐and-‐forgotten-‐africas-‐elderly-‐face-‐more-‐
problems/a-‐15530545



Data	  
•Nationally	  representative	  multi-‐year	  household	  data

• LSMS-‐ISA	  (Ghana,	  Nigeria,	  Rwanda,	  Tanzania,	  Uganda)
• Labor	  force	  surveys	  (Zambia)
• Census	  data	  from	  IPUMS/Minnesota	  Population	  Center
• (Kenya,	  Malawi,	  Mali)

• Each	  of	  these	  data	  sources	  had	  multiple	  waves



Study	  Focus
• Examine	  the	  “stocks”	  and	  “flows”	  in	  three	  employment	  categories	  

• Farming	  	  
• Off-‐farm	  segment	  of	  agri-‐food	  system	  (e.g.	  agro-‐processing,	  food	  retailing	  and	  services)
• Non-‐farm	  sector	  (outside	  agri-‐food	  system)

• Explore	  the	  role	  of	  agriculture	  productivity	  in	  the	  on-‐going	  economic	  transformation

• Examine	  the	  age	  structure	  of	  farming	  population
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Youth	  vs.	  entire	  workforce

• Employment	  trends	  of	  entire	  workforce	  similar	  to	  that	  of	  youth	  (15-‐24	  years)	  
and	  young	  adults	  (25-‐34	  years)
• Youth	  and	  young	  adults	  constitute	  35%	  and	  25%	  of	  working-‐age	  population	  respectively

• Relatively	  high	  levels	  of	  unpaid	  or	  family-‐based	  activities
• 43%-‐63%	  of	  all	  unpaid	  family-‐based	  jobs	  held	  by	  youth

• Relatively	  high	  levels	  of	  economic	  inactivity	  and	  unemployment
• 30%	  or	  more	  of	  people	  aged	  15-‐24	  years	  are	  inactive



Employment 
Trends



Rapid	  but	  highly	  variable	  rates	  of	  labor	  exit	  from	  farming	  
to	  off-‐farm	  sectors	  
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Non-‐farm	  outside	  AFS:	  Rapid	  %	  job	  growth	  and	  major	  
source	  of	  jobs	  outside	  farming
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2.	  Off-‐farm	  AFS:	  Rapid	  rate	  of	  growth	  but	  from	  low	  base	  
and	  absolute	  number	  of	  new	  jobs	  will	  not	  match	  farming	  
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Off-‐farm	  AFS	  jobs	  largely	  in	  commerce	  and	  less	  in	  
agro-‐processing



34 34

54
49 49 47

19
23

9

15 14
9

47
43

37 36 38

44

0

10

20

30

40

50

60

70

80

Ghana	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
(2012/13)

Nigeria	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
(2012/13)

Rwanda	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
(2010/11)

Tanzania	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
(2014/15)

Uganda	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
(2011/12)

Zambia	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
(2012)

%
	  o
f	  t
ot
al
	  jo

bs
	  in
	  F
TE

Sectoral	  employment	  shares	  of	  total	  jobs	  in	  FTE	  

Farming	   Off-‐farm	  AFS Non-‐farm

Farming	  remains	  the	  single	  largest	  employer

• Share	  of	  total	  FTE	  jobs
o Labor	  force	  (15-‐64	  years):	  	  	  34%-‐54%
o Youth	  (	  15-‐24	  years):	   40%-‐63%	  
o Young	  adults	  (25-‐34	  years):	  25%-‐49%

• Investment	  in	  farming	  will	  affect	  the	  
greatest	  number	  of	  people	  and	  assure	  
broad-‐based	  and	  inclusive	  economic	  
growth



Type of jobs
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#
Table#6.##Types#of#employment#over#time#

 

  
'
Source:#Author’s#estimates#from#Ghana#Living#Standard#Survey#5#and#6;#Nigeria’s#Living#Standard#Survey#(2004)#and#
General#Household#Survey#(2013);#Rwanda#Integrated#Household#Living#Survey#(EICV#2#and#3);#Tanzania#National#
Panel#Survey#(2009#and#2015);#Uganda#National#Panel#Survey#(2006#and#2012);#Zambia#Labor#Force#Surveys#(2005#
and#2012).##~Microdata#of#population#and#housing#census#data#in#IPUMS### 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Wage	  jobs	  remain	  elusive
Private	  wage>public	  wage



Role of agriculture productivity growth



.

Role	  of	  Agricultural	  productivity	  growth

• Sustained	  agricultural	  productivity	  growth	  arising	  from	  green	  
revolution	  technologies	  and	  supportive	  government	  policies	  is	  
credited	  for	  increasing	  the	  purchasing	  power	  of	  millions	  of	  rural	  
families,	  which	  stimulated	  demand	  for	  off-‐farm	  goods	  and	  services,	  
created	  new	  jobs	  in	  the	  off-‐farm	  economy,	  and	  pulled	  millions	  of	  
people	  from	  the	  farm	  into	  more	  productive	  off-‐farm	  jobs



Farming’s	  employment	  share	  declining	  most	  rapidly	  among	  
countries	  	  enjoying	  highest	  agricultural	  productivity	  growth
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Non-‐farm	  labor	  productivity	  growth	  highest	  among	  countries	  
with	  high	  agricultural	  productivity	  growth
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Time	  series	  analysis	  

• Expanded	  data	  with	  additional	  set	  of	  countries	  (	  GGDC	  Africa	  sector	  data)	  
• Annual	  data	  for	  11	  SSA	  countries	  from	  1995-‐2011

• Independent	  variables
• Lagged	  labor	  productivity	  in	  agriculture	  
• Lagged	  labor	  productivity	  in	  non-‐agriculture	  
• Country	  governance	  indicator
• Population	  density	  
• Market	  access	  (Road	  density)	  
• Time	  trend
• Country	  fixed	  effects

• Run	  series	  of	  alternative	  models	  for	  robustness	  checks
• Pooled	  OLS,	  	  fixed	  effect	  models,	  first	  difference



(i) (ii)

Log'lag'labor'productivity'in'agriculture' 50.133* 50.284**
(52.15) (52.77)

Log'lag'labor'productivity'in'non5agriculture 50.0121 50.176
(50.23) (51.89)

Other&covariates
Index'of'governance'(lagged) 50.0205 0.0698

(50.45) (1.06)
Time'trend 50.00961*** 50.00458

(54.62) (50.96)
Population'density 50.00181 50.00475

(51.51) (51.89)
Road'density 5 50.000260

5 (50.21)
Constant 50.519** 0.0690

(53.07) (0.20)
5

Number'of'observations 161 78
Number'of'Countries 11 10
Adjusted/Overall'R5square 0.71 0.87
Time'period' 199552011 199552011

Fixed'effect'model

Lagged	  labor	  
productivity	  in	  
agriculture	  is	  a	  key	  
driver	  of	  observed	  
decline	  in	  agriculture	  
employment	  share

Source:  Yeboah and  Jayne,  2017  
(  see:  http://foodsecuritypolicy.msu.edu/uploads/files/CrossCountry/Yeboah_and_Jayne_2017-_AGA_article.pdf)



Aging	  farmer	  population???



Average	  age	  of	  farmers	  aged	  15	  years	  or	  more	  is	  between	  34	  
and	  42	  years	  and	  has	  either	  declined	  or	  remained	  stable	  over	  
time	  in	  most	  countries
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Average	  farmer	  age	  ranges	  from	  41	  to	  48	  years	  when	  sample	  is	  
restricted	  to	  individuals	  aged	  25	  or	  more	  and	  engaged	  in	  at	  least	  50%	  
FTE	  in	  farming
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Recap
1. Significant	  labor	  exit	  from	  farming	  in	  Africa	  since	  2000s

• Pace	  more	  pronounced	  when	  jobs	  computed	  in	  FTEs

2. Farming	  remains	  extremely	  important	  for	  livelihoods	  and	  for	  economic	  
transformation	  despite	  declining	  job	  share
• largest	  employer	  and	  key	  source	  of	  new	  jobs	  

3. Rapid	  %	  growth	  in	  off-‐farm	  AFS	  but	  from	  low	  base
• May	  not	  match	  farming	  in	  absolute	  level	  of	  new	  jobs
• Growing	  off-‐farm	  AFS	  relies	  on	  inputs	  from	  farming	  (milk,	  grains)

4. Performance	  of	  farm	  sector	  will	  influence	  job	  growth	  in	  overall	  economy
• Pace	  of	  labor	  exit	  from	  farming	  and	  labor	  productivity	  growth	  in	  off-‐farm	  sectors	  linked	  to	  

agricultural	  productivity	  growth



Recap
5.	  SSA	  is	  not	  yet	  at	  risk	  of	  the	  negative	  effects	  of	  an	  aging	  farming	  population
• Returns	  to	  labor	  in	  farming	  will	  determine	  whether	  young	  people	  will	  remain	  in	  farming	  
over	  time

6.	  Informal	  enterprises	  will	  remain	  a	  key	  feature	  of	  the	  employment	  landscape

• African	  policy	  makers	  may	  thus	  need	  to	  re-‐orient	  their	  policies	  to	  recognize	  informal	  
enterprises	  as	  a	  viable	  livelihood	  option	  and	  institute	  productivity	  enhancing	  strategies	  to	  
harness	  employment	  gains	  from	  this	  sector.	  



What	  should	  governments	  do?	  
• Central	  plank	  of	  a	  comprehensive	  youth	  employment	  strategy:	  interventions	  to	  
raise	  agricultural	  productivity	  growth	  
• Create	  new	  opportunities	  in	  farming
• Multiplier	  effects:	  performance	  of	  farming	  will	  influence	  the	  pace	  of	  growth	  in	  non-‐farm	  
and	  AFS	  jobs

• Develop	  youth	  centered	  programs	  to	  make	  farming	  profitable	  for	  young	  people
• Facilitate	  access	  to	  productivity	  enhancing	  inputs	  (e.g.	  fertilizer),	  market,	  and	  resources	  
(e.g.	  land,	  finance,	  labor-‐saving	  technologies)

• Promote	  mentoring	  by	  successful	  farmers	  (youth	  mentors)	  
• Support	  value-‐addition	  activities	  for	  agricultural	  products



What	  should	  governments	  do?	  

• Strengthen	  youth	  voice	  on	  decisions	  concerning	  them

• Evaluation	  of	  youth	  employment	  programs
• What	  works	  well	  and	  how?
• Context	  specific	  definitions	  of	  youth



Thank	  you

Questions?	  
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