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Abstract 

Rapidly rising demand for food, fuelled by population and income growth, will provide major 
opportunities for agri-food systems to accelerate employment creation and transform African 
economies. Seizing these opportunities will require African agriculture to become more inclusive and 
profitable. Greater profits in farming will generate greater expenditures by millions of people in rural 
areas that fuel the transition to a more diversified and robust economy. Higher incomes for millions of 
households engaged in agriculture will expand the demand for goods and services – and therefore 
employment – in the non-farm economy, while also opening up new employment opportunities across 
all stages of agri-food systems. Making agriculture more profitable and inclusive will require public 
actions to reduce costs in farm production and agri-food systems, and address soil degradation, climate 
change, land scarcity and concentrated land ownership. The future of work in Africa will, therefore, 
depend on how well the enabling environment created through policies and programmes can enhance 
agricultural productivity growth and enable agriculture to contribute to more broad-based employment 
generation and the overall agenda for economic transformation. 

  



Executive summary 

Sub-Saharan Africa has the world’s youngest and fastest growing population. By 2050, the number of 
people living in the region is expected to double and the subcontinent’s share of the global population 
is projected to rise to about 23 per cent (from 12 per cent in 2015). Sub-Saharan Africa’s labour force 
is also expanding at a rate of 3 per cent per year and an additional 375 million young people are expected 
to reach working age by 2035. If they can be engaged in productive employment, this growing cohort 
of young people will offer an important opportunity for economic transformation. Yet, employment 
creation in the formal economy has not kept pace. Even under the most favourable projections, only 
about a quarter of the people newly entering the labour force will find wage employment in the formal 
economy. Agriculture and the informal economy (most of which has important forward and backward 
linkages with agriculture) will need to absorb a large share of these new workers into remunerative 
work otherwise the region will experience escalating economic, social and political challenges 
associated with youth unemployment. 

At the same time, rapid population and income growth are expanding the demand for food and 
agricultural products in the region, opening up substantial opportunities for employment not only in 
agricultural production but also across agri-food systems. Africa’s agricultural production systems, 
however, have not kept up; an increasing share of the food being consumed in Africa is supplied through 
imports. Between 2001 and 2014, the sub-continent’s food import bill rose from US$ 6 billion to US$ 
45 billion. Africa’s rapid population and labour force growth combined with its import parity pricing 
conditions for many food products offer enormous potential for economic growth and employment 
creation in agri-food systems if competitive domestic agricultural production can be expanded. 

There are other factors at play, however, that may slow the rate of employment creation, unless steps 
are taken proactively to address them. Climate change and rapid population growth portend increasingly 
acute water scarcity, outbreaks of new pests and diseases, and greater variability of temperatures and 
rainfall. The continent also faces growing land scarcity and degradation resulting from population 
pressures. Median farm sizes are shrinking to levels that generate little or no surplus production in many 
countries due to inter-generational subdivision of land and greater competition for unutilized arable 
land. Many smallholders are left with small plots that are degrading due to continuous cultivation 
without sufficient integrated soil fertility management. Population pressures are also driving up land 
prices in the region, restricting access to land for young people. To effectively harness the emerging 
opportunities for economic transformation and associated work opportunities, policy-makers will need 
to anticipate the trends affecting African agriculture and proactively formulate and implement strategies 
to respond to them. 

Over the past 15 years, African governments that have effectively promoted farm productivity growth 
(Ethiopia, Rwanda) have enjoyed faster poverty reduction, higher labour productivity in non-farm 
segments of the economy, and a more rapid diversification of the labour force from farming into the 
broader economy. Since most African workers remain engaged in agricultural work, agriculture will 
continue to influence employment and livelihood opportunities both in agri-food systems and broader 
non-farm sectors. A comprehensive agricultural growth strategy that promotes competitive and efficient 
production and marketing systems may therefore be the foundation of an effective employment 
expansion strategy for most African governments. 



There is an important balance to be struck while transforming agriculture in the region. In the long term, 
a successful economic transformation in Africa is likely to shift low-productivity workers progressively 
out of agriculture and into higher-productivity jobs in the non-farm sector, as has been the case in most 
other regions of the world. Inclusive agricultural growth will support a stable and effective economic 
transition. Since a large proportion of the workforce in most African countries remain engaged in 
agriculture, agricultural development strategies that enable millions of smallholder households to 
participate in and benefit from these strategies will result in stronger multiplier and growth linkage 
effects that will expand job opportunities in the rest of the economy. Evidence from Asia shows that 
broad-based agricultural growth tends to generate stronger income and employment multiplier effects 
that pull labour out of agriculture into more attractive non-farm jobs, and do so more effectively than 
when agricultural growth is concentrated among a small number of large farms (Johnston and Kilby, 
1975; Lipton, 2006). It may be easier to promote agricultural growth by focusing public resources on 
commercialized medium- and large-scale farms, and emerging trends suggest that many African 
governments favour this approach. The challenge, however, will be how to generate the broader 
economic growth processes and expenditures in local rural economies that expand off-farm work 
opportunities. It is not just the rate at which agricultural productivity grows but also how inclusive it is 
that will influence the strength of growth multipliers in the non-farm economy, the rate at which work 
opportunities in the non-farm economy are created, and the returns to labour from those opportunities. 
Agricultural productivity growth is therefore crucial not only to improve the livelihoods of people who 
remain fully or partially engaged in agriculture but also to expand the pace of employment and income 
growth in the off-farm segments of the economy, including at various other stages in agri-food systems, 
and promote economic transformation. 

The future of work in Africa will hinge on the enabling environment created and the quality of public 
spending by African governments and their development partners in the agricultural sector. African 
governments currently spend on average around six times more on agriculture and related rural 
development than all of their international development partners combined. Their role is therefore 
decisive. 

Evidence points to four strategic priority areas. First, governments must implement inclusive 
smallholder development policies that increase the incomes of millions of rural people engaged in 
agriculture and thereby generate the multiplier effects that expand employment opportunities in the rest 
of the economy. Government actions that have the most significant impacts on agricultural productivity 
growth and poverty reduction are: agricultural research and development; physical infrastructure (rural 
electrification, road, rail and port infrastructure); policies that reduce the costs of private sector 
investment and promote competition, and agricultural service delivery and extension systems that 
facilitate farmers’ access to productivity-enhancing technologies. 

Second, in coming years, innovative forms of public investment will be necessary to promote resilient 
and sustainable growth in agricultural productivity in the face of climate change. Soil amendments that 
hold moisture for longer periods and provide greater crop response to synthetic fertilizer are likely to 
be at the centre of climate-smart agricultural strategies. Most farmers, however, lack access to the 
materials needed to enhance the organic composition of their soil. Integrating community resilience and 
climate-smart agriculture into broader employment strategies would afford opportunities for African 
governments to achieve sustainable agricultural intensification and employment objectives. 

 



Third, owing to continued population growth, increasing demand for land, and rising land prices, 
median farm sizes are declining and driving many households to seek work outside their own farms, as 
agricultural wage workers and in non-agricultural informal businesses. This is especially true for young 
people between the ages of 15 and 34 years, who account for almost 60 per cent of the labour force in 
sub-Saharan Africa. In the context of increasing land subdivision, fragmentation, and concentration, 
programmes to promote access to land for young people will become ever more important. In many 
parts of rural Africa, young people are increasingly unable to inherit enough land to make farming a 
viable business. This is a new reality in most areas; 30 to 50 years ago, most young people inherited 
land, which meant that land access did not pose a constraint to engagement in farming. African 
governments have been slow to respond to these changing circumstances in rural Africa, which has 
hastened youth migration. Although harnessing young people's potential to contribute to agricultural 
productivity growth is desirable, possible and necessary, particularly as 60 per cent of the labour force 
is aged between 15 and 35 years, it will require recognition of how constraints on engagement in 
agriculture are changing, and support to help governments develop policies and programmes to 
overcome those constraints. A more comprehensive assessment is needed that synthesizes the available 
evidence about what has worked, what has not worked, and why. 

Governments could promote long-term employment and livelihood objectives by mobilizing more 
resources for education and skills development in agriculture and related agri-food systems. Contrary 
to popular perceptions, the average age of people engaged in farming is not rising, and more than 30 
per cent of the agricultural work force is under 35 years of age. Successful agricultural production is 
increasingly knowledge-intensive. Well-functioning agricultural training colleges can enhance workers' 
productivity and enable young "agripreneurs" to take advantage of emerging opportunities and promote 
inclusive forms of agricultural productivity growth. 
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1. Introduction 

Of all the regions of the world, sub-Saharan Africa has the fastest growing population. By 2050, the 
number of people living in Sub-Saharan Africa will double and the region’s share of the global 
population is projected to rise to about 23 per cent (from 12 per cent in 2015) (United Nations, 2017). 
This demographic trend will have a profound effect on land, labour and food markets in Africa and the 
world. Africa’s rapid population growth and growing import demand for grains and oilseeds means that 
it may exert significant upward pressure on world food prices in coming decades. The region’s growing 
food import dependence could also create major opportunities for employment expansion in import-
substituting local production and marketing if African governments can effectively encourage 
agricultural productivity growth. The size of Africa’s food and agribusiness is estimated to be US$ one 
trillion by 2030 (World Bank, 2013), opening up huge employment opportunities all along the value 
chains of growing agri-food systems. Almost 60 per cent of Africa’s labour force is aged between 15 
and 35 years. Inclusive types of agricultural productivity growth with strong economy-wide multiplier 
effects could therefore be the key to an effective youth livelihoods strategy in Africa that expands job 
opportunities both in the agri-food and non-farm sectors. 

At the same time, the continent faces a huge employment challenge. Africa’s workforce is growing at 
a rate of about 3 per cent per year, with at least 10 million young people entering the work force annually 
(Filmer and Fox, 2014; Losch 2016). Yet formal employment in Africa’s growing economies has not 
kept pace (Page and Shimeles, 2015). While there is great variation in economic performance across 
countries, evidence suggests that even under the most favourable projections, only about a quarter of 
new workers in sub-Saharan Africa will find wage employment in the formal economy (Filmer and 
Fox, 2014). Agriculture and the informal economy (much of which is related to agriculture) will need 
to absorb a large share of these new workers into gainful employment otherwise the region will 
experience an escalation in the challenges associated with youth under-employment and unemployment. 
What are the prospects for remunerative employment and income growth in Africa’s agricultural sector? 
Who will remain in agriculture? What kind of agriculture will they engage in? 

In countries that are largely agrarian, structural transformation has long been considered a fundamental 
driver of rising labour productivity and living standards (Timmer, 2009; Barrett, Carter and Timmer, 
2010; Duarte and Restuccia, 2010). Both in theory and according to the actual experiences of currently 
developed countries, labour flows from low productivity semi-subsistence agriculture to more 
productive manufacturing and service sectors have been associated with overall increases in 
productivity, living standards and poverty reduction. In countries where a large share of the labour force 
remains in agriculture, successful economic transformation is likely to require inclusive forms of growth 
in agricultural productivity, which through its powerful income and employment multipliers will 
expand the demand for work in the rural non-farm economy. Historically, productivity growth in 
agriculture accumulates additional purchasing power among millions of rural families, which generates 
powerful multiplier effects for the rest of the economy, expanding off-farm employment opportunities 
and thereby releasing labour to non-agricultural sectors. While the structural transformation processes 
that are well under way in much of Africa are unfolding similarly to those in other regions, this report 
highlights how African transformations appear to be unique in some respects, and speculates on how 
that could affect the future of work in sub-Saharan Africa. 
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Recent cross-country analysis suggests that parts of Africa are making steady progress towards 
agricultural transformation. At the regional level, agriculture’s value added grew by 5.2 per cent 
between 2000 and 2014 compared to less than 3 per cent in the previous decade (World Bank, 2015; 
Fuglie, 2015), although this growth is very uneven across countries. Due to macro and sectoral policy 
reforms undertaken in the 1990s, and fuelled by the subsequent rise in world food prices since 2006, 
public and private sector actors alike are increasingly investing in Africa’s agricultural value chains. 
This is resulting in a rise in the number of medium- and large-scale farms, and growth in labour-
intensive small and medium-sized agribusiness firms, even as farming’s employment shares declines 
(Jayne et. al. 2016; Tschirley et al. 2015; Yeboah and Jayne, 2017). Although this recent evidence points 
to a new dynamism in much of Africa, the uneven pattern of growth and poverty reduction has been 
uneven across countries, raising questions about the nature and inclusivity of the growth. 

African economic transformation is being affected by several key "megatrends", including rapidly rising 
population growth (United Nations, 2017), urbanization (Richards et al., 2016), rising land scarcity 
(Jayne et al., 2014), massive human-induced land degradation (Tittonell and Giller, 2013; Lal, 2011; 
Drechsel et al., 2001), and climate change (Lipper et al, 2017). These trends are driving major 
demographic and employment changes that pose additional challenges to improving productivity and 
competitiveness of agriculture in the region. The future of work in Sub-Saharan Africa will depend on 
how governments respond to these key patterns of change in the economic landscape. While strong job 
growth will depend on the rate of new private investment in the region, the public sector’s role is 
decisive as it determines whether the enabling environment unleashes new private investment or 
constrains it. 

This report synthesises available evidence regarding how salient demographic and economic trends in 
sub-Saharan Africa are influencing the future of work in agriculture. It also identifies some of the major 
policy challenges that African governments are facing, which may influence future work in agriculture. 
Specifically, the report seeks to: 

- document major social, economic, demographic and environmental changes in Africa’s 
economic landscape and examine their potential effects on agricultural growth and the 
livelihoods of agricultural workers;  

- consider the relevance and feasibility of smallholder-led agricultural development in Africa in 
light of emerging changes in the economic landscape;  

- examine the evolving role of agriculture in Africa’s on-going economic transformation; and 
- discuss key entry points for policy and investments towards inclusive, competitive and 

productive agriculture that will improve livelihoods for agricultural workers.  
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2. "Megatrends" affecting African economies 

2.1 Africa’s population explosion 

In 2015, about 12 per cent of the world’s population resided in sub-Saharan Africa. This share will 
nearly double to 23 per cent by 2050 and increase further to 36 per cent by the end of this century, with 
region’s population projected to quadruple to roughly 4 billion people (Figure 1). This rapid population 
growth is driven by rising life expectancy and declining mortality rates, particularly among children, 
and incorporates the effects of expected lower fertility rates, especially among educated urban women. 
Compared to other regions of the world that have largely completed a demographic transition, Africa is 
experiencing a relatively slow decline in fertility. Between 2005 and 2010, fertility rates in sub-Saharan 
Africa were estimated at 5.4 children per woman, down from 6.5 children per woman in the 1950s. By 
contrast, fertility rates declined from 5.6 to 1.6 over the same period in East Asia (Canning, Raja, 
Yazbeck, 2015). Africa’s rapid population growth and slow demographic transition has translated into 
a youth bulge, which will have a significant influence on the region’s economic transformation. 

Figure 1: Population projections for sub-Saharan Africa and the rest of the world 

 
Source: United Nations (2016, mid-year projections, as at the 2014 Revision). 

2.1.1 Rural population growth and migration 

Sub-Saharan Africa is the only region of the world where the rural population and rural youth in 
particular, will continue to grow past 2050 (Figure 2). Rural Africa is projected to have about 53 per 
cent more people in 2050 than it did in 2015, with annual population growth of around 1.7 per cent 
over the coming decade (United Nations, 2016). Rural population growth is largely fuelled by the 
African "youth bulge" and the under-estimated importance of rural-to-rural migration (and in some 
cases urban-to-rural reverse migration) in response dwindling economic opportunities in African cities 
(Bilsborrow 2002; Potts 2012; Lucas 2015). Between 2009 and 2013, for example, of all young 
Tanzanians aged 15–25 years who migrated away from their rural home, 68 per cent migrated to 
another rural area and searching for wage employment was cited as the primary reason for migration 
(Wineman and Jayne 2016). Evidence from Nigeria and Zambia also indicates that some young 
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people who had been pushed out of resource-based urban employment due to falling mineral 
commodity prices are returning to rural areas.  

Figure 2: Trends in rural population in selected developing regions 

 

Source: Prepared using data from United Nations, 2016.  

Rural population growth will affect the agricultural sector and employment prospects in many 
significant ways. It will increase the number of people per hectare of arable land and cause median farm 
sizes to continue to shrink as they have been over the past several decades (Headey and Jayne, 2014). 
Increasing demand for land is causing a rise in land values and the rapid development of land markets, 
a phenomenon already well under way in areas with favourable market access (Wineman and Jayne, 
2017; Deininger et al., 2017). These developments will limit the options for own account agriculture 
for many rural young people, who can no longer expect to inherit land. The numbers of wage workers 
on others’ farms may increase and migration will likely accelerate. Evidence from Ethiopia and 
Tanzania indicates that the likelihood of young people migrating away from their rural homes is 
inversely related to the size and productivity of their parents’ farms and agricultural assets, and is 
positively related to the number of siblings in the household (Bezu and Holden 2014; Kosec et al., 2016; 
Mdoe et al. forthcoming). Similarly, rural migration away from densely populated and land-constrained 
areas of Kenya has been four times higher than in relatively sparsely populated rural areas (Jayne and 
Muyanga 2012). Future employment prospects in own account agriculture will therefore be partially 
influenced by the extent to which policy makes land accessible to rural young people, who currently 
constitute 60 per cent of the rural labour force.  

2.1.2 Urbanization, income growth, diet transformation and increasing reliance on imported 
 food 

Africa’s urban population is projected to expand around three-fold from 360 million in 2015 to 1,137 
million by 2050. Around 55 per cent of the continent’s population will live in urban areas by the middle 
of the century (Cleland and Machiyama, 2016). It is worth noting, however, that most Africa countries’ 
urban population growth over the past 10 years has not been caused by rural to urban migration, which 
has slowed over the past two decades. Africa’s urban population growth is instead now driven by two 
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factors: natural population growth (birth rates minus death rates of people residing in urban areas); and 
formerly rural areas reaching a threshold number of people or population density and thereby being 
reclassified as urban (Bocquier, 2005; Moriconi-Ebrard, Harre, Heinrigs, 2016; Potts, 2012; United 
Nations, 2016). This is consistent with findings that a large share of Africa’s urban population is now 
residing in secondary and tertiary towns, which tend to have close links with economic activity in 
surrounding rural areas. Farming and agri-food systems1 are therefore likely to play a significant role 
in employment growth in these urban areas.  

Sub-Saharan Africa has also experienced major increases in per capita income, which rose by more than 
30 per cent in real terms between 2000 and 2014, according to Barrett et al. (2017). Some studies point 
to a rising middle class in Africa, which is envisioned to promote dietary transformation and 
modernization of Africa’s food systems with major employment multiplier effects (AfDB, 2011; 
Tschirley et al., 2015). The size of Africa’s celebrated middle class remains questionable, however, as 
it depends on how "middle class" is defined (Melber, 2016).2 Some scholars argue that the urban 
population has experienced significant income gains since 2000 in only a small fraction of African 
countries (Gollin, Jedwab, & Vollrath, 2013; Jedwab, 2013; Potts, 2013). In fact, recent analysis show 
that the income share of the “middle class” in Nigeria and Zambia has actually declined over the past 
25 and 17 years respectively (Ulimwengu et al. 2016). So, while sub-Saharan Africa’s overall income 
growth has been impressive, there appears to be considerable variation both across and within countries.  

As population and per capita income grow, the demand for food and agricultural products is rising 
rapidly. Food demand in the region is projected to increase by 55 per cent by 2030 (World Bank, 2015). 
Scholars are also pointing to rapid changes in dietary patterns across the region, featuring more 
diversified and processed diets among urban and rural consumers alike (Tschirley et al. 2015). Africa’s 
agricultural production systems, however, have not evolved to keep up with this growing demand. An 
increasing share of the food consumed in Africa is being supplied through imports (Rakotoarisoa et al., 
2011), with sub-Saharan Africa’s food import bill rising from US$ 6 billion in 2001 to US$ 45 billion 
in 2014 – a seven-fold increase over 13 years (RENAPRI, 2017). The value ratio of food imports to 
agricultural output for the region has also being steadily rising since 2000, from 9.2 per cent in 2001 to 
24.1 per cent in 2014 (Figure 3). The greatest share of sub-Saharan Africa’s total food imports is coming 
from countries outside the region. Food grain and oilseed imports are driving rising food deficits, 
accounting for roughly 60 per cent of the region’s total food import bill (FAOSTAT, 2017). These 
patterns reflect the region’s inability to increase local food production fast enough over the past three 
decades to keep up with its rapidly growing population and the rising income-related growth in food 
demand. 

  

1  Agri-food systems refer to the set of activities, processes, people, and institutions involved in supplying a 
population with food and agricultural products. The agri-food system encompasses the provision of farming 
inputs and services, production at farm level, post-farm marketing, processing, packaging, distribution, and 
retail, and the policy, regulatory, environmental, and broader economic environment in which these activities 
take place (Allen et al., 2016). 

2  Africa’s middle class has been defined as people living on US$ 2–US$ 10 per day. According to the United 
Nations Development Programme's 2013 Human Development Report, only 2 per cent of the world’s 
population of middle class will be in sub-Saharan Africa despite a projected 80 per cent of them expected to 
come from the global South. 
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 Figure 3: Value of food imports as a percentage of the value of domestic agricultural 
  production 

  

Source: TradeMap, 2017 and FAOSTAT, 2017. 

Rising population and income growth in urban areas will likely increase urban-based demand for 
processed food that will incentivize private investment in food supply chains (Tschirley et al., 2015; 
Allen et al., 2016). The potential for employment creation from such urbanization and income growth 
patterns will, however, depend on their inclusivity and whether the food demand will be filled by local 
production or imports. If the income growth is broad-based, stronger growth and employment 
multipliers effects could be expected than if income growth was concentrated among a small proportion 
of the population.  

Similarly, to the extent that local production can successfully meet most of the rising demand, 
significant employment growth will be realized all along the food value chains: input distribution, 
farming, farm finance, insurance, extension services, transport, marketing, processing, and retailing 
(Yeboah and Jayne, 2016). If imports are used to meet most of the increased food demand, however, 
the upstream stages in the food system, such as agro-input supply, services for farmers, crop assembling 
and wholesale trading, and the informal processing of domestically-produced agricultural products, will 
not grow nearly as fast, thereby impeding employment growth in the agri-food system (except at the 
downstream end, particularly food retail, which will still grow rapidly in connection with the 
distribution of imported food). Among the six sub-Saharan African countries for which agri-food 
system employment data is available, we note a strong correlation between the proportion of food 
consumed that is produced domestically and the shares of the labour force in agri-food systems. 
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Potential new employment will depend on the extent to which policies and public expenditure promote 
efficient private investment in food production and marketing systems to outcompete imports on the 
rapidly growing African consumer market. Governments therefore play a decisive role in the future of 
work in agriculture, through their policies and programmes on agriculture, public expenditure patterns, 
and macroeconomic policy management. 

2.2 Rapid changes in land distribution, ownership and control 

While, over recent years many African countries have experienced rapid economic transformation, 
some have not. Regardless, most African economies remain largely agrarian, and access to land remains 
an important source of livelihood for the majority of the rural population. Over the past decade, 
increasing scarcity of land and the rise in its value has had a profound influence on farm structure, land 
distribution and land access, with important implications for the future of work in agriculture. Some of 
these dynamics and their consequences are described below. 

2.2.1 Changing farmland structure, ownership and land scarcity  

Farm structure and farmland ownership patterns in sub-Saharan Africa are changing rapidly. Driven 
partly by population pressure, increased world food prices and the somewhat erroneous perception of 
land abundance in Africa, the continent has experienced rising demand for agricultural land from 
international and national companies (Otsuka & Place, 2014; Deininger and Byerlee, 2011) and urban-
based African investor farmers (Jayne et al., 2016; Sitko and Chamberlin., 2015). Rural population 
growth has also contributed to increasing subdivision of land and fragmentation into tiny plots. 
Although farms of fewer than five hectares still account for about 90 percent of all farms in sub-Saharan 
Africa, the number of these farms is increasing only gradually in most African countries owing to land 
pressures, the economic unviability of further sub-dividing very small farms, and youth migration 
(Jayne et al., 2016). Conversely, the number of farms of 5–100 hectares (medium-scale farms) is rising 
rapidly. An increasing proportion of agricultural land is controlled by medium- and large-scale farms 
owned by urban-based Africans, who have acquired farmland using income earned from non-farm 
sources. These investor farmers obtain land predominantly through negotiations with customary 
authorities (often involving monetary exchange) and through more transparent purchases of land in 
areas where land can be purchased legally (Sitko and Jayne, 2014; Jayne et al., 2016). Recent analysis 
indicates that medium-scale farms of between 5 and 100 hectares control between 30 and 50 per cent 
of total farmland in Ghana, Kenya, Malawi and Zambia (Jayne et al., 2016). Estimates from 
demographic and health surveys for the six African countries for which data is available show that urban 
households control between 25 and 35 per cent of total agricultural land, and that these shares have 
risen rapidly in a short period (Jayne et al., 2016). A survey of medium-scale farmers Ghana, Kenya 
and Zambia also revealed that only about 5 per cent were previous smallholder farmers who had 
successfully graduated into medium-scale farming through farm expansion. A larger proportion of 
medium-scale farmers (60 per cent) were urban people who had begun farming over the past decade. 
The remaining 35 per cent were relatively privileged rural people (Jayne et al., 2014).  

While the impacts of evolving farm structure on employment are not yet fully known, if current trends 
continue, we anticipate that over time, the proportion of rural people engaged in own account farming 
will decline and the proportion of those who are wage workers on others’ farms will grow. We also 
expect to see young people in rural areas face progressively more acute challenges in accessing land, 
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especially in areas of favourable access to markets. Medium- and large-scale farms also have the 
potential to expand off-farm employment opportunities through the forward and backward linkages 
arising from agricultural productivity growth. The productive and profitable nature of medium- and 
large-scale farming means that the associated wages and work conditions are better than those for most 
small-scale farmers, especially in policy environments that are supportive of agricultural workers’ 
rights. Medium- and large-scale farms could therefore be a good source of decent wage employment. 
Since they typically use more mechanized and capital-intensive forms of agriculture, however, they are 
often associated with lower ratios of persons to cultivated land, compared with labour-intensive 
smallholder farms.  

It is well recognized that egalitarian land distribution patterns tend to generate greater poverty reducing 
effects than unequal land distribution patterns (Deninger and Squire 1998; Gugerty and Timmer 1999; 
Ravallion and Datt 2002). Egalitarian land distribution promotes broad-based growth by allowing more 
people to earn and spend money in the cash economy, which generates greater second-round 
expenditures in support of local non-tradable goods and services both in rural areas and towns. These 
multiplier effects tend to be much weaker when the source of agricultural growth is concentrated in 
relatively few hands, as exemplified in latifundia farming systems in Latin America; very low rural 
household incomes could not generate strong multiplier effects in such areas. Although there is little 
evidence from Africa, a recent study from Tanzania indicates that regions with more equal land 
distribution patterns tend to have higher mean per capita farm and non-farm incomes than regions with 
more concentrated land distribution patterns (Chamberlin and Jayne, 2017). More evidence is needed 
on the net impacts of changes in farm structure to develop a better understanding of the evolving nature 
of work in African agriculture.  

2.2.2 Rising land prices and development of land markets in areas of favourable market access 

Contrary to widespread perceptions of land abundance in Africa, evidence points to growing land 
scarcity across much of the continent. About 91 per cent of Africa’s remaining arable land is 
concentrated in nine countries (including Angola, Democratic Republic of the Congo and Sudan), most 
of which are politically fragile States. The remaining 45 countries are either land constrained or 
approaching the full extent of their arable land area (Chamberlin, Jayne, and Headey 2014). In many 
Africa countries, land sales and rental markets are growing rapidly, particularly in relatively densely 
populated areas with favourable access to markets (Holden, Otsuka, and Place 2009). Land markets 
offer an important avenue for land-poor and labour-rich households to access land, and hold great 
potential for increasing agricultural productivity (Jin and Jayne, 2013; Deininger et al., 2016; 
Chamberlin and Ricker-Gilbert, 2016). Most recent studies indicate that renters tend to be in better 
economic standing than those renting the land, that many of the latter do so out of distress, and that the 
longer-term impacts of increasing land market activity in the absence of strong and equitable local 
institutions for dispute resolution may include increased agricultural land productivity, along with the 
land dispossession of many local people and a growing class of landless labourers.  

Owing to the risks associated with renting out land (especially when land tenure is insecure), emerging 
evidence suggests the demand for rented land greatly exceeds the willingness of individuals to rent their 
land out, thus resulting in an unmet demand for rented land (Chamberlin and Ricker-Gilbert, 2016). 
Consequently, the limited supply of land for sales and renting is driving up land prices and rental rates 
in the region and putting pressure on traditional leaders to convert customary land into statutory land to 
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facilitate land access through market transaction. The implications of these developments for rural 
employment and income distribution need to be better understood to guide future employment policies. 

2.2.3 Widespread soil degradation in densely populated rural areas 

The average farm size in sub-Saharan Africa is shrinking primarily due to rising rural population density 
and the intergenerational subdivision of land. According to Heady and Jayne (2014), since the 1970s, 
the average smallholder farm size has declined by 30–40 per cent in over 40 sub-Saharan countries that 
are considered to be land constrained. In Kenya, Malawi, Mozambique and Zambia, at least 25 per cent 
of smallholder farms control less than half a hectare and are approaching landlessness (Jayne et al., 
2010). The situation is even direr in Ethiopia and Rwanda. Very small farm sizes restrict farmers’ ability 
to produce surplus for sale and reduce the income earning potential from agriculture. In fact, a study of 
East and Southern African countries revealed that 40–60 per cent of smallholder farmers remain either 
absolute buyers of staple foods or buy more than they sell over the course of the year (Jayne, Mather, 
and Mghenyi, 2010). Many small farms have exceeded their carrying capacity and reached levels where 
negative threshold effects are occurring in farm income and asset wealth. Small farm sizes also limit 
opportunities for economies of scale that could be achieved through mechanization. The continual 
subdivision of land will therefore constrain the profitability of agricultural self-employment. 

There are also important questions about how shrinking farm sizes associated with subdivision and 
fragmentation drive rural labour into informal wage labour, both in agricultural wage employment and 
beyond (Mueller and Chan, 2015). Rural wage labour, typically low-paid manual labour in agriculture 
and beyond, is the most important form of employment for many poor households, is becoming more 
important over time, and is contributing to widening socio-economic differentiation in rural Africa 
(Mueller and Chan, 2015). Specialized labour market studies typically show high rates of wage labour 
market participation, not just for the poorest respondents. In Tanzania, 60 per cent of all surveyed 
households were reliant on income from wage labour (Mueller, 2012), and in Ethiopia and Uganda, 
even though the survey only counted work in coffee, tea or flower production, a study of nearly 12,000 
rural people found that around 50 per cent confirmed their engagement in such wage work (Cramer et 
al., 2014a). 

As farm sizes shrink, smallholder farmers are responding by continuously cropping their fields every 
year, without crop rotation or any sustainable practice to maintain or improve soil quality. The 
consequences are widespread soil degradation in much of the region. A report by the Montpellier Panel 
published in 2014, indicates that around 65 per cent of arable land in sub-Saharan Africa is already 
degraded, which is costing more than 180 million smallholder farmers around US$ 68 million in lost 
income annually (Montpellier Panel, 2014). Loss of micronutrients and soil organic matter pose 
particular problems, both because they cannot be ameliorated by the application of conventional 
inorganic fertilizers and because they tend to depress the efficiency of inorganic fertilizer in contributing 
to crop output (Lal, 2011; Marenya and Barrett, 2009; Vanlauwe et al., 2011). Consequently, 
smallholder farmers cultivating these depleted soils that are unresponsive to inorganic fertilizer are 
unable to benefit from the yield gains offered by plant genetic improvements (Giller et al., 2006; 
Tittonell et al., 2007). As most arable land is already under cultivation, future output growth must come 
from productivity gains. The future of work in agriculture for these farmers will depend on the extent 
to which policy-makers can successfully implement a more holistic approach to sustainable agricultural 
intensification (Powlson et al., 2011) to reverse the trend of soil degradation and create a potential for 



 10 ILO Working Paper No. 25 

productivity growth.  

2.3 High global food prices 

Food prices have increased sharply and become quite volatile since the global food surge of 2007–08. 
The prices of major staples such as maize, rice and wheat over the period 2006–2015 are 68, 66 and 55 
per cent higher respectively than their inflation-adjusted 1995–2005 averages. Rapid population growth 
in sub-Saharan Africa and Asia are projected to increase the global demand for these food crops by 70–
100 per cent between 2010 and 2050.  

As a net importer of staple food commodities since the 1970s, food prices in Africa have reached and 
are likely to remain for the foreseeable future at very high import parity levels.3 Most African countries 
have limited capacity to affect global food prices or insulate their economies against global food price 
swings. A continued rise in global food prices may also accelerate the pace of large-scale land 
acquisition in rural areas by agribusiness firms and African investor farmers with associated changes in 
farm structure towards more unequal land distribution patterns.4 This will further limit access to land 
for rural youth, reduce options for agricultural employment in rural areas and potentially encourage 
emigration. Conversely, high world food prices could be a catalyst for economic transformation. Recent 
evidence indicates that the sustained high food prices of 2007–2013 had a favourable effect on 
employment and per capita income growth in Africa (Headey and Martin, 2016).  

2.4 Climate change and water scarcity 

The fourth megatrend affecting the future of agricultural work is climate change. Africa will suffer 
greater effects of climate change than other regions of the world, with several projections indicating 
increasing drought conditions and high temperatures, particularly in arid regions (Niang et al., 2014). 
In West Africa, for instance, Benin, Burkina Faso, Ghana, Mauritania, Niger and Nigeria may face 
water scarcity by 2025. Some of these effects are already becoming apparent: Lake Chad, an important 
water source, which sustains agriculture for more than 30 million people in Cameroon, Chad, Niger and 
Nigeria, has shrunk to about one fifth of its original size. Increased incidences of pest, weed and diseases 
of crops and livestock are also expected.  

Projected climatic changes will have serious effects on agriculture, particularly on smallholder farmers 
and pastoralists whose activities are generally subject to the vagaries of the weather. While the precise 
impacts of climate change on Africa’s agriculture are uncertain and are likely to vary spatially, there 
are two general predictions: greater variability in agricultural production and possibly a decline in crop 
productivity arising from more erratic and extreme weather patterns (Schlenker and Lobell, 2010; ADB 
climate change risk report). Despite these predicted negative effects, African agriculture still has great 
potential for growth if effective resilience policies are adopted. Unlike the developed world, where 
yields for major cereals have already plateaued, Africa’s low yield levels have the potential for great 
increases before reaching the region’s biophysical limits (Grassini, Eskridge, and Cassman, 2013). 
Realizing this potential for increased agricultural growth and food security would, however, require 
some investment in integrated approaches to enable smallholder farmers to adapt to and rapidly respond 

3  Import parity prices are defined as the world price plus international and local marketing costs to a particular 
destination. 

4  For example, the Gini coefficients of landholdings increased in Zambia from 0.42 in 2001 to 0.49 in 2012, and 
in Ghana from 0.54 in 1992 to 0.65 in 2005 (Jayne et al., 2014a). 
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to the negative impacts of a changing climate in the agricultural environment. Given the rising 
competition for water, for example, policy-makers may need to focus on developing irrigation 
technology that improves water use efficiency and enhances farmers’ ability to adapt to climate change 
(Cassman, Grassini, and van Wart, 2010). 

 

3. Africa’s evolving labour force: A declining role for agriculture? 

Africa’s employment structure is transforming rapidly. Over the next two decades, will agriculture 
continue to be a major source of work and livelihoods, and who is likely to remain in agriculture? 

3.1 Employment shifts in Africa’s future working population 

A micro-level analysis of nationally representative survey data exploring the extent to which sectoral 
employment has shifted over time in nine African countries offers some insights into the continent’s 
evolving employment structure (Yeboah and Jayne 2016). The study distinguished between four 
employment categories:  

(i) agricultural self-employment, which comprised all activities related to growing crops or 
raising livestock on one’s own farm, self-employed aquaculture and hunting;  

(ii) agricultural wage-employment, meaning work performed on someone else’s farm;  
(iii) off-farm segments of the agri-food system, which comprised all pre- and post-farm value-

addition activities in agricultural value chains including assembly trading, wholesaling, 
storage, processing, retailing, preparation of food for selling to others outside the home, 
beverage manufacturing, farmer input distribution and irrigation equipment operators, among 
others, which may take the form of self-employment or work being performed for someone 
else's business; and 

(iv) non-farm sector, which included all other types of self-employment and wage-employment 
not counted above.  

Based on comparisons of employment structures over time, the results demonstrate that economic 
transformation is under way in the region. Most countries are experiencing rapid rates of labour exit 
from agricultural self- and wage-employment to off-farm sectors. Although the number of working-age 
individuals (and young people) engaged in agriculture either in own account work or wage employment 
is still increasing in absolute terms, agricultural employment shares are declining in most countries 
(Table 1). In the nine countries surveyed, the time that elapsed between the first and second survey 
ranged from 5 to 10 years. During that time, the proportion of the labour force in self-employed and 
wage-employed farming fell in eight of the countries, in five of which it fell by more than 10 percentage 
points (Malawi, Mali, Tanzania, Rwanda and Zambia). Nigeria is the outlier, where the share of the 
employment in farming rose (as full-time equivalent) from 21.8 per cent in 2003–04 to 33.7 per cent in 
2012–13. The declining employment share in agriculture is consistent with the findings of many 
previous studies using different datasets (Proctor and Lucchesi 2012; de Vries, Timmer, and de Vries, 
2015; McMillan et al., 2014).  
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When examining the relative importance of agricultural self-employment in comparison with 
agricultural wage employment, the results in Table 1 show that the majority of agricultural work is self-
employment on one’s own farm. There is, however, growing concern that many otherwise 
representative surveys under-estimate the extent of agricultural wage employment; the few that do not 
take that approach tend to report considerably higher participation in agricultural wage work (Mueller 
and Chan, 2015). 

The decline in the proportion of agricultural employment is particularly pronounced when the 
amount of time allocated to each type of employment is accounted for in full-time equivalent 
terms. This approach calculates the share of individuals’ work time that can be allocated to 
various work activities, many of which are seasonal. Given that different types of employment 
occupy differing amounts of a person’s time, the full-time equivalent approach provides a more 
accurate (yet still somewhat crude) estimate of various sectors’ employment shares and trends. 
As Table 1 shows, the rate of decline in agricultural employment shares is at least one percentage 
point per year more in full-time equivalent terms than when measured as total employment 
counts or primary employment. Agricultural employment shares as full-time equivalents are also 
consistently lower than when shares are calculated on the basis of primary employment category 
or on the total number of work activities specified by respondents. Lower agricultural 
employment shares using the full-time equivalent approach reflects both the seasonal nature of 
farming in these economies and the extent to which self-employed and wage-employed farming 
is becoming a part-time activity for many Africans, owing to increasing opportunities for non-
farm work.5 

5  Due to the dominance of rain-fed agriculture in the region, most people do not work in farming year-round. In 
fact, farming is estimated to take up about 500–1,000 hours per year, while most employment in the off-farm 
sectors entails more than 2,000 hours per year (McCullough 2015). Hence, in any given year the share of 
farming employment declines when weighted by the amount of time allocated to it during the year. 
Correspondingly, employment shares based on full-time equivalents are relatively high in off-farm sectors. 
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 Table 1: Proportion of the labour force between the ages of 15 and 64 years in self-employed farming, agricultural wage employment, off-farm stages  
 of agri-food systems, and non-farm activities.  

 
~ IPUMS data do not have time use information so full-time equivalent could not be calculated, nor could this data permit disaggregation into off-farm employment within 
and outside the agri-food system (AFS represents the agri-food system).  
Source: Author’s estimates from Ghana Living Standard Survey 5 and 6; Nigeria 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 Labour Force 
Surveys (2005 and 2012). Microdata of population and housing census data in Integrated Public Use Microdata Series (IPUMS).  

% of jobs % of FTE jobs % of jobs % of FTE jobs % of jobs % of FTE jobs % of jobs % of FTE jobs % of jobs % of FTE jobs

Nigeria 2003/04 34.6 26.1 21.3 0.5 0.5 1.3 1.4 2.6 3.3 69.5 73.5
2012/13 69.7 39.9 32.0 2.1 1.7 4.8 4.6 16.2 18.6 36.9 43.1

Rwanda 2005/06 6.1 60.2 56.4 15.0 9.2 0.4 0.4 6.5 7.4 18.0 26.6
2010/11 9.1 48.9 41.9 18.5 12.2 1.1 1.2 5.7 7.7 25.9 37.0

Tanzania 2008/09 18.2 50.3 45.2 20.2 15.6 1.4 1.7 3.6 4.5 24.7 32.9
2014/15 21.4 41.1 40.1 18.7 7.0 0.9 1.2 11.8 14.1 27.5 37.6

Uganda 2005/06 10.8 61.2 45.7 11.3 11.3 2.1 2.8 5.7 10.2 19.6 30.0
2011/12 15.9 62.6 43.9 4.5 4.2 2.8 3.3 6.6 12.3 23.5 36.3

Farming Off-farm within AFS Non-farm outside AFS
Country Survey 

years
Total # of 

jobs in 
Own farming Wage farming Agro-processing Downstream commerce 
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Despite declining as a share of employment, self-employed farming remains the single largest source 
of employment. It accounts for over 50 per cent of all employment in most countries, although only 35–
54 per cent of full-time equivalent-based employment. Employment in off-farm sectors both in and 
outside the agri-food system is expanding rapidly. In most countries, the number of working age 
individuals in those sectors grew about three times faster than overall growth in the working age 
population. Off-farm segments of the agri-food system, particularly agro-processing, are, however, 
growing from a low base. For countries where it was possible to measure employment in those 
segments, they accounted for less than 20 per cent of total employment and between 9 per cent and 23 
per cent in full-time equivalent terms. Comparatively, 24–39 per cent of total employment and 35–47 
per cent of all full-time equivalent employment came from the non-farm sector (Table 1). 

Off-farm employment in the agri-food system and the non-farm sector is generally growing more 
rapidly in rural areas than in urban areas, although from a low base. This may suggest rural dynamism 
and growth linkages between farming and off-farm activities. It may also indicate that the region has 
been, at least for the past decade or two, considerably more economically diverse than conventional 
estimates have suggested. 

This paper further explores employment type by disaggregating employment by self-employment or 
unpaid family labour, and wage or salary work. In this analysis, the self-employment or unpaid family 
labour category comprises three types of worker: own account workers (persons operating their own 
economic enterprises without employees); employers (persons operating their own economic 
enterprises with employees); and unpaid family workers (persons working without pay in an economic 
enterprise operated by a household member). We combined these three types as most available data did 
not permit disaggregation at that level. The wage employment category includes persons working for a 
non-household member or firm and receiving remuneration in wages, salary or in kind, and includes 
both formal (where the employee has a contract and may be entitled to social security) and informal 
wage employment. Those two types of wage employment are grouped together here, as most datasets 
do not allow consistent disaggregation of wage employment at this level. Estimates, however, indicate 
that about half of all wage workers in Sub-Saharan Africa are in non-contract jobs, which are often 
referred to as informal employment (Fox and Thomas, 2016). 

Table 2, shows that self-employment, including unpaid family labour, accounts for more than 75 per 
cent of total employment for the countries examined, highlighting the level of informality of the labour 
market. Farming is the largest source of self-employment, accounting for between 46 per cent (Nigeria) 
and 65 per cent (Rwanda) of all self-employment jobs, followed by the non-farm sectors (30–35 per 
cent). For those countries where it was possible to distinguish unpaid family labour from self-
employment, we found that unpaid or family labour constitutes about 25–40 per cent of total 
employment and about 33–47 per cent of all self-employment jobs. Nearly 90 per cent of all unpaid 
family labour jobs are in farming, and young people aged between 15 and 24 years are more likely to 
engage in unpaid family labour. Once again, the same caveats raised by Mueller and Chan (2015) apply 
here. 
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Table 2: 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 
Labour Force Surveys (2005 and 2012). Microdata of population and housing census data in IPUMS. 

There is also rapid percentage growth in wage employment, particularly in the private sector, which is 
now the dominant supplier of wage employment. Indeed, in Ghana, Rwanda, Zambia and Malawi, wage 
employment is growing at nearly three times the rate of self-employment and is expected to become an 
important source of employment, particularly for the poorest households with limited productive assets 
(such as land) as the economy transforms (Table 2). Growth in wage employment in both the private 
and public sectors is, however, starting from low initial bases and thus translates into a relatively small 
number of jobs. The share of wage jobs in total employment remains low in most countries, typically 
less than 30 percent. Even in the most optimistic growth scenario, it is unlikely to generate enough 
employment opportunities for more than a small fraction of the rapidly expanding labour force. In fact, 
a recent analysis suggests that wage or salary employment as a share of total employment in sub-
Saharan Africa grew only slightly from 25 to 28 per cent between 2000 and 2014 despite the overall 
number of wage or salaried jobs increasing by roughly 70 per cent during that period (Ulimwengu et 
al., 2016). The non-farm sector is the main source of wage employment, accounting for more than 85 
and 60 per cent of public and private sector wage jobs respectively. As mentioned above, some scholars 
contend that estimates of wage labour shares, particularly in agriculture, are systematically under-
reported as existing survey questions and methodologies are ill-suited to adequately capture them 
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(Mueller and Chan, 2015; Oya and Pontara, 2015). We tend to agree and the results reported here may 
therefore be interpreted as underestimates of full-time equivalent employment shares in farming (due 
to under-reporting of agricultural wage employment) and overestimates of employment shares outside 
agriculture. Our assessment, however, is that these omissions do not fundamentally alter the main 
findings (see Table 2) that self and wage employment in off-farm informal enterprises are likely to 
provide the greatest growth of new off-farm employment for most new entrants to the labour market 
over the next decade. 

 

3.2 Changes in age structure in agriculture 

The aging agriculture workforce resulting from young people’s disinterest in agriculture, is commonly 
cited as a reason for promoting greater youth engagement in agriculture (Vos, 2015, Gorman, 2013). 
Some analysts consider that global food production may be in jeopardy if this current trend continues 
(Johr 2012). A study of the age distribution of individuals engaged in farming in some African countries, 
however, revealed a very different picture. Unlike in other regions, evidence from cross-country 
analysis shows that average age of farmers in most sub-Saharan countries has either reduced slightly or 
remained stable (Table 3). Of the nine countries studied, only three had experienced a slight increase in 
the mean age of farmers over 15 years of age. Even when restricting the sample to individuals over 25 
years of age who spend at least half of a full-time equivalence in farming, the picture is mixed, with 
two countries showing a slight increase over time in mean age and the other four unchanged. For this 
sub-population, the mean age of farmers from the most recently available survey ranges from 41 years 
in Uganda to 48 years in Nigeria (Table 3). Ironically, the upward pressure on the average age of the 
farmer population is coming from urban areas, which is also the demographic group experiencing the 
most rapid growth in farm-based employment. In most of the countries examined, the mean age of 
farmers is at least several years older in urban areas than in rural areas (Figure 4), which possibly reflects 
the rising number of urban-based retirees who invest in self-employed farming after retirement (Jayne 
et al., 2016). 
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Table 3: Mean age of individuals engaged in agriculture (self-employed and wage-employed) 

 

These data do not include time-use information. Full-time equivalent could therefore not be calculated.  
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 Labour Force 
Surveys (2005 and 2012). ~Microdata of population and housing census data in IPUMS  

When accounting for the working-age population (15-64 years of age) engaged in farming for at least 
half of their work time, the average age ranges from 36 years to 42 years. This is not surprising 
considering that farming is the single largest employer of the young people in Africa, accounting for 
40–63 per cent of full-time equivalent-based employment of young people. Although a large number of 
young people in rural areas are leaving farming, a significant proportion of the rapidly growing youth 
population remains engaged in agriculture, which is putting downward pressure on the average age of 
the agrarian population. Sub-Saharan Africa may therefore not yet be at risk of problems arising from 
an aging farmer population. The age distribution of individuals in non-farm employment is, however, 
younger than those in farming. The extent to which young people remain in farming will depend on the 
future return to labour from farming, which will in turn depend on agricultural policies and programmes 
influencing adoption of new technologies and access to markets. Youth access to finance and land, 
especially in increasingly densely populated rural areas, may be particularly important future 
determinants of youth engagement in farming, and hence the age distribution of farmers (Allen et al., 
2016).  
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 Figure 4: Mean age of individuals 15 years or older, who are engaged at least 50 per 
  cent of a full-time work equivalent in farming. 

 

Source: calculated by authors using nationally representative survey data.  
See sources listed under Table 1.  
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4. Agricultural productivity growth and labour force diversification 

Agricultural productivity growth is widely accepted as an important catalyst for economic 
transformation. In fact, 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 has stimulated demand for off-farm goods and services, created new 
employment in the off-farm economy, and pulled millions of people from the farm into more productive 
off-farm employment. As this process has continued, income has risen relative to the cost of food, 
resulting in major improvements in food security and living standards (Johnson and Mellor, 1961; 
Mellor, 1976; Lipton, 2005). These patterns are also confirmed by statistical evidence (Johnston and 
Kilby, 1975; Timmer, 2009). Based on this evidence and Asia’s economic transformation, many 
analysts regard fostering agricultural productivity and accelerating agricultural growth as an important 
vehicle for transforming Africa’s economies. As we consider the evolving role of agriculture in Africa’s 
transformation, we will therefore examine the extent to which growth in agricultural productivity has 
been an important driver of economic transformation in the region, and explore the prospects for future 
growth.  

4.1 Agricultural productivity growth: employment and income multiplier effects on 
non-farm sectors 

Recent evidence indicates that improvements in agricultural performance in Africa has played a critical 
role in the continent's ongoing economic transformation. Cross-country bivariate analysis shows that 
African countries experiencing the most rapid rates of agricultural productivity growth over the past 15 
years have also enjoyed the greatest rates of non-farm labour productivity growth and the most rapid 
exit of the work force out of farming (Yeboah and Jayne 2016, see also Figures 5 and 6). Furthermore, 
analysis using an expanded dataset and controlling for factors that could plausibly influence agricultural 
employment shares, including population density, country-level governance indicators, market access 
conditions, and country fixed effects, also identified lagged labour productivity in agriculture as a 
significant major driver of sectoral shifts in Africa’s labour force over the past decade. The results show 
that a 20 per cent increase in average agricultural labour productivity over a five-year period leads to 
an annual decline in the share of the labour force engaged in agriculture by 0.4–6.2 per cent, holding 
other factors constant (See Yeboah and Jayne 2017). Evidence from Ethiopia also revealed that US$ 1 
of output generated in agriculture stimulated a further $1.23 in economic activity in other parts of the 
economy. Around 40 per cent of increased economic activity arises from higher demand for inputs in 
agriculture and use of agriculture outputs in other industries, while the remaining 60 per cent arises 
from consumption linkages caused by the increased demand for goods and services that results from 
higher agricultural incomes and associated spending effects (Diao et. al., 2016). These findings, which 
are also consistent with Asia’s economic transformation, suggest that the rate of off-farm employment 
creation and labour exit from agriculture will depend greatly on government policies and programmes 
that affect the inclusivity of productivity growth in agriculture.  
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 Figure 5:  Relationship between total factor productivity growth and change in share 
  of labour force engaged in farming 

 

Source: Authors. Mean annual agricultural TFP growth rates for 2003-2012 from USDA TFP dataset  
(Fuglie, 2015); Spearman Correlation coefficient = -0.6862, prob > |t| =0.0412 

 Figure 6:  Relationship between total factor productivity growth and labour  
  productivity in non-agricultural sector 

 

Source: Author's agricultural total factor productivity growth rates derived from USDA TFP dataset (Fuglie, 
2015) and calculated as mean annual rates over 2001-2005 and 2006-2011 periods; labour productivity growth 
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rates (mean annual rates over 2001-2005 and 2006-2011 period) derived from Groningen Global Development 
Centre employment.  NB: two points are shown for each country; the latter period (2006-2011) for each country 
is denoted with “1” (e.g. Malawi1 represents Malawi 2006-2011). 
Spearman Correlation coefficient = 0.3721, rob > |t| = 0.0881. 

Agricultural productivity growth, especially if broad-based, will generate strong multiplier effects that 
expand employment opportunities in the downstream stages of the agri-food system and the broader 
non-farm economy. This is the case in Burkina Faso.  High yield cereal crop varieties developed by the 
nation’s agricultural research system were made available to millions of farmers through an integrated 
agricultural development programme. These new varieties, combined with successful efforts to promote 
the adoption of integrated soil fertility management practices including planting basins and tree 
planting, allowed the country to double its average cereal yield between the periods 1990–1995 and 
2010–2014 (FAOSTAT 2016; Reij et al., 2003).  The ability of self-employed farmers to meet their 
household food needs from less land also helped to make more land and labour available for fodder 
production, which eventually enabled many households to switch from the traditional transhumance 
system of livestock production to a more intensive year-long system of raising livestock locally. This 
further facilitated the development of an integrated cereal-legume-livestock production system, using 
methods that promote sustainability and resilience, improve nutritional outcomes and incomes of 
farmers and expanded employment opportunities in the rest of the economy (IFAD 2016). 

4.2 Trends and prospects for agricultural productivity growth  

Agriculture in Africa has shown remarkable improvement over the past 15 years relative to its 
precarious state in the 1980s. Average total factor productivity growth stagnated until the mid-1980s 
when it started to rise steadily with annual growth rates, averaging 0.5 per cent between 1981 and 1990 
and 1.1 between 1991 and 2000. The continent experienced its strongest growth in total factor 
productivity in the post-2000 era, where annual growth rates averaged around 2 per cent between 2000 
and 2012, driven largely by technical change (Benin and Nin-Pratt, 2016). These aggregate trends, 
however, mask important differences across sub-regions and countries. Between 2008 and 2014 for 
instance, the agricultural sector grew at a rate of 2.6 per cent annually. During that period, however, 
some 15 countries (including Ethiopia, Kenya, Lesotho, Rwanda, Sierra Leone and Tanzania) 
experienced agricultural growth rates higher than 6 per cent, while others (such as Guinea, Nigeria and 
South Africa) experienced negative growth rates (Badiane et al., 2016).  

There has also been tremendous improvement in land (agricultural value added per hectare of arable 
land) and labour productivity (agricultural value added per agricultural worker) over the past two 
decades. Land productivity has improved much faster than labour productivity in the region but both 
remain much lower than in other regions (Benin and Nin-Pratt, 2016). The continent therefore has the 
potential to increase existing productivity levels significantly.  

Regarding the prospects of future productivity growth, as in the past, growth will likely be uneven 
across countries and will depend on how well governments invest in key strategies that promote 
agricultural productivity. Such strategies are well documented and include investing in physical 
infrastructure and agricultural research, and facilitating access to land, financial instruments, 
productivity-enhancing inputs (such as fertilizer and improved seeds), optimizing farm management, 
and marketing know-how through effective extension support appropriate to local conditions. There is 
evidence that the African countries that have invested in some of these strategies in their agricultural 
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sectors are already reaping the benefits - stronger economic growth, declining poverty rates and better 
nutritional status (Badiane et al., 2016). Ethiopia is one such example. In the mid-200s, the Government 
adopted an agricultural transformation approach to address key bottlenecks in the economy and 
revitalize the country’s agriculture sector. As part of these efforts, the Government implemented land 
reforms to promote tenure security, particularly for women farmers, instituted a robust extension system 
to facilitate service delivery and technology adoption, and established the Agricultural Transformation 
Agency to promote intragovernmental cooperation and reform in the agricultural sector. Consequently, 
total national cereal production increased more than 70 per cent between 2005 and 2014, with an 
average annual increase of 7 per cent. At the same time, the country experienced 10 per cent annual 
GDP growth with significant poverty reduction effects, putting Ethiopia on track to achieve a middle-
income status over the next decade (Ethiopian Agricultural Transformation Agency 2015).  

For the region as a whole, there is reason to be optimistic about future growth in agricultural 
productivity. The past decade has shown a renewed interest in agriculture among African governments 
and policy-makers. Under the Comprehensive African Agricultural Development Programme, 
established in 2003, many African governments have already committed to invest 10 per cent of their 
national budget in their agricultural sectors to achieve a 6 per cent annual growth rate of agricultural 
productivity. To the extent that this renewed commitment to agriculture can promote investment in 
productivity enhancing strategies, the region should experience overall growth in agricultural 
productivity with significant income and employment multiplier effects on the rest of the economy. 
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5. Policy implications: the role of sustainable agricultural productivity 
growth in a comprehensive employment strategy 

African economies are transforming rapidly. Although agriculture’s share of total employment and 
household income is declining as off-farm opportunities expand, the absolute number of people 
dependent on agriculture as a source of livelihood continues to grow. Yet, the rate of employment 
expansion has not kept pace with labour force growth. Rapidly rising demand for food, fuelled by 
population and income growth, will afford important opportunities for agri-food systems to accelerate 
employment creation and economic transformation. Africa’s agriculture faces several key "megatrends" 
(including rising soil degradation, climate change, and land scarcity) which present additional 
challenges and incentives for improving productivity and capacity. The future of work in Africa will 
therefore depend on how well the enabling environment, created through policies and programmes, 
responds to these key patterns of change in the economic landscape that will likely affect agriculture’s 
growth prospects, and consequently its contribution to employment and the overall economic 
transformation agenda. Below we offer some suggestions, based on the evidence presented in this paper, 
for government action to assure the future of work in agriculture and the rest of the economy. 

5.1 Promoting broad-based agricultural labour productivity growth 

Emerging employment trends suggest that Africa is likely to follow a transformation pattern similar to 
those witnessed in the rest of the world, whereby the share of the work force in farming declines 
gradually as the economy grows and diversifies. Declining employment shares in agriculture, however, 
do not necessarily mean that the role of agriculture in the region’s economic transformation process is 
diminishing. Over the past 15 years, African governments that have effectively promoted farm 
productivity growth have enjoyed faster rates of poverty reduction, higher rates of labour productivity 
in non-farm segments of the economy, and a more rapid exit of the labour force out of farming than 
countries with slower agricultural productivity growth (Benin and Yu, 2013; Badiane et al., 2016; 
Yeboah and Jayne, 2017). As most African economies are still agriculture-based, the performance of 
agriculture will continue to play a decisive role in influencing employment and livelihood opportunities 
both in the agri-food system and the broader non-farm economies. Public investment in support of 
agricultural productivity growth will therefore remain a crucial component of an effective employment 
strategy. As most of Africa’s workforce is engaged in smallholder semi-subsistence agriculture, it is 
essential that strategies promoting agricultural productivity growth are designed to allow the millions 
of smallholder farmers to participate in and contribute to the region’s economic transition to assure 
broad-based and inclusive agricultural growth with greater multiplier effects on the rest of the economy. 
Specific public actions to support smallholder inclusion in agricultural development may vary between 
countries but should at least address climate change-induced risks and vulnerabilities, secured land 
rights, and agricultural finance, which consistently emerge as the primary constraints impeding 
profitability of smallholder farming. Recognition of a large and potentially growing class of informal 
wage workers in rural Africa raises the need to promote and uphold worker protection rights.  

To increase and sustain productivity growth, avenues must be created to ensure efficient use of existing 
resources and technologies, and develop new and improved technologies that are adaptable to Africa’s 
specific context. Despite rising public expenditure on agriculture due to the commitments made under 
Comprehensive Africa Agriculture Development Programme and the Maputo Declaration, agricultural 
budgetary allocations to research and development and extension remain small and have decreased over 
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the past 15 years (Ulimwengu et al., 2016). Research and development will also need to be 
complemented with effective extension systems that facilitate access to productivity-enhancing 
technologies (fertilizer, improved seeds, and agronomic practices), financial instruments, farm 
management, and marketing know-how. A broad-based agricultural productivity growth strategy must 
also include improvement in coverage and quality of physical infrastructure (roads accessible to motor 
vehicles, reliable and low-cost energy, communication) to reduce the cost of doing business, facilitate 
market access, strengthen rural-urban linkages, and enhance competitiveness (Kormawa and Jerome, 
2015).  

Over the coming years, innovative input programmes may become increasingly necessary to promote 
resilient and sustainable agricultural productivity growth in the face of climate change. Soil 
amendments that hold moisture for longer periods and provide greater crop response to synthetic 
fertilizer are likely to be key to climate-smart agricultural strategies, yet most farmers lack access to the 
materials needed to enhance the organic composition of their soils.  

Continued population growth, increasing demand for land, and rising land prices, are leading median 
farm sizes to decrease over time and are driving many households to seek work outside their own farms, 
either as agricultural wage workers or in non-agricultural informal businesses. This is especially true 
for young people aged 15–34 years, who constitute almost 60 per cent of the labour force in sub-Saharan 
Africa. In the context of increasing land subdivision, fragmentation, and concentration, programmes to 
promote youth access to land will become ever more important. Young people in many parts of rural 
Africa are increasingly unable to inherit land or enough land to make farming a viable business. This is 
a new reality in most areas; 30–50 years ago, most young people inherited land, which meant that land 
access did not pose a constraint to engagement in farming. African governments have been slow to 
respond to these changing circumstances in rural Africa, and this has hastened youth migration. 
Although harnessing young people's potential to contribute to agricultural productivity growth is 
desirable, possible and necessary, particularly as 60 per cent of the labour force is aged between 15 and 
35 years, it will require recognition of how the constraints on engagement in agriculture are changing, 
and support to help governments develop policies and programmes to overcome those constraints. A 
more comprehensive assessment is needed that synthesizes the available evidence about what has 
worked, what has not worked, and why.  

Governments can promote long-term employment and livelihood objectives by mobilizing more 
resources for education and skills development in agriculture and related agri-food systems. Contrary 
to popular perceptions, the average age of people engaged in farming is not rising, and more than 30 
per cent of the agricultural work force is under 35 years of age. Many do not know what best practices 
are for the management of their farms. Successful agricultural production is increasingly knowledge-
intensive. Well-functioning agricultural training colleges can enhance the productivity of the 
agricultural workforce and enable young "agripreneurs" to take advantage of emerging opportunities 
and promote inclusive forms of agricultural productivity growth. 

5.2 Upgrading the skills of labour force 

There is growing consensus that the productive agriculture of the future will be knowledge and 
technology intensive, and will require a greater range of technical, business and soft behavioural skills 
(such as problem solving, organizing and planning, working in teams) than African education and 
training systems are currently producing (Making Cents 2017; Plan International 2016). Compared with 
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previous generations, Africa's current workforce has a relatively high number of years in schooling. In 
Ethiopia, for example, the number of university students completing undergraduate degrees has risen 
from roughly 3,000 per year in the 1990s to over 100,000 since 2010 (Ministry of Education, 2017). 
Yet educational attainment for the average individual in Africa’s labour force is below secondary school 
level and most agricultural workers have not completed primary education. Government efforts to 
accommodate rising demand for education have often been accompanied by deteriorating teacher 
quality, larger class sizes as enrolments increase, and inadequate rural school facilities, as well as a 
failure to upgrade curricula to reflect Twenty-first Century needs (Filmer and Fox 2014). Such low 
educational and skill levels cannot assure the productivity improvements required to fuel future 
economic transformation.  

 African governments will therefore need to invest in education and skills development to enhance the 
productivity of the workforce and prepare workers to effectively take advantage of emerging 
opportunities. This will require intensification of public investment in basic, secondary and tertiary 
education, vocational and technical training to impart the numeracy, literacy, technical and soft skills 
needed to succeed along the agricultural value chain. The skill sets required for successful farmers, 
entrepreneurs, employees, and professionals in Africa’s agriculture and non-farm sectors are likely to 
shift rapidly and differ between countries, owing to differences in economic conditions. On-going 
research will therefore be needed into the content and educational approach that would yield the greatest 
pay-off for each country. This should be complemented by regular consultations with potential private 
sector employers to solicit input into curriculum reforms, and by internships and practical training 
opportunities for students. These and other effective strategies to anticipate the nature of shifts and 
strengthening local “educational supply chains” to provide the requisite skills will be crucial. 

5.3 Enabling agricultural workers to cope with vulnerability and develop resilience for 
structural transition  

Although the recent economic recovery in sub-Saharan Africa has resulted in significant reductions in 
the proportion of the population living in poverty, poverty levels remain stubbornly high. The absolute 
number of people living below the poverty line rose from 280 million in 1994 to about 330 million in 
2013 (World Bank 2016). Most of the poor are smallholder farmers whose livelihoods could be further 
adversely affected by climate change-related extreme weather conditions and other economic forces in 
the region. Some may have to abandon agriculture entirely as climate change adaptation strategies 
would not be sufficient to cope with its negative effects. Moreover, informal agricultural wage workers 
and rural landless people appear to comprise a large and potentially growing proportion of workers in 
rural Africa. For all of the above reasons, social protection programmes will take on greater importance 
for assisting those who may be adversely impacted by climate change, rising land scarcity, and weak 
labour protection provisions. Such measures should include regulations that protect agricultural workers 
from exploitation and improve their conditions of service, yet they must not be based on entitlement 
alone. Rather they should be complementary to the productive investments required for long-term 
economic growth and poverty alleviation. For instance, similarly to conditional cash transfer schemes, 
assistance from these social programmes could be conditional on the use of improved agricultural 
technologies and management practices by farmers for whom farming remains a viable option, and the 
provision of vocational and technical training to help prepare marginal farmers for alternative routes 
out of poverty.  
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5.4 Encouraging value addition to agricultural products and investment in employment-
intensive ventures  

Most African economies still rely on the export of raw agricultural commodities, which is often 
associated with low returns and is vulnerable to global price fluctuations. To promote a successful 
structural transformation with increased income for agricultural workers, value must be added to 
Africa’s raw materials. Value addition will expand opportunities for employment creation in the off-
farm sector to absorb displaced agricultural workers. This will not, however, happen organically without 
strategic investment. In addition to improving the business environment, governments could collaborate 
with the private sector to seek innovative and labour-intensive value addition activities, identify the 
barriers to their development and formulate policies to incentive private investment in them. Such new 
activities could be incentivized with subsidies, trade protection or venture capital, and governments 
could also assist by playing a coordinating role. Since not all new activities have the potential to be 
profitable, performance requirements and phase-out plans should be built into all incentives.  

5.5  Speeding up demographic transition 

Africa’s demographic transition can be accelerated by taking measures to reduce the region’s high birth 
rate. Persistently high birth rates increase youth dependency, depress private and public savings, and 
reduce fiscal space for investment in human capital (education, social and behavioural skills) required 
for productive employment. It will also continue to expand the numbers of new people seeking 
employment each year in an already overstretched labour market. Therefore, policies to support Africa’s 
demographic transition remain an essential component of strategies aimed at providing a better future 
of work in agriculture and the rest of the economy. Reviews show that policy actions that promote girls’ 
education, empower women to have greater control over their fertility decisions, and make reproductive 
health information and contraceptive methods more accessible are effective strategies to reduce fertility 
rates (Canning, Raja, and Yazbeck, 2015; Upadhyay et al, 2014).  

The details of labour policy reforms must be based on a comprehensive understanding of the labour 
dynamics in each country and the needs of the various demographics represented in the labour force. 
There is, however, a paucity of reliable data on labour conditions, which limits our understanding of 
employment challenges and undermines the evidence-informed approach to labour policy. 
Improvements in data collection and dissemination of information in areas such as labour market trends, 
conditions of work, and examples of proven strategies that reduce informality and address particular 
vulnerabilities in the workforce are essential.  

The productivity of agricultural workers will also need to be improved to build inclusive economic 
growth. The agricultural workforce and rural communities are not, however, homogenous groups of 
people. They may differ in livelihood sources, employment relations, resource endowment, access to 
inputs, market and financial services, and type of production. Developing a comprehensive framework 
to study and understand the realities of different kinds of agricultural worker and the challenges they 
face is essential for targeting employment support to those who need it most. 
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