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Foreword
The world is now home to the largest youth population in history. Across Africa and South 
Asia, adolescents and young adults make up an increasing share of the population. This 
unprecedented demographic shift creates new pressures for a global food system that is 
already struggling to deliver food and nutrition to a growing number of people. At the same 
time, job creation has not kept pace with the rapid rise in the workforce—leading to eco-
nomic stagnation and disillusionment, increased pressure for migration, and social unrest. 

Investing in agricultural development is one of the most effective ways to generate 
employment opportunities, alleviate poverty, address food and nutrition security, and 
ensure more prosperous and stable populations worldwide. Given demographic trends, 
youth engagement is essential to advance agricultural transformation. Young people will 
shape the future of their countries. Their success or struggle will have a great impact on 
global economic, social, political, and food security. Young people have the potential to 
transform entire regions. But that is not a given. Without education, training, and employ-
ment opportunities, this surging youth population could be a major contributor to social 
disruption, political instability, and conflict. 

A rapidly growing youth population poses new threats and brings new opportuni-
ties. American leadership has been integral in advancing global food security and agri-
cultural development for decades. A US commitment to advancing youth livelihoods is 
more important now than ever before. Sound policymaking and dedicated leadership, 
backed by bipartisan political support, can transform threats into opportunities and lay 
the foundation for economic success and stability at home and abroad. Youth for Growth: 
Transforming Economies through Agriculture highlights this evolving context and the need 
for continued action. 

This report presents recommendations for how the US government can lead global 
efforts to promote broad-based agricultural development as a catalyst for improving youth 
livelihoods, while preparing and empowering youth to contribute to that growth them-
selves. The report also examines the pivotal roles of the private sector, national govern-
ments, and civil society in creating a youth-inclusive agricultural transformation agenda. 
The findings and recommendations put forward in this report were developed by an 
independent task force cochaired by Reuben E. Brigety II and Bobby J. Pittman, with key 
thought leadership by the principal author and with valuable input from numerous sub-
ject-matter experts from government, business, civil society, and academia. 

I would like to thank the cochairs for their skillful and dedicated leadership through-
out this report’s demanding process and the members of the task force for their insights, 
expertise, and commitment. I am especially grateful to Felix Kwame Yeboah, who served 
as the principal author of this report. Dr. Yeboah brought his great wealth of knowledge of 
agricultural and food system transformation, natural resource management, and youth live-
lihood issues in Africa to the framing of the report’s agenda. He expertly led the research 
and writing process. Finally, I would like to thank the Bill & Melinda Gates Foundation for 
its generous support.

Ivo Daalder

President 
Chicago Council on Global Affairs
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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

A man balances a box of tree seedlings atop his head while carrying others home in Rwanda. Credit: Hailey Tucker/One Acre Fund
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The world is now home to the largest population of young people in history, with over 
2.3 billion people—a third of humanity—between the ages of 15 and 34. In low- and 
middle-income countries (LMICs) across Africa and South Asia, a large share of the 

growing population is comprised of adolescents and young adults. In India about 1 million 
people turn 18 every month. Similarly, Africa’s youth population is expected to double by 
2050, with 1 billion people projected to be under 18 years old. Today, more than 60 per-
cent of the population in Sub-Saharan Africa (SSA) is below age 25.

World leaders are at a critical juncture. If not managed properly, this rising youth popu-
lation is a demographic challenge that will push fragile and food-insecure nations over the 
brink. Massively growing youth populations in LMICs already face high unemployment and 
economic stagnation. If job growth does not keep pace with youth potential and food inse-
curity remains a severe challenge, the environment is ripe for disillusionment and insta-
bility. If poorly handled or ignored, these factors are a recipe for social disruption, political 
instability, migration, and conflict. This presents a direct challenge to the national security 
of the United States and our allies. However, addressing these challenges now, while the 
tide can still be turned, could usher in economic growth. 

With proactive programs, innovations, and investment that can meet food and nutri-
tion security goals and support job growth, a booming youth population has the potential 
to transform entire regions, making them more prosperous, stable, and secure. The US 
government, in close collaboration with the private sector, national governments, and civil 
society, must continue to promote broad-based agricultural development as a catalyst for 
advancing youth livelihoods, while preparing and empowering youth to contribute to that 
growth themselves.

Youth livelihoods in LMICs largely depend on the successful transformation of agricul-
ture, and agricultural and economic transformation will require strong youth engagement 
to succeed. Simply put, young people need agriculture, and agriculture needs young 
people. As these surging youth populations come of age, how we meet their needs and 
aspirations—and how well governments integrate them economically, politically, and 
socially—will shape our shared future. With the right policies and investments, along with 
the engagement of young people in nurturing their own potential, the largest generation 
of young people in human history can become the problem-solving producers, creators, 
entrepreneurs, change agents, and leaders of the coming decades. 

Youth employment matters for global food security 
and stability

Global population growth is the fastest in regions where threats of 
food insecurity are the greatest.

Young people in LMICs constitute a large and growing share of the world’s labor force and 
will substantially impact the global economy. Nearly 80 percent of the world’s 2.3 billion 
young people between the ages of 15 and 34 reside in LMICs, and they constitute a large 
share of the population in many of the countries experiencing rapid growth. 

At the same time, these regions are the most prone to food insecurity. Severe food 
insecurity is most prevalent and rising in SSA, reaching about 27.4 percent of the popula-
tion in 2016—almost four times that of any other region. Comparatively, severe food inse-
curity is declining in Asia, but the region has the largest number of undernourished people. 
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As young people represent a significantly large share of the population and workforce in 
LMICs, efforts to promote youth livelihoods are critical to address the food insecurity chal-
lenges that these regions face. 

Economic transformation is critical for youth livelihoods and food 
security, and agriculture is a key driver of this change.

To effectively contribute to social and economic development, young people need to be 
engaged productively in jobs that are commensurate with their abilities and skills. Yet 
formal sector job creation has not kept pace with the rise in the workforce. In SSA, for 
instance, the gap between the number of labor market participants and available paid 
job opportunities widens by approximately 8 million annually. Even in the most optimistic 
growth scenarios, less than a quarter of the people newly entering the labor market may 
find paid jobs. Many of these new entrants may need to create their own jobs through 
entrepreneurial activities to avoid the challenges associated with unemployment.

The majority of youth in LMICs still live in rural areas, and more than two-thirds of young 
people working in these regions are employed in agriculture. However, low productivity 
and underdevelopment in the agricultural sector are already major challenges, limiting the 
capacity—and appeal—of employment opportunities in agriculture or off-farm work in rural 
areas. Investing in agricultural transformation is one of the most effective ways to advance 
youth livelihoods, alleviate poverty, address food and nutrition security, and ensure more 
prosperous and stable populations worldwide.

Surging youth populations offer an opportunity for accelerated 
economic transformation.

The rapid increase in the number of youth will provide a significant increase in labor, cre-
ating enormous opportunity. If more of this labor is equipped and productively employed, 
it could spur economic growth in all sectors of the economy. An increase in youth popula-
tions, coupled with declines in fertility rates, allows for overall growth in income per capita 
and savings. 

Harnessing the dividends from booming youth populations is not guaranteed. It 
requires strategic and long-term investment in the human capital of the youth labor force 
as well as the expansion of economic opportunities for using their skills and talents. If 
engaged in productive and remunerative employment, young people can be a catalyst for 
accelerated economic transformation. 

Promoting youth livelihoods is in US economic and 
national security interests

Security and stability

Expanding opportunities for young people will promote social stability and peace in 
regions where the United States has economic and security interests. Young people who 
lack compelling economic opportunities to lift themselves out of poverty are more likely 
to participate in extremism, crime, and social unrest, which can also be powerful drivers of 
both rural-urban and international migration. A transformed agricultural sector will increase 
economic opportunities for young people and help ameliorate the global migration crisis, 
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minimize recruitment into terrorist and criminal organizations that threatens global and 
US national security, and promote food security and social stability in politically precari-
ous regions.  

Future markets

Young people in LMICs represent a significant future market for US goods and services. By 
2050 about 2.2 billion people, or 23 percent of the global population, are expected to be 
in SSA, and another 2.4 billion will be in South Asia. Rapid economic growth is gradually 
expanding the middle class and increasing the purchasing power of consumers in these 
regions. The sheer number of people, along with rising incomes, makes these regions 
attractive markets for US businesses. Continued growth in these markets will depend, 
however, on whether economic opportunities for the burgeoning number of young people 
can be expanded to enable many to join the ranks of the middle class. As most of these 
economies remain agrarian, a thriving agricultural and food (agrifood) sector has the po-
tential to increase incomes, expand economic opportunities for young people, and gener-
ate demand for US goods and services.

Influence 

Investing in young people in LMICs can generate affinity for American values, institutions, 
and companies, translating into political influence and economic opportunity in the long 
term. US power and influence in global affairs is not only shaped by its military might, but 
also by “soft power,” including the lives it inspires and transforms through development 
assistance programs, cultural exchanges, and US private investments. As leaders of tomor-
row, young people are vital to their countries’ development and future relations with the 
United States.

Inaction poses economic and security risks

The United States and global community must promote youth-inclusive agricultural trans-
formation, or they risk seeing strategic partners weakened by rapid population growth and 
threatened by the instability this generates. 

⊲⊲ Extremism. Rural areas with high rates of poverty and dislocation from social services 
can be safe havens for extremism. And young people who lack compelling economic 
opportunities to lift themselves out of poverty are more likely to participate in extrem-
ism, piracy, crime, and social unrest. An estimated 40 percent of people who join rebel 
movements are motivated by a lack of economic opportunity.

⊲⊲ Migration. Nearly 70 percent of migrant flows are people younger than 30. Between 
2000 and 2010 the net influx of international migrants to Europe, North America, 
and Oceania was almost twice as much as the previous decade. Unless a response 
is mounted, many young people will continue to face increased pressure to migrate 
toward Europe and North America—even under life-threatening conditions.

⊲⊲ Stunted economic growth due to malnutrition. The Global Nutrition Report estimates 
that SSA and South Asia each lose about 11 percent of gross national product every 
year due to the cumulative impact of malnutrition and stunting, which currently impacts 
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one in three children in these regions. Individuals affected by stunting earn 20 to 40 
percent less as adults.

The agrifood system is a sector of opportunity for 
economic growth and job creation

Agricultural growth is paramount to youth employment and to reduce food insecurity and 
poverty. Likewise, engaging youth in agriculture is necessary in order to address the myri-
ad issues facing the sector. 

Increased demand for agrifood products offers opportunity for 
investment and job creation. 

Global demand for agrifood products is on the rise as a result of population growth, ur-
banization, and diet transformation from income growth in some geographies and demo-
graphics. Investments to help jump-start the agricultural sector in LMICs and to restructure 
agrifood production systems to meet food demand locally have the potential to create jobs 
and improve lives for young people in areas where they reside. 

Agriculture is the largest employer of the youth labor force.

The agrifood sector is already the single largest employer of the labor force and young 
people, particularly in rural areas. This will remain so for the foreseeable future, particularly 
in LMICs. However, in these regions, productivity and earnings in agriculture are currently 
too low to provide a decent livelihood for the millions of people employed on the farm 
and too low to stimulate new jobs beyond the farm. Therefore, strategies that increase the 
productivity and profitability of agriculture offer the most powerful means to improve youth 
livelihoods, promote economic growth, and achieve food security. 

Agricultural productivity will significantly determine the rate of job 
growth in the off-farm economy. 

Because of its strong multiplier effects on the rest of the economy, a flourishing agricultural 
sector will spur job growth in the off-farm sector. Sustained and inclusive agricultural pro-
ductivity growth is widely accepted as an important catalyst for economic transformation, 
increasing incomes and off-farm employment. Investment in agriculture is also cost-effec-
tive and has proven to effectively reduce poverty more than twice as much as investment 
in other economic sectors.

Support for a youth-inclusive agricultural 
transformation agenda is essential

A youth-inclusive agricultural transformation agenda is essential 1) to ensure that agricul-
tural growth and development deliver on the promise to provide viable livelihoods for 
youth across the agrifood sector and beyond and 2) to empower youth to help fuel the 
transformation. Such an agenda would account for the particular needs and circumstances 
of youth in the design and implementation of solutions to the challenges facing the agri-
food sector. However, it would also recognize that some challenges affect everyone and 
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must be addressed holistically if agricultural transformation is to be sustained. A youth-in-
clusive agricultural transformation agenda therefore seeks to:

⊲⊲ address overall social, economic, and biophysical limits to broad-based agricultural pro-
ductivity growth to generate the income and employment multipliers for the benefit of 
all social groups, including young people; 

⊲⊲ harness and maximize youth-specific strengths for the agricultural transformation pro-
cess (e.g., areas where youth engagement may have comparative advantage such as 
the use of information and communication technology);

⊲⊲ address youth-specific constraints limiting young people’s engagement in agriculture 
and their ability to build successful agricultural enterprises (e.g., cultural and social 
norms limiting young people’s access to resources); and 

⊲⊲ empower young people to effectively participate and share in the formulation and 
implementation of agricultural transformation strategies. This is necessary to ensure 
the transformation agenda aligns with the future that young people envision for 
themselves. 

Renewed and refocused US investment in agriculture 
can catalyze youth engagement, employment, and 
entrepreneurship 

For the past 60 years, there has been a bipartisan US commitment to end global hunger 
and malnutrition—not just because there is a moral imperative, but also because it is in the 
economic, political, and national security interests of the United States. 

 A two-pronged approach is needed to address the challenge of engaging youth: 
supporting agricultural development to spur growth throughout the agrifood system and 
provide better economic opportunities for youth, while preparing them to participate in 
this transformation. A youth-inclusive agricultural transformation agenda is what will move 
LMICs—and the rest of the world—toward a more secure future.

This report lays out four key actions that can be taken by the US government—in 
partnership with national governments, the private sector, and civil society—to develop a 
youth-inclusive agricultural transformation agenda. 

Recommendation 1: Commit to a long-term, global food and  
nutrition strategy.

⊲⊲ The National Security Council (NSC) should include food and nutrition security pro-
grams as part of a comprehensive strategy to counter rising extremism, instability, and 
civil unrest in areas of strategic significance.

⊲⊲ The administration, particularly the NSC in coordination with the United States Agency 
for International Development (USAID), should update the Youth in Development Policy 
agenda to take account of the rising youth population, the opportunities and challenges 
it presents, and the impact it will have on strategically significant regions.

⊲⊲ US diplomatic and development representatives should lead the development of 
youth-inclusive food and nutrition security programs (or a strategy) in coordination with 
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bilateral and multilateral partners to secure common commitments on trade, develop-
ment, and education.

Recommendation 2: Congress should revitalize and recommit 
to robust support for public-sector agricultural research and 
development with an emphasis on needs for the next agricultural 
transformation.

⊲⊲ Congress should increase investment in agricultural research and development (R&D) 
by 1 percent annually to close the gap with peer nations currently surpassing US R&D 
spending and to retain a lead role in advancing global food security through respon-
sive, adaptive research for the next century.

⊲⊲ The Foundation for Food and Agriculture, Agricultural Research Service, and National 
Institute for Food and Agriculture should include an emphasis on the use of digital tech-
nology and data analysis in acceptance of future grants.

⊲⊲ Congress should encourage the United States Department of Agriculture (USDA), in 
coordination with local universities and the private sector, to create a pilot program to 
provide for the inclusion of a private-sector mentorship program.

⊲⊲ The United States should maintain existing levels of investment in the Consultative 
Group on International Agricultural Research (CGIAR) while encouraging stronger ties 
between US research institutions, CGIAR centers, and National Agricultural Research 
Systems in LMICs to accelerate advancements in food security.

Recommendation 3: Invest in the human capital development 
necessary to advance rural youth and to drive agricultural 
transformation.

⊲⊲ US food security programs and national governments must prioritize nutrition spending 
and policy to ensure a strong, healthy workforce. 

⊲⊲ Using the best models of agricultural and entrepreneurial education, Congress should 
encourage the administration to use all levers of government to expand education 
through programs and exchanges that reflect labor market realities and address the 
skills mismatch.

⊲⊲ The next generation of talent must be supported by promoting emerging hubs of youth 
entrepreneurship as a pathway to create more innovative businesses and sustainable 
employment for young people.

⊲⊲ USAID should include youth-specific metrics in its monitoring and evaluation of pro-
grams. Data should also be disaggregated by gender and age to better understand the 
needs of specific segments of youth. 

⊲⊲ In partnership with the private sector and priority countries, Feed the Future should 
consider investment in new models of vocational and technical training and certificate 
programs that support agricultural transformation and rural development. 
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Recommendation 4: The US government should align programs that 
foster an enabling environment for businesses in strategic countries. 
This environment should be specifically geared toward businesses that 
generate high-quality jobs for youth and new youth-led ventures.

⊲⊲ In partnership with priority countries, the private sector and multilateral partners should 
commit to prioritizing investment and innovation in digital infrastructure for rural areas 
alongside other investments like rural roads and power. 

⊲⊲ An interagency policy working group should be established and formalized to coordi-
nate a holistic approach to development finance tools available to private-sector inves-
tors, from small businesses to multinational corporations.

⊲⊲ With voice and vote, Congress should support the building of rural youth capacity 
through multinational development banks like the World Bank, African Development 
Bank, and Asian Development Bank.
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INTRODUCTION

Credit: Alex Kamweru/RTI International
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The world is now home to the largest population of young people in history, with 
over 2.3 billion people—a third of humanity—between the ages of 15 and 34.1 In 
low- and middle-income countries (LMICs) across Africa and South Asia, adolescents 

and young adults make up a large share of growing populations.2 In India about 1 million 
people turn 18 every month.3 Similarly, Africa’s youth population is expected to double by 
2050, with 1 billion people projected to be under 18 years old.4 Today, more than 60 per-
cent of the population in Sub-Saharan Africa (SSA) is below age 25.5

Young people in LMICs also constitute a large share of the world’s labor force. About 
11 million young Africans reach working age each year.6 By midcentury, a quarter of the 
world’s working-age population is expected to reside in Africa.7 In India more than half of 
the country is under 25, and two-thirds is under 35, with the largest populations growing in 
the poorer, more rural northern states such as Bihar.

In the face of this unprecedented demographic shift, world leaders are at a critical 
juncture. Growing youth populations—along with other factors—create new pressures for 
a food system already struggling to deliver food and nutrition security. And in countries 

where job opportunities are already scarce, the addition of millions more young people 
could exacerbate these challenges. As these surging youth populations come of age, how 
we meet their needs and aspirations—and how well governments integrate them economi-
cally, politically, and socially—will shape our shared future. 

The labor force challenge

So far, formal sector job creation has not kept pace with the rise in the workforce. In SSA 
the gap between the number of labor market participants and available wage job opportu-
nities widens by approximately 8 million annually. Even in the most optimistic growth sce-
narios, less than a quarter of the people newly entering the labor market may secure wage 
employment.8 Many of these new entrants may need to create their own jobs through 
entrepreneurial activities to avoid the challenges associated with unemployment.

In addition, too many young people also lack the skills required to identify and take 
advantage of employment opportunities in an increasingly complex labor market.9 As a 
consequence, unemployment, underemployment in low-return activities, and seasonal or 
permanent migration have been on the rise.10 Especially challenging is the large proportion 
of the workforce employed in “poverty wage jobs.” If not adequately addressed, the grow-
ing prevalence of underemployment and poverty jobs held by young people could lead 
to economic stagnation and disillusionment, increased pressure for migration, and social 
unrest that would require costly humanitarian assistance and military interventions. 

In some of the poorest LMICs, lack of agricultural productivity compounds the prob-
lem. In contrast to most other regions, the majority of youth in SSA still live in rural 
areas despite rapid urbanization, and more than two-thirds of young people working in 

As these surging youth populations come of age, how we meet their 
needs and aspirations—and how well governments integrate them 
economically, politically, and socially—will shape our shared future.
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these areas are employed in agriculture.11 But a lack of agricultural productivity in many 
regions limits the capacity—and appeal—of employment opportunities in agriculture or 
off-farm work. 

Young people in LMICs will shape the future of their countries, and their success or 
struggle will cause global economic, social, political, and food security reverberations. With 
proactive measures to meet food security and employment needs, a booming youth pop-
ulation has the potential to transform entire regions, making them more prosperous, sta-
ble, and secure. If they can be properly equipped with the requisite skills and engaged in 
productive employment, this growing cohort of young people can be a key asset for social 
and economic transformation.12 However, if not managed properly, this rising youth popula-
tion could be a major contributor to social disruption, political instability, and conflict. 

Intersection of youth livelihoods and 
agricultural development

A thriving agricultural and food (agrifood) sector, while by no means a silver bullet, is an 
indispensable component of a comprehensive strategy aimed at addressing the youth em-
ployment challenge. Likewise, engaging youth in agriculture is necessary to address the 
myriad issues facing the agrifood sector. First, global demand for agrifood products is on 
the rise as a result of population growth, urbanization, and diet transformation from income 
growth among the growing middle class in many countries. Investments to help jump-start 
the agricultural sector in LMICs and to restructure agrifood production systems to meet 
food demand locally have the potential to create jobs and improve lives for young people 
in areas where they reside. 

Second, the agrifood sector is already the single largest employer of the labor force, 
and this will remain the case for at least the next decade—particularly for young people 

in rural areas.13 However, in these regions productivity and earnings in agriculture are 
currently too low to provide a decent livelihood for the millions of people employed on 
the farm or to stimulate new jobs in sectors beyond the farm. Therefore, strategies that 
increase the productivity and profitability of agriculture offer the most powerful means to 
improve youth livelihoods and food security and to build inclusive economic growth. 

Finally, because of its strong multiplier effects on the rest of the economy, a flourish-
ing agricultural sector will spur job growth in the off-farm sector. Sustained and inclusive 
agricultural productivity growth is widely accepted as an important catalyst for economic 
transformation, increasing incomes and off-farm employment.14 Investment in agriculture 
is also cost-effective and has been proven to reduce poverty more than twice as much as 
investment in other economic sectors.15 

Global demand for agrifood products is on the rise as a result of 
population growth, urbanization, and diet transformation from 

income growth among the growing middle class in many countries.
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If properly equipped, young people can be key contributors to agricultural transfor-
mation and economic growth. Beyond providing needed labor, young people today are 
natural adopters of technology, making them receptive to innovations that may accelerate 
agricultural transformation. Finally, with a long-term interest in securing their own futures, 
youth populations are inherently well positioned to serve as stewards of a sustainable, 
resilient agrifood system. 

Youth livelihoods in LMICs largely depend on the successful transformation of agri-
culture, and agricultural and economic transformation will require strong engagement 
by young people. Simply put, young people need agriculture, and agriculture needs 
young people in order to succeed. With the right policies and investments, along with the 
engagement of young people in nurturing their own potential, the largest generation of 
young people in history can become the problem-solving producers, creators, entrepre-
neurs, change agents, and leaders of the coming decades.16 

The way forward

Governments in LMICs recognize the potential opportunities and threats that large youth 
populations and the agrifood sector present for economic transformation and social 
stability. This is evident in the resurgent interest that both agriculture and youth issues 

have garnered in national and regional development agendas over the past decade.17 Low 
productivity and underdevelopment in the agricultural sector are already major challenges. 
Yet national agricultural policies and extension programs typically do not account for the 
unique challenges facing youth, including increasing land prices driven by population pres-
sures that restrict access to land for young people.18 Meanwhile, climate change is project-
ed to bring acute water scarcity, outbreaks of pests and disease, and increasingly volatile 
weather conditions. Many regions also face natural resource scarcity and soil degradation.

In view of all these challenges, most LMICs are struggling to develop and effectively 
execute innovative, youth-oriented policy responses and to make the required investments 
to transform their agrifood sectors. The scope of the development challenge and financial 
requirement is wide. Governments of LMICs recognize this and appreciate the need for 
private investment to adequately address this challenge. As a global leader in agriculture, 
the US government, in close collaboration with the private sector, civil society, universities, 
multilateral institutions, and regional bodies, is well positioned to work with its counter-
parts in LMICs to transform agrifood production systems. Collaboration between these 
actors would expand economic opportunities for young people, promote economic growth 
and social stability, and open up new and expanded markets for American businesses. It 
would also promote the achievement of the Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs), which 
include advancing global food and nutrition security; alleviating poverty; and building 
healthier, more prosperous and stable populations in the world’s poorest countries. 

Young people need agriculture, and agriculture 
needs young people in order to succeed.
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There is no universally accepted definition for 
the term “youth.” Various age-based definitions 
of youth are used within and across countries 
and programs. The United Nations defines youth 
as individuals between 15 and 24 years of age, 
while the African Union extends the upper limit to 
34 years. To accommodate these two definitions 
and to ensure the policy relevance of the sta-
tistical analysis in different contexts, this report 
adopts an age-based definition that classifies 
young people in two categories. The first group 
includes individuals in the 15-to-24 age bracket, 
referred to in the report as “youth.” The second 
category, referred to as “young adults,” is made 
up of individuals between 25 and 34 years. 

Since the majority of individuals in the 15-to-
24 age bracket still reside with their parents or 
remain dependent on their parents, their current 
employment situation would at least partially 
reflect their parents’ income needs. Moreover, 
a large share of the youth population is not em-
ployed or not looking for work because they are 

still in school or vocational training or are raising 
children. In 2014 the global youth labor participa-
tion rate was estimated at 47.3 percent, which is 
about a 12 percent decline from the rate in 1991. 
By contrast, young adults are more active in the 
labor force, and their activities are more likely to 
reflect their own, independent decisions. 

In addition to the age-based definition, this 
report recognizes “youth” as a distinct develop-
mental stage, a period of transition from family 
dependent childhood to independent adulthood 
with full rights as a responsible member of soci-
ety. Since what is considered adulthood may dif-
fer by social and cultural context, the report’s dis-
cussion of youth livelihood strategies attempts as 
much as possible to reflect the lived experiences 
of individuals at this developmental stage without 
regard to age. It explores avenues to equip them 
with the needed skills and support for a success-
ful transition to adulthood as defined within vari-
ous social and cultural contexts. 

Source: UNFPA 2017

Box 1 – Definition of youth
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Women fish near the River Nun in Nigeria’s oil state of Bayelsa. Credit: REUTERS/Akintunde Akinleye
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PART I

THE OPPORTUNITY 
AND CHALLENGE

Laborers collect rice saplings as others plant them in another field in Karjat, India. Credit: REUTERS/Danish Siddiqui
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As youth populations continue to grow in LMICs in the coming decades, the United 
States and the world face a dilemma: equip youth to become productive members 
of society and contributors to solving the challenges of agricultural development 

and food insecurity, or face the potentially devastating consequences of growing numbers 
of idle, food insecure youth who could become a globally destabilizing force.
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Youth employment matters for global food security 
and stability

Global population growth is the fastest and youngest in regions where 
threats of food insecurity are greatest.

Nearly 80 percent of the world’s 2.3 billion young people between the ages of 15 and 34 
reside in LMICs. Young people also constitute a large share of the population in many of 
the LMICs experiencing rapid population growth. As a region, Sub-Saharan Africa has the 
youngest population, with about 63 percent of the population 24 years old or younger (43 
percent below age 15 and 20 percent between 15 and 24). The populations in East and 
South Asia, the Middle East and North Africa, and Latin America and the Caribbean regions 
are at 40, 50, and 43 percent, respectively, with relatively smaller shares of children below 
age 15 (24, 31, and 26 percent, respectively), but comparably large proportions between 
the ages 15 and 24 (16, 19, and 17 percent, respectively). 
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Africa’s youth population will continue to rise over the next century.
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Young adults (25 to 34 years) also account for an additional 14 percent of the popula-
tion in Sub-Saharan Africa, 16 percent in East and South Asia, 17 percent in the Middle East 
and North Africa, and 16 percent in Latin America and the Caribbean regions.19 Over the 
next three decades, the absolute number of young people 15 to 24 years of age living in 
Sub-Saharan Africa is expected to double, reaching about 407 million by 2050. In other 
regions the numbers will decline (East and South Asia, Europe, and Latin America and the 
Caribbean) or grow very slowly (North America) (figure 1). Consequently, by midcentury 
one in three of the world’s youth (age 15 to 24) and one in four of young adults (age 25 to 
34) will be African.20 Young people will therefore constitute a significant share of the labor 
force and consumers in these regions, having a major impact on the global economy. 

At the same time that LMICs in Asia and SSA constitute an increasingly large share of 
the global population, these regions are the most prone to food insecurity. According to 
The State of Food and Agriculture Report 2017, severe food insecurity is most prevalent 
and rising in SSA, reaching about 27 percent of the population in 2016—almost four times 
that of any other region. While severe food insecurity is declining as a percentage of the 
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Ninety-nine percent of the projected population growth over the next century will  
occur in LMICs.  

Source: UNPD 2015
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*Change over 10-year period (from 2004-2006 to 2014-2016). Does 
not reflect surges in food security that occurred in 2017.
Note: While most current youth population data is from 2017, most 
current food insecurity data is from 2015. Data on prevalence of food 
insecurity unavailable for the Democratic Republic of the Congo.
Source: UNPD 2017, FAO 2015
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*Change over 10-year period (from 2004-2006 to 2014-2016). Does 
not reflect surges in food security that occurred in 2017.
Note: While most current youth population data is from 2017, most 
current food insecurity data is from 2015. Data on prevalence of food 
insecurity unavailable for the Democratic Republic of the Congo.
Source: UNPD 2017, FAO 2015
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population in Asia, the region still has the largest number of undernourished people.21 As 
young people constitute a large share of the population and workforce in LMICs, efforts 
to promote youth livelihoods are critical to address the food insecurity challenges these 
regions face. 

Economic transformation is critical for youth livelihoods and food 
security, and agriculture is a key driver of this change.

To effectively contribute to social and economic development, young people need to be 
engaged productively in jobs that are commensurate with their abilities and skills. How-
ever, for many young people in LMICs, the transition from education and skill training into 
stable and remunerative employment is challenging, protracted, and painful. The pace of 
economic growth and job creation in emerging economies has been very slow, leaving 
many young people with poor prospects of securing formal wage employment. In fact, less 
than a quarter of the more than 350 million young Africans who will enter the labor force 
by 2035 will find formal wage employment.22 

The slow pace of job growth reflects the pattern of economic growth and transforma-
tion as well as the labor intensity of the economic sector in LMICs. Countries in the early 
stages of development almost always have a large share of their labor force in agriculture. 
The shift from a rural, agrarian, and subsistence mode of production to a more urban, 

integrated, and enterprise-dominated mode has been strongly correlated with overall 
increases in productivity, living standards, and poverty reduction. This structural transfor-
mation is a broad, economy-wide process that refers to the transition of labor from agricul-
tural to nonagricultural activities and the movement of people from rural to urban areas.23 
As this occurs, the food system also transforms, with productivity increasing and poverty 
often falling, although not always evenly.24 

Agricultural transformation is considered a necessary precursor of the structural trans-
formation process. The process begins with growth in on-farm labor productivity among 
millions of smallholder farmers through the adoption of new technologies, which increases 
surpluses and rural food security.25 The resulting increase in farm income stimulates 
demand for off-farm goods and services. In turn, this generates powerful multiplier effects 
on the rest of the economy, expands job opportunities in off-farm sectors, and releases 
labor to nonfarm sectors. Over time the relative share of agriculture in total employment 
and gross domestic product (GDP) declines, while off-farm activities and employment 
expand. Hence, stimulating agricultural labor productivity growth is often regarded as a 
necessary condition to kick-start the structural transformation process.

Strong and sustained investments in infrastructure must be coupled with sustained 
increases in productivity to help the agrifood sector grow and transform. Inadequate infra-
structure (i.e., energy, road networks) in many LMICs, particularly in Africa, increases the 
cost of production and makes the region less competitive as a destination for industrial 

Over time the relative share of agriculture in total 
employment and gross domestic product (GDP) declines, 

while off-farm activities and employment expand.
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development.26 Sustained productivity is essential to ensure that processors and retailers 
have the needed raw material to support the growth of agroindustries. 

After decades of disinvestment and stagnation in the agricultural sector, most LMICs, 
particularly in SSA, have been unable to significantly raise labor productivity in agricul-
ture to kick off the structural transformation process. Consequently, high productivity and 
growth-oriented sectors have also been slow to emerge. Expanding economic oppor-
tunities for the labor force and young people will require investments in labor-intensive 
sectors, particularly the agricultural sector, to raise labor productivity growth, which is 
essential to accelerate the structural transformation process and to generate income and 
employment multiplier effects. Key areas for investment to stimulate agricultural productiv-
ity are well known and are discussed in the appendix on page 108. 

Surging youth populations offer an opportunity for accelerated 
economic transformation.

The rapid increase in the number of youth, sometimes referred to as a youth bulge, will 
provide a significant increase in labor and can generate enormous opportunity. If this labor 
force is equipped with essential skills and is productively employed, it could spur econom-
ic growth across all sectors of the economy. An increase in the youth population, coupled 
with declines in fertility rates, will lead to decreases in the dependency ratio27—the number 
of dependents relative to the total population—allowing for overall growth in income per 
capita and savings. These savings could be reinvested to create additional opportunities 
for accelerated economic transformation, commonly referred to as a demographic divi-
dend. Such a demographic dividend is estimated to have accounted for about a third of 
the rapid economic growth in East Asian nations such as South Korea and Japan.28 Be-

tween 1965 and 1990, the number of working adults per dependent in East Asia and the 
Pacific increased from one to two, with corresponding increases in output per capita. As 
a result, the region’s GDP per capita also rose from US$1,300 to US$3,300 over the same 
period, with significant improvements in living standards.29 

Reaping demographic dividends from large youth populations is not guaranteed. It 
requires strategic, long-term investment in the youth labor force as well as the expansion 
of economic opportunities that could use their skills and talents. For instance, South Korea 
achieved a demographic dividend by prioritizing entrepreneurship and the manufacturing 
of high-end consumer goods for export.30 Preparations for the desired future began with 
investments in education, health care, and basic infrastructure—energy, transport, hospi-
tals, and schools—to create a skilled labor force and a conducive business environment.31 
This was complemented with massive government support for promising private local 
industries (chaebols) such as automobile, semiconductor, and steel manufacturers. 

Improved agricultural performance also played a vital role in powering this industry-ori-
ented growth. Increased productivity in the agricultural sector freed labor for employment 

If this labor force is equipped with essential skills and 
is productively employed, it could spur economic 

growth across all sectors of the economy.
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Agricultural Value Chains 
Development Project

According to African Migration Survey, the aver-
age age of migrants within Senegal is 32 years 
old, with poverty, deterioration of environment, 
conflicts, and lack of infrastructure in rural areas 
among the main reasons for migrating. In an ef-
fort to retain unemployed 18-to-30-year-olds in 
Senegal’s groundnut basin, the IFAD-supported 
Agricultural Value Chains Development Project 
(PAFA) aims to improve the incomes and liveli-
hoods of poor farm families, with a special focus 
on turning farming into a thriving business for 
young people.

PAFA focuses on the consolidation of profit-
able value chains based on local agroecological 
potential, and it promotes the use of local prod-
ucts such as maize, bissap/hibiscus, sesame, rice, 
poultry, and market gardening (onions, tomatoes, 
carrots, cabbage). With support from youth-on-
ly groups, young agricultural extension officers, 
and mixed-age farmer groups, youth negotiate 
access to land with their families and become 
project holders themselves. For market garden-
ing, access to community land (along with certi-
fied seeds and fertilizers) is assigned to young 
people and women by village authorities. Some 
farmers are trained to be “family farm advisors” 
to educate others on good practices in family 

poultry production. In addition, with assistance 
from hotel and restaurant owners, more than 800 
women and young girls were trained in process-
ing and cooking techniques using local cereals to 
promote the consumption of local products. 

The project also helps young people to iden-
tify and sign contracts with market operators. 
PAFA facilitated contracts between farmers’ or-
ganizations and market operators to ensure a fair 
negotiation and secure prices for the producers. 
Other components of PAFA include sharing infor-
mation on prices in reference markets through 
SMS messages and the construction of value 
chain development centers. 

PAFA has provided financial support, capac-
ity building, and access to quality inputs and 
equipment to 45 youth associations. More than 
4,000 young men and more than 8,000 young 
women are now involved in agricultural value 
chains and have increased their incomes. For ex-
ample, a small-scale rice mill business managed 
by youth groups was created with support from 
this project, providing employment opportunities 
for 56 young men. Young farmers have shown 
an increasing enthusiasm for farming, and rural 
out-migration in villages supported by the proj-
ect has been reduced. The project also attracts 
young graduates, who return to their villages and 
engage in farming as a business.

Source: IFAD 2015 

Box 2 – Youth development case studies
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Box 2 – Youth development case studies

Rural Youth Vocational 
Training, Employment, and 
Entrepreneurship Support Project

The Rural Youth Vocational Training, Employ-
ment, and Entrepreneurship Support Project 
(FIER) funded by IFAD first began in 2014 and is 
intended to last until 2021. The project aims to 
facilitate access to attractive and profitable ac-
tivities in the agricultural sector for rural young 
people and to allow them to eventually become 
actors in modern agricultural value chains re-
sponsive to market demand. In preparation for 
rolling out the program nationwide, an 18-month 
pilot project was launched in two regions in Mali: 
Koulikoro and Sikasso. Everyone aged 15 to 40 
who lacks technical and management skills or ac-
cess to financing is eligible to participate. Special 
consideration is given to young women. 

Separated into four groups (girls 15 to 17, boys 
15 to 17, young women 18 to 40, and young men 
18 to 40), participants work with young facilitators 
from local NGOs to identify potential vocations in 

rural areas based on labor market demand and 
job prospects. After six months, youth aged 18 
and older are eligible for a microcredit loan and 
professional training to set up their own eco-
nomic ventures. The project helps rural young 
people overcome technical and financial barri-
ers by strengthening access to financial services 
and professionalizing the initiation, formulation, 
and implementation phases of their economic 
initiatives. 

Since this project is still ongoing, its impact re-
mains to be evaluated. The project hopes to:

�� strengthen women’s social status through 
participation in local income-generating 
opportunities and microenterprises,

�� reduce transaction costs and strengthen rural 
youth’s incentives and capacity to save and invest 
by improving access to financial services, and 

�� increase and diversify rural youth income by 
promoting income-generating opportunities 
and participation in rural microenterprises.

Source: IFAD 2014 

Credit: Xuame Olleros/RTI International
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in the industrial sector, increased disposable income and savings, and expanded the tax 
base from which the government raised capital for investment in the industrial sector. 
Also, the government maintained price controls on agricultural products and invested the 
revenue in education, loans to promising industries through national banks, and incentive 
packages for chaebols that produced for export.32 US support for South Korea’s aggres-
sive growth strategy was also instrumental.33 The effective alignment of all these initiatives 
created the economic miracle for which South Korea is now well known. 

The rise in youth populations in LMICs can also be a catalyst for accelerated economic 
transformation in these countries if strategic investments in agriculture and skill develop-
ment are made to harness the talents of young people for more productive and remunera-
tive employment. 

Promoting youth livelihoods is in US economic and 
national security interests

Investing in secure livelihoods for young people in LMICs is of paramount importance to 
US economic and national security interests for several reasons, including security and 
stability, future markets, and US influence in the region. 

Security and stability

Expanding opportunities for young people will promote social stability and peace in 
regions where the United States has security and economic interests. A lack of economic 
opportunities for young people is one of the greatest challenges to global security and 
stability. Young people who lack compelling economic opportunities to lift themselves out 
of poverty are more likely to participate in extremism, piracy, crime, and social unrest.34 
About 40 percent of people who join rebel movements are motivated by a lack of eco-
nomic opportunity.35 The Arab Spring in 2011, which toppled governments in Tunisia, Egypt, 

and Libya and sparked political unrest across the Middle East, had its roots in grievances 
related to high food prices and the lack of job opportunities among disaffected young 
people and the perception of poor government response.36 Widespread joblessness and 
dissatisfaction among young people has a destabilizing effect that takes many forms, 
whether it be piracy off the coast of Somalia, xenophobia in South Africa, recruitment into 
terrorist networks, or gang activities in major cities around the world. These challenges 
are often compounded by weak governance and the inability to contain violence within 
borders, leading to fragile states and protracted conflicts with global impacts. Increasingly, 
this results in the need for costly humanitarian and military intervention from the global 
community—and the United States in particular. 

A lack of economic opportunities, violence, or prolonged social unrest can also be pow-
erful drivers of rural-urban and international migration. In the past few decades, high-in- 
come countries, including the United States, have contended with rising tides of interna-

A lack of economic opportunities for young people is one of 
the greatest challenges to global security and stability.
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tional migrants and refugees seeking safety or better economic opportunities. Between 
2000 and 2010, the combined net inflow of international migrants to Europe, North 
America, and Oceania reached about 3.1 million per year.37 The European Union has strug-
gled to cope with this large influx of people, and the crisis is testing cooperation among 
member states. Immigration and refugee resettlement have also become contentious 
issues in the United States. 

Since young people are more likely to migrate, they constitute a significant share of 
international movement.38 Around 70 percent of migrant flows are people younger than 
30.39 Unless measures are put in place to expand economic opportunities and food secu-
rity in LMICs, many young people will face increased pressure to migrate—even under 
life-threatening conditions—to Europe and North America in search of better prospects.40 
On the other hand, expanded opportunities at home will give young people fewer reasons 

to migrate. A transformed agricultural sector could increase economic opportunities for 
young people and help ameliorate the global migration crisis, minimize recruitment into 
terrorist and criminal organizations that threatens global and US national security, and pro-
mote food security and social stability in politically precarious regions.  

Future markets

Young people in LMICs also represent a significant future market for US goods and 
services. By 2050 about 2.2 billion people, or 23 percent of the global population, are ex-
pected to be in SSA, and another 2.4 billion will be in South Asia.41 Rapid economic growth 
is gradually expanding the middle class and increasing the purchasing power of consum-
ers in these regions. For instance, about 78 million households are expected to join India’s 
middle class between 2016 and 2021.42 The middle class in Latin America and the Carib-
bean and SSA is also projected to reach 335 million and 212 million people, respectively, 
by 2030.43 The sheer number of people along with rising incomes makes these regions 
attractive markets for US businesses. Evidence suggests they are already impacting US 
exports. Since 2000 the value of US exports to SSA has increased steadily, reaching near-
ly US$24 billion in 2013 and supporting hundreds of thousands of US jobs.44 Similar robust 
growth has been recorded in US exports to South America and Southeast Asia, where US 
agricultural exports alone grew by 11 percent between 2013 and 2014, reaching a record 
US$11.5 billion.45 However, continued growth in these markets will depend on whether 
economic opportunities for the burgeoning number of young people can be expanded to 
enable many to join the ranks of the middle class. Since most of these economies remain 
agrarian, a thriving agrifood sector has the potential to increase incomes, expand econom-
ic opportunities for young people, and generate demand for US goods and services. 

By 2050 about 2.2 billion people, or 23 percent of the 
global population, are expected to be in Sub-Saharan 

Africa, and another 2.4 billion will be in South Asia.
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Influence

Investing in young people in LMICs can also generate affinity for American institutions, 
companies, and values, which translates into political influence and economic opportunity 
over the long term. US influence in global affairs is not only shaped by its military might, 
but also by “soft power,” including the lives it inspires and transforms through develop-
ment assistance programs, cultural exchanges, and US private investments. As leaders of 
tomorrow, young people are vital to their countries’ development and to future relations 
with the United States. With the right investments in human capital, educated and healthy 
youth could be important economic and political allies to US businesses looking to expand 
into Asia and Africa. They could also partner with US institutions to find lasting solutions to 
global challenges (e.g., communicable diseases, pests, terrorism) that require international 

cooperation to regulate and control. The United States has a historic opportunity to extend 
its global leadership and influence by assisting governments in LMICs to transform their 
agrifood systems and to address pressing challenges associated with a surging youth pop-
ulation, thereby creating the enabling conditions necessary for US enterprises to expand 
and thrive in these markets. Such efforts will help accelerate economic growth, improve 
living standards, enhance the US reputation abroad, and facilitate the achievement of US 
foreign policy objectives.46 

The rural youth employment challenge has three 
main elements

To effectively harness the youth bulge for economic transformation, it is useful to under-
stand the nature of the youth employment challenge that LMICs face. The three main 
facets of the challenge are an oversupply of labor, lack of job readiness, and low demand 
for labor, or stagnant job growth. 

Oversupply of labor 

At the heart of the youth employment challenge is a slow demographic transition that is 
fueling an oversupply of labor. Improvements in access to and quality of health care have 
reduced child mortality and morbidity while raising average life expectancy. While fertility 
rates are declining overall, they have declined relatively slowly in low-income economies, 
owing in part to limited access to contraceptives, strict adherence to beliefs promoting 
large family sizes, and lower levels of female education. For instance, an estimated aver-
age of 4.7 live births per woman in SSA was recorded between 2010 and 2015. This rate is 
down from 6.5 children per woman in the 1950s (figure 4). This compares to fertility rates 
of about 1.6 in Europe and East Asia. While fertility rates are expected to continue declin-
ing in SSA, the number of births per year could reach about 53 million by midcentury as 
this large cohort of children and youth reaches adulthood.47 

As leaders of tomorrow, young people are vital to their countries’ 
development and to future relations with the United States.
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Box 3 – Rural youth migration 

Youth populations have been migrating with in-
creased frequency in the last several decades. 
According to UNICEF, the number of young mi-
grants increased from 23.2 million to 28.2 mil-
lion globally between 1990 and 2013. The moti-
vations for migrating are varied and depend on 
many circumstances—conflict and food insecuri-
ty among them. But with young people ages 15 to 
24 accounting for an eighth of the global migrant 
working population, the search for employment 
and entrepreneurial opportunities is undoubtedly 
a top factor.

The outflow of youth from rural communities 
is both an opportunity and a challenge. Young 
migrants who find gainful employment in urban 
areas or abroad often send remittances back 
to families. This can help communities improve 
sanitation, public health, education, and agricul-
tural investment through a new, stable outside 
source of income. Yet remittances can also cre-

ate greater income inequality within these com-
munities. Similarly, while reduced person-to-land 
ratios from migration outflows can improve en-
vironmental health, lessen job competition, and 
increase availability of land, they can also mean 
greater work burdens for those left behind. 

When young people migrate and never re-
turn, their home communities experience a brain 
drain as well as a lost opportunity to develop new 
norms, values, and knowledge from young peo-
ple’s experiences in other communities. Youth 
who leave may also have difficulty finding work, 
especially in urban areas, due to competitive job 
markets, social exclusion, and vulnerability to 
radicalization or human rights violations.

The challenges faced by rural youth highlight 
the need for greater support to ensure either the 
availability of jobs in their home regions or the 
skills, training, and connections needed to suc-
ceed in larger centers of employment. 

Source: UNICEF 2014 

Farmers walk through a paddy field beside a sugarcane field at Moynaguri village in India. Credit: REUTERS/Rupak De Chowdhuri
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Such relatively high fertility rates are rapidly expanding the labor supply. In SSA, the 
labor force is growing about 3 percent per year, and an estimated 375 million young 
Africans will reach working age by 2035.48 In India about 1 million people turn 18 each 
month, while about 900,000 young Filipinos enter the labor force each year.49 An increas-
ing supply of labor is not in itself detrimental to countries. The problem arises when the 
supply exceeds demand and labor market absorption rates, as is the case for most LMICs. 
Persistently high fertility rates also increase the share of the non-working-age population 
relative to the working-age population (dependency ratio).50 When working-age adults 
have more children or seniors to care for, their financial capacity for investment in human 
capital (e.g., education and health) and, more broadly, enterprise development is reduced. 

In the long term, addressing the youth employment challenge in LMICs would require 
lower fertility rates and dependency ratios. Reviews show that policy actions that promote 
girls’ education, combat early marriages, empower women to have greater control over 
their fertility decisions, and make reproductive health information more accessible are 
effective strategies for reducing fertility rates.51 
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Lack of job readiness 

Cognitive, sociobehavioral, and emotional skills—including numeracy, literacy, problem 
solving, and social and communication skills as well as perseverance, motivation, self-es-
teem, and self-control—are important determinants of lifetime earnings and many aspects 
of social and economic life.52 To successfully transition into adulthood, young people 
need opportunities to develop their talents and acquire these skills. Access to formal and 
informal educational opportunities to develop these skills is therefore critical to enhanc-
ing young people’s contribution to social and economic development. In order for youth 
education and livelihood initiatives to be successful, the needs of young people from early 
childhood through young adulthood must be considered, including access to healthy food, 
nutrition education, and health services.

Health and nutrition

Complicating the problem of employment for youth in LMICs is the question of whether a 
large percentage are even employable, given the impact of malnutrition and stunting. Mal-
nutrition in the early years of a child’s life, especially in the first 1,000 days from the time 
of conception to the second birthday, can have a profound impact on the child’s ability to 

learn, earn, and ward off chronic diseases later in life. This is the time when the brain is 
growing most rapidly and needs to be fueled by good nutrition. Any prolonged period of 
malnutrition—be it from a shortage of food or a lack of vital micronutrients—leads to stunt-
ing, either physically, cognitively, or both. Stunting is a life sentence of underachievement 
and underperformance.   

 About one in every three children in SSA and South Asia is stunted. In these two 
regions, aggregate malnutrition stands at about 40 percent, and stunting is the highest in 
the world. The impact of stunting is long term, as stunted children become stunted adults. 
As labor pools are depleted and productivity is sapped, economic growth lags. Studies 
have found that stunted children spend less time in school, learn less when they are in the 
classroom, and earn 20 to 40 percent less as adults.53

Stunting could derail progress toward a potential demographic dividend. The Global 
Nutrition Report estimates that SSA and South Asia each lose about 11 percent of gross 
national product every year due to the cumulative impact of malnutrition and stunting. 
Other studies estimate that 43 percent of children under the age of five in LMICs are at risk 
of never achieving their full cognitive potential.54

 Jim Yong Kim, the president of the World Bank, worries that stunted children will have 
difficulty finding a place in labor markets, which are becoming ever more automated and 
digital. As he campaigns for increased investments in “grey matter infrastructure,” Kim 
warns heads of state and finance ministers, “You cannot walk into the future with 20, 30, 
40 percent stunting rates and expect to succeed. . . . To compete in the new economy, it’s 
necessary to end cognitive stunting.”55

 About one in every three children in Sub-Saharan Africa and South 
Asia is stunted. In these two regions, aggregate malnutrition stands 

at about 40 percent, and stunting is the highest in the world.
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Source: Ending Rural Hunger; UNPD 2017

Access to education 

Over the past few decades, access to formal education has expanded in many LMICs. Pri-
mary school completion rates for children in SSA increased from about 54 percent in 2000 
to 68 percent in 2014. Several countries in Asia and Latin America have already achieved 
universal primary education. Enrollment at the secondary school level is also improving, 
with gross enrollment ratios56 reaching about 94 percent in Latin America, 65 percent 
in South Asia, and 43 percent in SSA in 2014.57 Compared to previous generations, the 
current cohort of young people is the most educated labor force their regions have ever 
experienced. 
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In most countries around the world, girls still face 
greater challenges in accessing education than 
their male counterparts. UNESCO estimates that 
more than 130 million school-age girls are out of 
school and that at least 15 million girls will never 
spend even one day in school. Half of them are 
in Sub-Saharan Africa. Since rural areas are gen-
erally poorer than urban areas, rural schools face 
different challenges, including difficulty recruit-
ing teachers to remote locations, dilapidated or 
nonexistent infrastructure, and long distances for 
children to travel to the school. Rural girls face ad-
ditional barriers that have been well documented, 
including early marriage, particularly when com-
munities face economic distress, lack of access to 
latrines (causing dropout at the onset of menstru-
ation), and physical safety concerns when walk-
ing to and from school. 

But many girls succeed despite these chal-
lenges, and more girls are following in the foot-
steps of successful girls each year as the global 
community prioritizes gender equality and equi-
table education as part of the Sustainable De-
velopment Goals (SDGs). The Global Partnership 
for Education (GPE), a global fund dedicated to 
education in LMICs, was established in 2002 and 
now works in 65 countries to strengthen educa-
tion systems and reduce the number of children 
out of school. Since 2002 an additional 38 million 
girls were enrolled in schools in GPE countries, 
and the number of girls finishing primary school 
increased from 57 percent in 2002 to 74 per-
cent in 2015. 

However, even as more girls complete school, 
data show many challenges. Their transition to 
the world of work takes longer. They frequently 
face unequal pay. They may have a harder time 

starting a business. They may also have trouble 
sustaining employment in the face of family and 
childcare duties. A holistic approach is need-
ed to ensure girls and young women are given 
the opportunity to transform their lives, there-
by transforming their communities, the agrifood 
sector, and, ultimately, the well-being of whole 
nations. To do this, boys and men must also be 
engaged and integrated into the change pro-
cess. A systems-based approach is required to 
address the range of constraints. The World Bank 
identifies eight priorities as part of their strategy. 
These priorities are largely aligned with the GPE 
and the SDGs:

�� Providing conditional cash transfers, stipends, 
or scholarships

�� Reducing distance to school

�� Targeting boys and men to be a part of 
discussions about cultural and societal practices

�� Ensuring gender-sensitive curricula and 
pedagogies

�� Hiring and training qualified female teachers

�� Building safe and inclusive learning 
environments for girls and young women

�� Ending child/early marriage

�� Addressing violence against girls and women

Progress toward many critical goals—whether 
it is improving nutrition in the first 1,000 days, 
improving productivity on and off the farm, or 
reducing poverty—depends on the full engage-
ment of young people, especially girls. And while 
progress has been made, there must be a con-
tinued and concerted effort to close the gap for 
rural girls, especially in education.

Sources: UNESCO 2016; World Bank 2017; GPE 2017; ILO 2016

Box 4 – Rural girls: steady progress on the 
road to gender equality
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Despite these laudable improvements, much more remains to be done to improve 
access to education. The educational level of the labor force in most low-income econo-
mies is still very low. About two-thirds of young Africans entering the labor force do not 
have any secondary school education, and as much as 20 percent of youth (15 to 24) 
and 30 percent of young adults (25 to 34) have no education at all.58 As of 2014, only 42 
percent and 65 percent of all secondary school-age children were enrolled in secondary 
school in SSA and South Asia, respectively (figure 6).59 One in five youth in Latin America 
and more than 200 million young people in Asia are neither in school nor employed.60 
Young girls, ethnic minorities, and rural residents tend to be unduly affected. Many rural 
youth still have to walk long distances from their communities to attend school, which dis-
courages school enrollment. Therefore, rural children are about twice as likely as urban 
children to be out of school.61 

Structural and cultural barriers such as early marriage and the tendency for young 
girls to shoulder the burden of household tasks and childcare prevent many girls, espe-
cially those in rural areas, from receiving and completing formal education and training 
or actively participating in the labor force. In Africa and South Asia, boys are nearly twice 
as likely as girls to complete secondary school, and females constitute about two-thirds 
of all illiterate people age 15 and above.62 Any efforts to improve educational access and 

African girls learn English in an orphanage near Nairobi, Kenya. Credit: Bartosz Hadyniak
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Figure 6 – Gross enrollment ratios for secondary school 

Secondary school enrollment is growing, but from a low base in developing countries. 

Source: World Bank Group, World Development Indicators, 2017

quality must therefore pay special attention to the barriers faced by rural girls in many 
parts of LMICs. These efforts may need to go beyond fiscal policies and may require social 
reforms. Without carefully targeted interventions, girls will continue to lag behind their 
male counterparts. 

Quality of education

The quality of education must be improved if education is to be a valuable asset to young 
people. Educational systems in LMICs often do not adequately equip students with basic 
literacy, numeracy, and technical skills needed for productive employment in the modern 
economy.63 Across Asia and Africa, less than one-third of those completing primary school 
achieve basic standard competencies in literacy and numeracy.64 In 2014 over 250 million 
children were estimated to be enrolled in school but not learning, a situation the United 
Nations Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organization (UNESCO) dubbed the “global 
learning crisis.”65 For instance, after more than three years of language teaching, about 80 
percent of students in Nigeria could not read simple words in English.66 Similarly, only one 
in four Indian youth between age 14 and 18 cannot read basic text fluently in their own lan-
guage, and more than half of this group struggle with basic arithmetic tasks—subtraction 
and division—that are part of the curriculum for second grade.67 
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In most low-income countries, the push to expand educational enrollment was not 
complemented with a commensurate expansion in infrastructure and teaching resources. 
As a result, many educational institutions are ill-equipped for effective teaching and 
learning. There is also often a gap between urban and rural schools. Many rural schools 
still lack adequate physical infrastructure and classroom materials, and many more have 
difficulty attracting high-quality, well-trained, and motivated teachers due to their remote 
locations.68 Vocational and technical schools, which could impart relevant technical and 
industry knowledge, are often underfunded or not available in rural areas.69 When avail-
able, technical and vocational training institutions often teach skills that are out of date or 
focus on oversaturated industries such as carpentry and tailoring. Poor quality education 
limits skills development, adversely impacting the productivity of the workforce and eco-
nomic growth.70 

Skills mismatch

There is also a general disconnect between the skills that employers demand and what 
educational institutions are teaching students. Competencies in “soft skills” such as critical 
thinking, communication, leadership, collaboration, and problem solving as well as cogni-
tive ability, including numeracy and literacy, influence lifetime earnings and other aspects 
of life. Yet for young people in LMICs, there are fewer opportunities to develop these core 
skills through educational systems. Formal and informal educational institutions are often 
still using outmoded pedagogies that reward the ability to memorize and repeat informa-
tion and do not encourage the analytical, creative thinking, and problem-solving skills that 
are increasingly essential in the modern labor market. Moreover, educational curricula in 
many LMICs have seen little or no reform to meet the needed range of skills required by 

High labor 
force growth

Lack of job
readiness

Slow job 
creation

• High labor force growth 
due to slow demographic 
transition (3% per year 
in SSA)

• 11 million youth to enter 
labor force each year in 
SSA until 2035 (Losch 2016)

• Job creation lags behind
labor force growth

• Only 25% of 350 million 
new entrants will find 
formal wage jobs in SSA

• Low educational quality
• Skills mismatch
• Inadequate soft skills 
• Low awareness and skills to

spot opportunities

Figure 7 – Nature of the youth employment challenge

Source: Illustration by the author
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the modern labor market. Although agriculture remains the dominant source of livelihood 
for rural communities, agricultural curricula in most rural schools have either disappeared, 
become outdated, or are inadequate to equip rural youth with the knowledge they need to 
succeed in modern agricultural employment.71 There is also little communication between 
private-sector employers and educational training centers to guide curriculum develop-
ment, participate in training, and/or offer experiential opportunities outside education-
al centers.72

As a result of the skills mismatch, joblessness coexists with unmet demand for skilled 
labor. For example, despite high unemployment rates among highly educated young peo-
ple in Africa and the Middle East, business leaders in the region often cite the lack of well-
trained, motivated, and skilled talent as a major obstacle for enterprise expansion.73 Along 
with the skills mismatch is the high search cost that both employers and job seekers expe-
rience in the labor market. Employers often do not know where to find qualified young 
people to fill positions, and qualified young people often have fewer social networks and 
do not know how to find job opportunities or how to get in the door. There is, therefore, a 

need for a much higher skill level as well as more systematic, private-sector engagement 
with educational systems to develop appropriate curricula and provide opportunities for 
youth to obtain meaningful practical experience and training. Measures that strengthen 
the information flow between employers and job seekers to reduce the search cost are 
equally needed.

Technological impacts

Technological advances are also changing the nature of work. Technology will replace 
human workers in jobs that require rote tasks but will also increase demand for labor in 
other areas. The future of work is becoming less predictable, and the skill sets that the 
labor market of tomorrow will demand is expected to be dramatically different from what it 
is today. These changes compound the challenges that educational and training systems 
face. To effectively harness the talent and energies of a large youth population for eco-
nomic transformation, policymakers in LMICs must not only address educational access 
and quality gaps but also prepare young people for today’s fast-changing labor market.

Unlike previous generations, most young people are unlikely to hold the same job for 
life. Many young people in developing countries are already relying on a mix of wage 
labor, agricultural production, and self-employment from informal microenterprises for their 
livelihoods. This trend will likely continue into the future. The skill set that such a mixed 
livelihood strategy demands is equally diverse. In light of the uncertain future of work, 
young people will be better served if they are supported to acquire universal life and work 
readiness skills. Transferable life skills such as self-confidence, critical thinking, communi-
cation, teamwork, and personal responsibility that will serve them in any field they pursue 
and enable them to navigate life’s challenges and opportunities of the future are critical. 

Employers often do not know where to find qualified young people 
to fill positions, and qualified young people often have fewer 

social networks and do not know how to find job opportunities.
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Machines are less able to perform nonroutine and more complex cognitive and social 
tasks that require creativity and critical thinking. Investments in these life skills therefore 
could safeguard young people against future job losses to technology.  

Stagnant job growth 

After decades of disinvestment and consequent stagnation in the agricultural sector, many 
LMICs, particularly in SSA, have been unable to significantly raise labor productivity in 
agriculture to kick off the structural transformation process.74 Consequently, high produc-
tivity and growth-oriented sectors have also been slow to emerge. For instance, labor-in-
tensive manufacturing, which was an important source of wage employment in East Asia’s 
transformation process, has shown little signs of takeoff in the region.75 Indeed, manu-
facturing’s share of total GDP in SSA is lower today than it was during the 1970s, having 
declined gradually throughout the past four decades.76 Likewise, since the early 1990s, the 

manufacturing sector’s share of total employment in SSA has hovered between 9 and 10 
percent—the lowest of all regions.77 

A combination of factors accounts for this slow growth in manufacturing. Notable 
among them is the earlier start to industrialization and competitive advantages enjoyed 
by other developing countries in Asia and Latin America that can manufacture efficiently 
at scale. Other factors include globalization, lower international trade barriers as a result 
of bilateral and multilateral trade agreements, and low international shipping costs, which 
make it cheaper to import goods from other countries. This undermines the development 
of nascent industries in developing countries. Also important is the general lack of ade-
quate infrastructure such as energy and roads, particularly in Africa, which increases the 
cost of production and makes the region less competitive as a destination for industrial 
development.78 Yet another important factor is the inability of the underdeveloped agri-
cultural sector to support the growth of agroindustries. As noted in a recent report by the 
Food and Agriculture Organization (FAO), growth in the large-scale agroindustry in SSA 
is often impeded by the lack of a reliable supply of raw materials of consistent quality 
and quantity.79

Recent impressive economic performance, particularly in SSA, has done little to reverse 
the slow growth in employment creation.80 For example, Africa’s fastest-growing econ-
omies made the least progress in employment growth and poverty alleviation.81 This is 
partly because much of the direct investments and resulting growth occurred in capital-in-
tensive sectors such as mining and mineral exploration, which despite being associated 
with high labor productivity have low demand for labor. This highlights the challenge most 
African countries face to diversify their economic bases and to mobilize both public and 
private investments, which would build the productive base of other key sectors such 
as agriculture. 

After decades of disinvestment and stagnation in the agricultural 
sector, many LMICs, particularly in Sub-Saharan Africa, 

have been unable to significantly raise labor productivity in 
agriculture to kick off the structural transformation process.
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The Uber for tractors

Hello Tractor, Inc. is bringing labor-saving and in-
come-generating innovation to farmers in Nige-
ria. The tractor-sharing service provides “smart 
tractors” to smallholder farmers. The tractors, 
which are available in several different models, 
are equipped with a GPS antenna and an interna-
tional SIM card. The technology enables owners 
and operators to monitor tractor performance, 
track equipment location, book services, and 
even assess maintenance needs through a sim-
ple online platform.

To access smart tractor services, local farmers 
send a request via SMS text message to a Hello 
Tractor provider. The provider then connects the 

farmers with the nearest available smart tractor op-
erator, who dispatches the requested equipment. 

Hello Tractor’s service addresses an enormous 
demand for mechanization in Africa. According to 
Harvard’s Belfer Center for Science and Interna-
tional Affairs, there is an average of 200 tractors 
for every 100,000 square kilometers worldwide. 
In Africa, that average is just 13 tractors for every 
100,000 square kilometers. Efficient, low-cost 
mechanized innovations like smart tractors im-
prove overall productivity and crop yields, making 
the most of Africa’s fertile lands for a fraction of the 
cost and physical toll of human labor.

Source: Diaz 2016

Pay-for-use innovation brings tech to agriculture

Even though 90 million households are directly 
engaged in agriculture, India’s agricultural produc-
tivity is dangerously low. The founders of EM3 Agri 
Services seek to address this through improved 
access to technology and mechanization for small-
holder farmers. 

EM3’s pay-for-use model, FAAS (farming as a 
service), establishes a network of farm centers 
called Samadhan Kendras throughout various 
northern states. The centers are staffed with agri-
professionals and equipped with machines and 
tools. EM3 works with existing equipment owners 
to rent out the machines in their downtime, helping 
to generate more revenue to pay for them. Farm-
ers can request services from the closest Samad-
han Kendra through the EM3 smartphone app, 
on the company’s online site, or by phone. Once 

requests have been submitted, EM3 professionals 
will be dispatched with the necessary equipment 
to assist the farmers and help them monitor the 
work completed and produced. Farmers pay for 
services on either a per-hour or per-acre basis and 
can even submit payments through the company’s 
online portal. 

EM3 is expanding rapidly, covering more than 
35,000 acres of land in the last two years alone. As 
the service’s popularity grows, its founders hope 
to use franchising to establish Samadhan Kendras 
in more isolated locales. Future improvements in 
technology and automation offer even greater po-
tential for company growth in the coming years to 
improve the access to efficient agriculture technol-
ogies for all farmers. 

Source: EM3 Agri Services 

Box 5 – Tale of two tractor services: 
mechanization for rent
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Young people face greater challenges in the labor 
market and are unduly affected by low job growth 

Although low demand for labor is a challenge for all workers in low-income economies, 
young people are often disproportionately affected by slower job growth and therefore 
deserve particular policy attention. 

Unemployment is more pronounced among young people. 

In many regions of the world, youth are often more than twice as likely as adults to be un-
employed (figure 8).82 About 60 percent of Africa’s unemployed population are youth, and 
about one-third of the youth labor force in the Middle East is unemployed. Unemployment 
also remains pressing in South Asia, where nearly 14 million economically active youth 
were without a job in 2017, representing about 20 percent of unemployed youth world-
wide.83 Youth unemployment rates are generally higher in urban areas than in rural areas.84 
Contrary to what might be expected, unemployment is relatively high among university 
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graduates in many emerging economies.85 For instance, unemployment rates among 
university graduates in Nigeria and Kenya are estimated at 23 percent and 16 percent, 
respectively.86 

This is not to say that getting higher education leads to unemployment. Rather, this 
pattern reflects the slow expansion of jobs relative to the rate at which graduates are 
entering the labor force. The absence of a vibrant private sector coupled with increased 
cuts in public-sector jobs due to policies aimed at reducing government payrolls has 
limited employment opportunities for recent graduates.87 This pattern also likely reflects 
a growing mismatch between the skills universities teach and the skills private-sector 
employers demand as well as a general unwillingness of university graduates to pursue 
non-white-collar jobs.88 Nonetheless, high youth employment underscores the need to 
ensure an increase in jobs commensurate with labor force growth as well as the need for 
greater coordination between educators and employers in preparing young people for the 
labor market. 

Unemployment has a scarring effect on young people and limits their contribution to 
national development. Youth unemployment increases the probability of future unemploy-
ment, lowers lifetime earnings, and reduces future job satisfaction.89 Young people who 
are unable to secure a job by their mid-20s face a higher risk of never being employed. 

Any additional year of unemployment during this period could lead to a 23 percent lower 
salary compared to their peers 10 years later.90 The unemployed or underemployed have 
less to spend as consumers and less to invest as savers. They are therefore unable to 
contribute to the demand for goods and services or capital formation that spurs enterprise 
growth and economic development. 

Young people are more likely to be underemployed and to engage in 
vulnerable employment. 

In developing economies, unemployment rates do not adequately reflect the extent of 
joblessness. Because social protection for the unemployed is often lacking, millions of 
working-age individuals, including young people, have been forced into the unregulated, 
informal sector, where wages are not sufficient to cover the cost of living. Even for those 
young people who are fortunate to secure formal or salaried employment, the conditions 
of work for many of them fall short of the standards for decent work.91 They are often not 
guaranteed job security and have very few viable avenues, if any at all, to seek redress 
against exploitative actions from their employers. This situation partly arises from the lack 
of enforcement of labor market regulations. Yet it is also a consequence of the imbalance 
between supply and demand in the labor market, giving employers undue power over 
their employees. 

Unemployment rates therefore mask the large number of people in vulnerable employ-
ment, often characterized by informal working arrangements, inadequate earnings, low 

Youth unemployment increases the probability of 
future unemployment, lowers lifetime earnings, 

and reduces future job satisfaction.

39CHICAGO COUNCIL ON GLOBAL AFFAIRS



The vulnerable employment rate measures the 
share of unpaid family workers or own-account 
workers as a percentage of total employment. 
Workers are less likely to have formal work ar-
rangements and are therefore more likely to lack 
adequate social security and “voice” through ef-

fective representation (trade unions and similar 
organizations). Vulnerable employment is often 
characterized by inadequate earnings, low pro-
ductivity, and difficult working conditions that un-
dermine workers’ fundamental rights.

Source: ILO, “Vulnerable Employment,” 2010

Box 6 – Definition of vulnerable employment

Boys in Mchinji, Malawi, some 130 km south of the capital Lilongwe. REUTERS/Antony Njuguna
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productivity, and difficult working conditions,92 or those who are underemployed, working 
shorter hours than they would like or reaping little economic gain from their activities. 
Despite relatively modest unemployment rates, South Asia and SSA have the highest rates 
of vulnerable employment, estimated at 73 percent and 60 percent, respectively (figure 
9).93 The majority of vulnerable employment positions are held by young people, with 
as many as 80 percent of working youth in SSA in vulnerable employment.94 Household 
surveys show that about 43 percent of all unpaid jobs in Rwanda, 50.8 percent in Nigeria, 
and 63 percent in Tanzania and Ghana were held by youth 15 to 24 years old. Similar 
trends are observed in LMICs in South Asia and Latin America and the Caribbean.95 
Consequently, nearly two-thirds of working youth live in poverty globally, compared to half 
of the adult population.96 As a region, SSA has the highest rates of working youth living in 
poverty. An estimated 65.8 million young people, or about 69 percent of working youth, 
live below the poverty line. The incidence of working poverty among youth in Southern 
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Asia also remains high, at 54.2 percent in 2017.97 Therefore, for most developing econ-
omies, the key challenge to improving youth livelihoods lies not just in increasing the 
number of jobs but also the supply of better quality jobs that can help young people leap 
out of poverty.

Women face greater challenges in employment than men in  
most regions.

Globally, women are unemployed at higher rates than men, but this trend is particularly 
striking among young women. This trend is most severe in North Africa and the Middle 
East, where unemployment among young women is nearly double that of young men, ex-
ceeding 40 percent in some countries. In LMICs 60 percent of women work in agriculture, 
and much of that work—either on the farm or in caregiving—is unpaid. Women engage in 
unpaid care work in the home at a rate nearly two-and-a-half times that of men, shortening 
the potential hours of paid work they can pursue. They also often face a longer and more 
difficult transition from education to work. Pay gaps persist in nearly every country around 
the world, further reducing the earning potential of young women. And while gender gaps 

in labor force participation are narrowing in nearly every region, they are widening in East 
and Southeast Asia.98 For these reasons, strong attention to girls’ education and the delib-
erate inclusion of young women in vocational education and mentorship opportunities is 
critical to ensuring their participation in economic transformation. 

Young people are also most severely impacted during economic crisis.

Because young people are often treated as secondary workers, they are also first to lose 
their jobs and the last to be hired during periods of low labor demand. Consequently, the 
recovery of youth employment after economic shocks often takes longer than the estimat-
ed average of four to five years among the general population.99 For instance, 10 years  
after the global financial crisis of 2008, the global youth employment rate is yet to re-
turn to its precrisis level of 11.7 percent and is projected to remain at 13 percent well into 
2019.100 Employment issues related to young people—particularly young women—there-
fore deserve significant attention. 

Ultimately, youth livelihoods cannot be enhanced without addressing systemic chal-
lenges in the labor market. Without overall improvement in the supply of jobs, youth-tar-
geted interventions aimed at improving employment opportunities for young people will 
only displace other people from their jobs. Such displacements will reduce the net bene-
fits and cost effectiveness of the interventions.101 Moreover, with young people between 
15 and 34 constituting more than half of the labor force in most LMICs, any interventions 
focused on addressing the structural and policy constraints to employment will automati-
cally benefit young people.

Unemployment among young women in North Africa 
and the Middle East is nearly double that of young 

men, exceeding 40 percent in some countries.
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Box 7 – Recognizing child labor

Preparing young people to succeed in the world 
of work, particularly in agriculture, is critical for 
their futures and for the transformation of agricul-
ture. However, forced labor and modern slavery 
are all too common and must be combated by 
governments, the private sector, community lead-
ers, and NGOs. An estimated 73 million children 
are forced to work, often in hazardous conditions. 
Unfortunately, 71 percent of this labor is concen-
trated in the agricultural sector, primarily among 
children aged 5 to 11 who work on family farms. 
Boys are at greater risk of child labor, represent-
ing 58 percent of children involved in child labor. 
Farmwork often involves operating machinery, 
using sharp tools, and applying pesticides. This 
leaves children at greater risk of injury. Girls are 
more often involved in fetching water or wood, 
which leaves them vulnerable to musculoskeletal 
injuries and the threat of sexual violence.

The term “child labor” is often defined as work 
that deprives children of their childhood, their 
potential, and their dignity, and that is harmful to 

physical and mental development; however, not 
all work done by children should be classified as 
child labor that is to be targeted for elimination. 
Youth participation in work is generally regarded 
as positive if it contributes to their development 
and to the welfare of their families, provides them 
with skills and experiences, and helps to prepare 
them to be productive members of society during 
their adult life. 

Vocational training and apprenticeships are an 
effective way to equip youth with the right tools 
and skills to properly prepare and protect them for 
work in agriculture. Promoting professional certi-
fication programs in agriculture would help youth 
gain the experiences and qualifications needed to 
compete in the modern-day job market and help 
reduce the risks of child labor. Agricultural jobs 
that involve operating machinery should require 
proof-of-age certificates. Additional protections 
must be in place to ensure that farmwork does 
not harm the health, safety, or school attendance 
and achievement of youth under age 18. 

Source: ILO, “Child Labor”

A farmer prepares to open a cocoa pod in Ntui village, Cameroon. Credit: REUTERS/Ange Aboa
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The agrifood system is a sector of opportunity for 
economic growth and job creation 

Investments in the agrifood system offer an unparalleled opportunity to expand youth live-
lihoods in developing countries for several reasons. Historical experience and emerging 
global trends support this approach. First, population growth, urbanization, and diet trans-
formation arising from income growth are driving up global demand for agrifood products. 
Boosting investment and restructuring agrifood production systems across the value chain 
in LMICs have the potential to create jobs for young people. Second, the agrifood sector is 
and will remain the single largest employer of the labor force and young people, particu-
larly in rural areas. Given its high capacity to absorb labor and the sheer number of young 
people engaged in the sector, the agrifood sector provides the most likely entry point 
for creating inclusive economic growth and improving youth livelihoods. Third, because 

of the linkages between strong growth in agriculture and the rest of the economy, the 
performance of agriculture will significantly determine the rate of job growth in the off-farm 
sector. While the agrifood system is by no means a silver bullet for addressing the youth 
employment challenge, it is a crucial and indispensable component of the solution.   

Increased demand for agrifood products offers an opportunity for 
investment and job creation. 

Growing populations and urbanization are fueling demand for agrifood products. Urbaniza-
tion is occurring most rapidly in LMICs, where population growth is the fastest. By midcen-
tury the share of populations living in urban areas in Asia and Latin America is expected 
to increase by at least 10 percent. About 1.1 billion Africans, 55 percent of the projected 
population in the region, will be residing in urban areas, a threefold increase from 2015.102 
Urban populations demand more food per capita on average, stimulating demand for a 
robust agrifood sector and creating potentially attractive employment opportunities for 
young people all along food supply chains, from food production on the farm to manage-
ment, processing, and distribution beyond the farm.103 

In addition, rising incomes and changing diets among some segments of the popula-
tion in LMICs are fueling increased demand for diverse, high-value, and processed food, 
including meat, fish, dairy, fruits, vegetables, and oilseeds.104 This rising “middle class” 
is projected to reach 4.9 billion globally by 2030.105 Although a large share of this new 
middle class will be located in Asia—primarily China, India, Indonesia, Malaysia, Thailand, 
and Vietnam—evidence suggests a sizeable and rising number will be in Africa (figure 10). 
Since production of high-value products is labor intensive, the demand for them has the 
potential to transform the agrifood system and expand employment opportunities for many 
young people along the food supply chain.106 

Given its high capacity to absorb labor and the sheer number 
of young people engaged in the sector, the agrifood sector 
provides the most likely entry point for creating inclusive 

economic growth and improving youth livelihoods.

44 YOUTH FOR GROWTH



A woman carries a child while collecting tea leaves in northern Thailand. Credit: REUTERS/Sukree Sukplang

Countries like Vietnam and Thailand have expanded their agricultural production and 
developed export-oriented agroenterprises to take advantage of the new global market 
for food that the growing middle class offers. However, the same cannot be said of devel-
oping economies in SSA, where a slow response of the local food production systems 
to growing demand has resulted in increased reliance on food imports.107 And, while the 
sharp incline in population growth can absorb both increases in domestic production and 
increases in imported food, without a domestic production response, the positive impact 
of rising incomes in cities may fail to benefit rural areas and the agrifood system the way 
it should. With food demand projected to expand by 55 percent in SSA and 25 percent in 
South Asia by 2030, there are great prospects for income growth and job creation in local 
food production and marketing if domestic productive capacity could be enhanced.108 

If agricultural productivity growth occurs among only a small share of farms, the 
strength of the transformative income growth and employment multipliers will be weak. 
Promoting inclusive forms of agricultural productivity growth during the structural trans-
formation process is therefore essential to increasing the scale of nonfarm employment 
opportunities. Given that a large share of the labor force and young people in LMICs are 
engaged in smallholder agriculture, the relative impact of the agricultural transformation 
process on employment, poverty alleviation, and food security depends on the extent 
to which the transformation process is inclusive of young people and smallholders. If 
income growth in SSA is broad-based, then stronger growth and multiplier effects can 
be expected. 
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Like crops, livestock can be a temperamental and 
risky investment. Disease, weather disasters, and 
theft contribute to billions of dollars in losses each 
year in the agriculture industry. In an effort to help 
protect small-, medium-, and large-scale livestock 
farmers in Ghana, AniTrack created a radio-fre-
quency identification device (RFID) that tracks 
the health and development of cattle. The wear-
able tag, usually attached to the ear, monitors the 
animal’s temperature. If any inconsistencies are 
detected, the farmer is immediately notified and 
connected with a veterinary service to assess the 
animal. The quick intervention prevents losses if 
the cattle were to die and protects the health of 
the farmer and consumer from disease. 

Aside from monitoring health, the AniTrack tag 
saves farmers time and energy in regularly count-

ing and identifying each animal. By equipping 
each animal with a RFID, farmers can be sure their 
investments are protected and accounted for at 
all times. The tracker currently records movement 
within a 500-meter range but does not offer loca-
tion identification services. The device is current-
ly being piloted with livestock farmers in Ghana’s 
Volta region. 

AniTrack is a part of the Kosmos Innovation 
Center’s six agricultural start-ups aimed at bring-
ing information and communications technology 
to Ghana’s agricultural sector. The start-ups are 
in an incubation period and are expected to be 
scaled in the coming years to improve outputs 
and make the sector more appealing to innova-
tive and creative young workers.

 

Source: Anitrack

Box 8 – New solutions for livestock loss 

A farmer uses his oxen to till his land in Narayangaon in India. Credit: REUTERS/Vivek Prakash
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Similarly, if local production can successfully meet most of the rising food demand, 
significant employment growth can be expected all along the food value chain, from input 
distribution, farming, farm finance, and insurance to extension services, small-scale irri-
gation, transport, marketing, value-added processing, and retailing. However, in LMICs in 
SSA, the slow response of local food production systems to growing demand has resulted 
in increased reliance on food imports.109 The value of Africa’s food imports therefore has 
risen about sevenfold since 2001, reaching about US$68 billion in 2017.110 Estimates sug-
gest this could rise to US$110 billion by 2025 if current trends prevail. The value ratio of 
food imports to agricultural output for the region has also been steadily rising since 2000, 
from 9.2 percent in 2001 to 24.1 percent in 2014. The largest share of total food imports is 
coming from countries outside of SSA. These patterns fundamentally reflect the subconti-
nent’s inability to increase local food production fast enough over the past three decades 
to keep up with its rapidly growing populations and increasing food demand.
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If imports fill most of the increased food demand, the upstream stages of the food sys-
tem will not grow nearly as fast, and employment growth in the agrifood system will be 
impeded. The only exception to this is the retail food sector, which will still grow rapidly 
since it is tied to the distribution of imported food. 

Future job opportunities will depend on whether policy and investments can address 
the capacity and productivity constraints in local production systems to enable them to 
meet the growing demand for food. Building the capacity of local production systems 
will not only create jobs for young people in LMICs but will also expand the demand for 
agricultural inputs (improved seeds, farm machinery, fertilizer), which will open up new 
business opportunities for the private sector, from local entrepreneurs to American multi-
national companies. 
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Figure 11 – Relationship between total factor productivity (TFP) 
growth and share of labor force engaged in agriculture

In general, as TFP growth increases, the share of the labor force working in  
agriculture decreases.
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2015); Spearman Correlation coefficient = -0.6862, prob > |t| =0.0412.
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Agriculture is the largest employer of the youth labor force.

While the industrial and service sectors are increasing rapidly, the agricultural sector 
remains the single largest employer of the labor force and young people in most LMICs. 
Even as the share of on-farm employment in total employment declines as economies di-
versify and more opportunities for productive off-farm employment become available, the 
number of working-age individuals and young people engaged in farming in many LMICs 
is still increasing in absolute terms due to rapid population growth. 

The latest available data from the International Labour Organization (ILO) show that 
farming accounts for about 55 percent and 44 percent of total employment in SSA and 
South Asia, respectively.111 A higher proportion of youth are engaged in agriculture rela-
tive to young adults and the entire working-age population. A recent analysis of nine SSA 
countries found that the share of youth 15 to 24 years of age engaged in agriculture—
even when accounting for the actual time they spend in farming (in full-time equivalent 
terms)112—ranges from 40 percent in Ghana to 63 percent in Tanzania. Although a large 

A young woman from the Erbore tribe in Ethiopia carries grasses. Credit: hadynyah
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number of rural youth are leaving farming, a significant and sizeable proportion of the 
rapidly growing youth population is still engaged in farming. This large youth population 
is putting downward pressure on the average age of the farming population. For the nine 
countries studied, the mean age of individuals aged 15 and above engaged primarily in 
farming ranged from 34 years in Uganda and 42 in Nigeria. Unlike other regions and the 
widespread perception of an aging farming population, the average age of farmers in most 
of the SSA countries examined has either declined slightly or remained stable over time.113 

With job growth in off-farm sectors generally starting from a low base, the farm-based 
sector will likely remain the single largest employer in most LMICs for many years. This is 
particularly true for SSA, where about 68 percent of rural income is derived from farming, 
and rural populations are expected to continue growing beyond 2050.114 However, most 
farmers are engaged in a kind of farming that is less productive and not sufficiently prof-
itable to ensure a decent livelihood. Raising the amount of income that workers can earn 
from farming therefore offers an important entry point to improving livelihoods for the 
majority of the youth population and will contribute considerably to inclusive and broad-
based economic growth. 

Agricultural productivity will determine the rate of job growth in the 
off-farm economy. 

Experiences from around the world show that sustained gains in agricultural productivity 
growth, especially if broad-based, are an important catalyst for economic transformation. 
In much of Asia, Green Revolution technologies and supportive government policies 

kick-started rural economic growth, primarily in irrigated lowland areas. As millions of rural 
farmers had more cash to spend, this stimulated the demand for off-farm goods and ser-
vices, created new jobs in the off-farm economy, and pulled millions of people off the farm 
into more productive jobs. Over time, the gradual shift of the workforce from farming to 
off-farm sectors transformed the economic and demographic structure of much of Asia. 

A recent cross-country analysis identified agricultural productivity as an important driver 
of Africa’s economic resurgence over the past 15 years. It demonstrated that African coun-
tries that effectively promoted growth in agricultural productivity also experienced the 
most rapid exit of labor out of agriculture and the highest growth in labor productivity in 
the nonagricultural sector.115 In other words, the more productive farms are, the fewer the 
people who need to be farmers, freeing them up to enter into other employment opportu-
nities that help drive economic growth. 

Investment in agriculture is also cost-effective and has proven to effectively reduce 
poverty more than twice as much as investment in other economic sectors. Because the 
economies of most LMICs still depend largely on the performance of agriculture, public 
investments in agricultural productivity growth will be an important component of any 
effective youth employment strategy.

Experiences from around the world show that sustained gains 
in agricultural productivity growth, especially if broad-based, 

are an important catalyst for economic transformation.
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Box 9 – Agricultural productivity and 
economic growth in Burkina Faso

Abundant evidence demonstrates that agricul-
tural policy and public investments in agriculture 
significantly affect agricultural productivity and 
hence the rate of job growth in the rest of the 
economy. Burkina Faso is a striking example of 
how productivity gains in staple crops alone can 
profoundly affect youth livelihoods. As part of an 
integrated agricultural development program, 
high-yielding cereal crop varieties developed by 
the nation’s agricultural research system were 
made available to millions of farmers. Distribution 
of the new varieties was combined with efforts 
to promote the adoption of integrated soil fertility 
management practices, including planting basins 
and tree planting. As a result, the country doubled 
its average cereal yield between 1990 to 1995 
and 2010 to 2014. Self-employed farmers were 
able to meet their household food needs from 

less land, helping free up more land and labor for 
fodder production. This eventually enabled many 
households to switch from the traditional transhu-
mance system of livestock production to a more 
intensive, yearlong system of raising livestock 
locally. This further facilitated the development 
of an integrated cereal-legume-livestock produc-
tion system that promoted sustainability and resil-
ience, improved nutritional outcomes, increased 
farmer incomes, and expanded employment op-
portunities in the rest of the economy. Therefore, 
in countries where national economies largely 
depend on the performance of agriculture, ag-
ricultural policies and public expenditures sup-
porting agricultural productivity growth may be 
one of the most powerful means to expand youth 
livelihoods. 

Source: Fan, Gulati, and Thorat 2007; FAO 2016; Reij, Tappan, and Belemvire 2005; IFAD 2016

Credit: One Acre Fund
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PART II

EMPOWERING YOUTH 
FOR AGRICULTURAL 
TRANSFORMATION

A woman spreads out fodder for rescued cattle at a “goushala,” or a cow shelter, in India. Credit: REUTERS/Shailesh Andrade/Files
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Agricultural transformation is an indispensable step toward building broad-based 
economic growth and improving food security and youth livelihoods in LMICs. 
However, this transformation will not occur spontaneously. It will require support-

ive policies and pragmatic investments in strategies that effectively address constraints in 
the agricultural sector and that give special attention to young people as a crucial part of 
the solution.
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A youth-inclusive agricultural transformation 
agenda is needed

Young people can be vital change agents to facilitate the agricultural transformation 
process. They have a longer time horizon and are generally receptive to technological 
changes required to transform agriculture. Young people also make up a large share of 
the labor force in most LMICs and represent a significant source of labor for agricultural 
activities. However, agriculture is widely considered laborious and unprofitable, and many 
young people do not see a future in agriculture—a reflection of decades of disinvestment 
in the sector. Even young people with a predilection for agriculture often lack the required 
knowledge and skills to build successful agricultural enterprises and face greater chal-
lenges in accessing productive resources and services such as land and finances. Without 

deliberate efforts to mitigate the effects of these human capital and resource constraints, 
opportunities to harness young people’s energy and innovativeness for accelerated agri-
cultural transformation cannot be realized. 

A youth-inclusive agricultural transformation agenda is essential 1) to ensure that agri-
cultural growth and development delivers on its promise to provide viable livelihoods for 
youth across the agrifood sector and beyond and 2) to empower youth to help contribute 
to the transformation. Such an agenda therefore incorporates the particular needs and 
circumstances of youth in the design and implementation of solutions to the challenges 
facing the agrifood sector. A youth-inclusive agricultural transformation agenda also rec-
ognizes that the challenges young people face do not exist in a vacuum. They are part of 
systemic structural challenges that need to be addressed holistically if such an agenda is 
to be achieved and sustained over time. With this recognition, a youth-inclusive agenda 
therefore seeks to:

⊲⊲ address overall social, economic, and biophysical limits to broad-based agricultural 
productivity growth to generate the income and employment multipliers for the ben-
efit of all social groups, including young people; 

⊲⊲ harness and maximize the youth-specific strengths for the agricultural transforma-
tion process (i.e., areas where youth engagement may have comparative advantage, 
such as the use of information and communication technology (ICT));

⊲⊲ address youth-specific constraints limiting young people’s engagement in agricul-
ture and their ability to build successful agricultural enterprises (e.g., cultural and 
social norms limiting young people’s access to resources); and 

⊲⊲ empower young people to effectively participate and share in the formulation and 
implementation of agricultural transformation strategies. This is necessary to ensure 
the transformation agenda aligns with the future that young people envision for 
themselves. 

 If human capital and resource constraints are not addressed, 
opportunities to harness young people’s energy and innovativeness 

for accelerated agricultural transformation cannot be realized.
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Elements of a youth-inclusive agricultural 
transformation agenda

Creating a youth-inclusive agricultural transformation agenda will require a concerted 
effort from all stakeholders (i.e., governments, the private sector, and civil society). National 
and local governments in LMICs that are experiencing surging youth populations have a 
decisive role to play and must be an integral part of all efforts to secure youth livelihood. 
While concerns about governments being inefficient and/or corrupt may be valid in certain 
circumstances, their role in advancing systemic changes cannot be overemphasized. Gov-
ernments set the rules for private-sector engagement in the economy through policies, 
legal frameworks, and investments in security, infrastructure, and education. Governments 
also help to institutionalize interventions, which promote long-term sustainability. 

Moreover, the youth employment challenge requires investments on multiple fronts 
and across sectors. Governments need to coordinate and ensure a coherent response 
across all levels and actors and create a conducive environment for reforms. It is note-
worthy that the governance landscape in developing countries has changed dramatically 
from what it was during the 1980s. Despite uneven progress across the region, most SSA 

countries are now ruled by democratically elected governments, and there has been sig-
nificant improvement in the quality of governance. Democratic regimes have ushered in a 
new generation of more skilled leaders and policymakers as well. Across the developing 
world, ministries are increasingly being populated by technocrats and individuals with 
strong analytical and technical abilities, many of whom were trained in Europe and North 
America. In fact, Africa’s recent impressive economic performance is partly attributed to 
improvements in macroeconomic management arising from its growing number of skilled 
policymakers.116 This new generation of leadership presents new opportunities for effective 
partnership that will find lasting solutions to pressing local and global challenges, such as 
youth unemployment. 

But governments cannot do it alone. It is crucial they collaborate with a vibrant private 
sector and civil society. The private sector is a vital engine of innovation and job creation 
and can play a complementary role to governmental efforts by suggesting ideas, debating 
possible outcomes, and investing capital to take advantage of market opportunities. Civil 
society also performs a critical role to advocate, support, and showcase good policies and 
best practices. Civil society holds governments and the private sector accountable, and it 
assists in building the capacity of young people, especially vulnerable groups, by enabling 
them to participate and equitably share in economic opportunities. 

Achieving a youth-inclusive agricultural transformation would require a concerted effort 
from all stakeholders to develop and effectively execute strategies in that address 1) young 
people’s need for human capital development; 2) promote broad-based agricultural pro-
ductivity growth and private-sector investments to stimulate job creation; and 3) engender 

The private sector is a vital engine of innovation and job creation 
and can play a complementary role to governmental efforts by 

suggesting ideas, debating possible outcomes, and investing capital.
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young people to be active participants in the policy dialogue and create conditions for 
responsive youth employment policymaking. 

Human capital development: empowering and preparing young people 
for the labor market

In an era of transformative developments in ICT, high-quality education and skills are 
indispensable for securing employment, whether as a self-employed farmer, an employ-
ee of a company, or an off-farm entrepreneur. The future labor market is expected to be 
knowledge and technology intensive, demanding a range of technical, business, and 
soft behavioral skills that go beyond what educational and training systems in LMICs are 
currently delivering.117 Successful farmers, entrepreneurs, and wage workers of the future 
will need significantly upgraded education and skills. Educated and highly skilled individ-

uals can more easily adopt and use improved technologies and are more inclined to take 
advantage of opportunities to increase their incomes. Low levels of education are asso-
ciated with low skills and earnings and could hinder overall economic transformation.118 
Empowering and preparing young people for this rapidly transforming labor market of the 
21st century requires key actions. 

Expand access to education 

Education and training are the basis for building the foundational, technical, and soft skills 
required for productive employment. Access to education is an important first step to pre-
pare young people for the labor market. Thanks to initiatives aimed at achieving educa-
tional targets of the Millennium Development Goals, significant progress has been made to 
expand education and to narrow the gender gap in primary education.119 While much more 
work remains to ensure universal primary education, more attention is needed for second-
ary and tertiary education, where young people receive subject-specific and skill-oriented 
instructions. Despite significant progress over the past decade, the educational level of 
the average person in the SSA labor force is less than secondary education. Such low 
levels of education are not enough for productive employment in an increasingly knowl-
edge-intensive labor market. Expanding access to education is therefore critical to prepare 
young people for the labor market. Social interventions, such as conditional cash transfer   
programs, which make direct cash payments to targeted poor households conditioned on 
prespecified household actions for preschool children (e.g., school attendance and regular 
health-care checkups) and tuition-free schools, which reduce the financial burden and op-
portunity cost of schooling, have been proven effective at expanding educational access 
both at the primary and secondary school levels in many countries.120 

Special attention needs to be paid to young people from marginalized communities, 
including rural youth, ethnic minorities, and out-of-school youth, who may not benefit 
from investments in the formal education system. In addition, access to education for girls 

 Educated and highly skilled individuals can more easily adopt 
and use improved technologies and are more inclined to take 

advantage of opportunities to increase their incomes.
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remains lower than for boys, and while gains have been made at the primary school level, 
at the secondary level the gender gap widens in many regions, including Sub-Saharan 
Africa and South Asia.121 The private sector and civil society can play a role through advo-
cacy or direct provision of job-relevant skills in formal or informal workshops. 

Reform educational curricula to reflect labor market realities and address 
skills mismatch

The challenges of educational quality and skills mismatch also need to be adequately 
addressed. Improving quality will require investments in stronger learning systems with 
clear learning standards, good teachers, resources, and a proper regulatory environment 
that emphasizes accountability. Efforts are needed to restructure and update educational 
curricula to reflect 21st-century labor market conditions and to supply the skills employers 
seek in employees. This will require greater commitment and partnerships between gov-
ernments, the private sector, and education providers. Governments can bring these ac-
tors together. Given that private businesses are the largest market for such scarce skills, it 
is in the interest of private businesses to partake in the revision of school curricula to focus 
on equipping youth with the knowledge and skills they need to be successful employees. 
Companies could also provide temporary employment opportunities through internships 
to help students gain practical skills. A number of private firms have started training young 
people and providing models to address the skills mismatch. An example is the Global 
Apprenticeship Network, a network of private-sector companies, business federations, 
and associations that partner with educational institutions to share best practices as well 

as advocate for and provide apprenticeship and internship opportunities to enhance youth 
employability and skills development.122 Such private-sector engagement in the education 
process is needed to improve the educational experiences of young people and to ensure 
that the technical and soft skills being delivered at educational training institutions align 
with what enterprises demand. 

Addressing the skills mismatch may also demand investment in technical and voca-
tional education and training (TVET) to provide technical skills necessary for the future 
labor market. TVET refers to those aspects of the educational process involving, in addi-
tion to general education, the study of technologies and related sciences and the acqui-
sition of practical skills, attitudes, understanding, and knowledge relating to occupation in 
various sectors of economic life.123 Technical and vocational studies are chronically under-
funded, and negative perceptions of them persist. TVET skills are important for self-em-
ployment and income generation. However, in many LMICs these programs and skills are 
often dismissed as less professional and only suitable for the less educated. Therefore, 
stakeholders must educate the public on the capacity building as well as the employment 
and income potential of TVET in order to change this negative mindset and encourage 
youth to venture into artisanship and other vocational and technical fields. 

Addressing the skills mismatch may also demand investment 
in technical and vocational education and training to provide 

technical skills necessary for the future labor market. 
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Worldwide, more than 75 million young people 
are unemployed, yet employers have difficulty 
finding people with the skills they need. Gener-
ation is a youth-employment initiative founded 
in 2014 by McKinsey & Company to help bridge 
this gap. This successful model promotes collab-
oration between businesses, educational insti-
tutions, the government, and social investors to 
enable a critical mass of youth to be trained for 
available jobs in the market. This model has been 
implemented in five countries, including Kenya, 
the United States, and Mexico, with more than a 
90 percent success rate of trainees getting jobs 
upon completion. 

Generation training has seven components:

1.	 Jobs and direct employer engagement 
from the start

2.	 Student recruitment based on intrinsics, 
effort, and employment standards for the 
profession

3.	 A short and intensive “boot camp” covering 
relevant technical, behavioral, and 
attitudinal skills

4.	 Support all along the way, including daily 
monitoring, weekly feedback, and mentoring

5.	 A community that follows graduates into 
the workplace

6.	 Return on investment for employers 
and students

7.	 Data tracked throughout to ensure 
continuous learning and improvement

Initiatives like Generation demonstrate how pub-
lic-private partnerships can offer innovative solu-
tions to enhance youth livelihood opportunities 
and incentivize investment in skills. The outcome 
is twofold: young people are empowered to build 
thriving, sustainable careers, and employers are 
provided with the highly skilled, motivated talent 
they need.

Source: Generation, “Why Generation?”

Box 10 – “Generation” initiative:  
bridging the skills gap

 Credit: Xuame Olleros/RTI International
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This is exemplified in South Korea’s Miester Schools program. As part of the efforts 
to address the negative social stigma associated with technical work, the South Korean 
government worked with the private sector to transform a subset of their vocational and 
technical schools into Meister schools. Under this program, the government covered 
educational expenses of students and engaged a network of industry partners, including 
large, private firms (chaebols), to provide extensive input into the curriculum and guar-
antee students a job upon graduation. These changes are believed to have generated 
increased interest in technical and vocational training in the country.124 

Introduce agricultural science and business in the curriculum

Many students in LMICs drop out before secondary school and are subsequently em-
ployed in agricultural or household enterprises. However, in most instances, agricultural 
curricula are not part of their training. The poor quality of their education and lack of 
adequate agricultural training often limit the ability of these young people to take advan-
tage of emerging opportunities in the agriculture and broader agrifood system. It is crucial 
that agricultural curricula be included earlier in young people’s education to help those 

who will likely end up in the sector acquire the skills they need to succeed. Students must 
be exposed not only to quality curricula, but also to successful role models and practical 
opportunities to exchange knowledge and experiences with others. Curricula focused on 
agriculture that present the sector as a business could help change the negative image 
of agriculture among young people and motivate them to take advantage of emerging 
opportunities in the sector. 

To jump-start strong agricultural education, government investment should focus on 
teacher-training colleges, which train agricultural instructors to effectively implement good 
curricula. Agriculture is an experiential rather than theoretical subject. Neither advance-
ments in technology nor good curricula can overcome the necessity of “learning by doing” 
in agriculture. Teachers must be trained in the proper pedagogy of the agricultural educa-
tion model, a proven model that trains young people in the hard and soft skills necessary 
for careers in and out of agriculture. In addition, current agriculture instructors should 
receive training on how to teach more experientially. Teachers must feel empowered to 
use school farms and gardens as teaching laboratories. Supervised, hands-on projects 
must become an integrated component of all agricultural education. 

Promote youth entrepreneurship 

Better education increases aspirations for formal employment.125 However, employment 
opportunities are limited in largely agrarian countries structured around family farms and 
firms.126 Barring an astronomical increase in growth-oriented enterprises, which is unlikely, 
the employment prospects for most young people in LMICs may appear challenging. How-
ever, many may be able to create their own jobs or rely on their household farm or related 
enterprises for their livelihoods. Also, since earnings from wage employment may not 

Students must be exposed not only to quality agricultural curricula, 
but also to successful role models and practical opportunities 

to exchange knowledge and experiences with others.
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always be enough to cover basic needs, a diversified livelihood strategy, of which self-em-
ployment is an important component, may be needed to support young people. In these 
situations, the promotion of youth entrepreneurship may be critical for sustainable youth 
livelihoods. In addition to job creation, the promotion of youth entrepreneurship offers 
an important means to address pressing social challenges. Numerous social enterprises 
across LMICs are tackling a range of issues in agriculture, education, and health.127 

To succeed as entrepreneurs, young people need a combination of foundational skills 
(literacy, numeracy, and cognitive skills), soft skills, and industry-specific technical skills. 
These are often acquired through formal and informal educational/training programs. 
Restructuring the educational systems to ensure that these skills are imparted is a neces-
sary step to promoting youth entrepreneurship and employability. Training courses must 
be designed with the needs of industry in mind. One successful youth-employment ini-
tiative led by McKinsey & Company promoted collaboration between businesses, educa-

tional institutions, the government, and social investors to train young people for available 
jobs in the market. This model has been implemented in five countries, including Kenya, 
the United States, and Mexico, with more than a 90 percent success rate of trainees get-
ting jobs upon completion. Youth also need to be able to access specialized training and 
assistance to address downstream agrifood business challenges, including meeting local 
and international food safety standards and developing appropriate, low-cost packaging. 

At the very least, entrepreneurship training should be incorporated in educational cur-
ricula through dedicated courses, opportunities for hands-on learning, and business incu-
bation units. An example is the Young Entrepreneurs Scheme for Schools, an initiative of 
the Singapore government aimed at integrating structured entrepreneurship learning pro-
grams across all educational levels.128 Entrepreneurship clubs can be set up in schools to 
encourage youth to venture into business modeling, innovation, and the creative industry. 
Entrepreneurship competitions also can be held on a regular basis to stimulate innovation 
and critical thinking among youth, give them the opportunity to showcase their work, and 
establish important networks for their clubs and businesses. 

Skill-development training alone, however, is not enough. To be effective, training 
must be complemented with an enabling business environment and access to relevant 
productivity resources, labor-saving technologies, finance, and land. Successful programs 
combine a broad range of interventions such as linking training with access to finance and 
direct placement of jobs.129 

In recent years, agribusiness incubation programs have emerged to help young people 
acquire entrepreneurial skills and facilitate access to productive resources (land, finance, 
technology). Many of these programs provide a range of interventions, including direct 
financing (or facilitating access to finance), technical training, financial literacy and man-
agement skill development, business coaching and mentorship (including business plan-
ning and strategy formulation), access to product130 and market information, and access to 
work facilities and storage space. 

To succeed as entrepreneurs, young people need a combination 
of foundational skills (literacy, numeracy, and cognitive 
skills), soft skills, and industry-specific technical skills.
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School-based agricultural education is critical 
for preparing the next generation to engage in 
the agrifood system. It is also a means for youth 
to gain the leadership and soft skills necessary 
for success in any job. In the United States, the 
Smith-Hughes National Vocational Education Act 
of 1917 created a federal pathway for agricultural 
education. Established in 1928, the Future Farm-
ers of America became the primary agricultural 
education model under the act. The model has 
three components: classroom/laboratory instruc-
tion, supervised agricultural experience (home 
entrepreneurship experience), and leadership 
development. This model has already been ad-
opted in many locations around the globe and 
could be shared with countries grappling with 
agricultural productivity and large youth popula-
tions as they look for tools to support integrated 
training and education.

In Ghana, for example, it is compulsory for ju-
nior high students to take integrated science, a 
course that integrates agriculture into the natural 
sciences. In class students learn the same scien-
tific systems that students learn across the world, 
including photosynthesis, the water cycle, soil 
science/health, states of matter, and the scientific 
method. However, because there is a strong 4-H 
program in Ghana, students who choose to par-
ticipate have additional opportunities to build on 

the basic sciences and discover a world of oppor-
tunity in agriculture.

For example, many schools have farms that 
serve as laboratories for learning. Not only do 
they learn the theory of the water cycle and fun-
damentals of soil health, but they also get to ex-
periment on the farm and observe the effects. 
Then, with the knowledge learned in class and on 
the school farm, they can start their own agricul-
tural experience at home, supervised by the inte-
grated science instructor. This may, for example, 
involve cultivation and marketing of produce from 
a home garden plot or rearing a small number of 
poultry for market. This experience with a small 
enterprise allows them to develop soft skills such 
as hard work and responsibility alongside basic 
business, marketing, and record-keeping skills. 
Finally, through the leadership structure of 4-H 
Ghana, students can compete with each other on 
their proficiency, leadership, and technical skills 
across the agriculture value chain. Fairs and com-
petitions incentivize students to work hard, think 
critically, and maximize the resources on hand. 

Through this integrated model, students have 
a stronger grasp of the science curriculum, be-
come equipped with important vocational and 
business skills, and learn the necessary soft skills 
for a career in any field.

Source: FFA

Box 11 – School-based agricultural education 
models enhance existing curriculum 
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The private sector will be the primary employer 
within the agrifood space, yet despite strong em-
ployment opportunities in many companies, the 
recruitment of young people can be a challenge. 
Increasingly, companies are developing their own 
programs to attract youth to the sector in partner-
ship with NGOs and governments. For example, 
the Agriculture Student Connections Program, 
supported by a partnership between the Unit-
ed States Agency for International Development 
(USAID) and Syngenta, is helping to inspire young 
students to exchange their knowledge and tal-
ents with smallholder farmers in Southeast Asia. 

The program provides students from Bangla-
desh, Cambodia, Laos, Myanmar, Nepal, Thai-
land, and Vietnam and students from Australia, 
New Zealand, and South Korea with an immer-
sive, two-week cross-cultural experience in the 
Mekong Delta. Through lectures, field visits, and 
contact with local farmers, 20 students each year 

learn the ins and outs of agribusiness in the region 
and the role that NGOs, governments, and other 
stakeholders play in productivity and output. 

Using insights they gain throughout the expe-
rience, students develop and present their own 
solutions to food security and sustainability chal-
lenges for the program’s Innovative Solutions 
for Smallholder Farmers Challenge at the end of 
the two-week period. The winning idea receives 
$2,000 for its development in partnership with 
local organizations. 

With the Asia-Pacific region’s youth population 
expected to grow rapidly in the coming years, the 
Agriculture Student Connections Program har-
nesses the creative power and energy of young 
local talent to transform the state of agriculture 
and food security in the region. Similar programs 
can be developed to inspire a new generation of 
agripreneurs and provide them with the neces-
sary resources to succeed in the field. 

Source: Syngenta 2016; USAID, “Asia-Pacific Youth Leaders,” 2016

Box 12 – Private-sector-led youth programs 
engage the next generation

Local students attend English lessons at their school in Cambodia. Credit: Yongyuan Dai
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A notable example is the Empowering Novel Agri-Business-Led Employment (ENABLE) 
youth program developed by the African Development Bank. The program trains young 
entrepreneurs operating within agricultural value chains, agripreneurs, through incuba-
tion units and provides successful graduates with business development and finance 
assistance to support new enterprises.131 In addition, the African Development Bank has 
sponsored the African Youth Agripreneur Forum, a platform for “aggregating agripreneurs 
across Africa and escalating the impact of their activities.”132 

Another example is the Strengthening Rural Youth Development through Enterprise 
(STRYDE), a youth development program by TechnoServe in partnership with the 
MasterCard Foundation. STRYDE includes three months of intensive training in entrepre-
neurial and soft skills, followed by a nine-month program that includes business mentoring 
and counseling, employment linkages, and linkages to financial institutions. The program 
also uses business plan competitions and job fairs to promote STRYDE graduates. An 
impact assessment of the first phase of the project reveals that 54 percent of STRYDE 
graduates are currently running micro- and small enterprises, 14 percent are engaged 
in farming, 21 percent have found wage employment, and 9 percent have returned to 

school.133 Most of these incubator programs are in the initial stages of implementation and 
have not yet undergone independent evaluation. It will be important to track participants 
in agribusiness incubator programs over time to learn how many survive and thrive as agri-
preneurs (and whether their enterprises are profitable and sustainable), how many workers 
(particularly youth) they employ, and whether there are positive spillovers in their commu-
nities and verified effects. 

As part of these efforts, enabling environments for women entrepreneurs must also 
be created. Young women in LMICs typically face many structural and cultural barriers 
that may hinder their participation in youth entrepreneurship programs. A World Bank 
study from 2015 found that the vast majority of countries (155 of the 173 they studied) had 
at least one legal barrier to women’s entrepreneurship.134 Barriers range from obstacles 
in opening bank accounts to lack of property ownership and business registration. In 
addition, their traditional role as primary caregivers along with household responsibilities 
often leave them with little time for entrepreneurship-related activities. It is necessary to 
understand these structural barriers and adapt program designs to adequately accommo-
date and target young women. Without attention to these constraints, the transformative 
power of women’s entrepreneurship on economic development will be limited. Training 
and coaching that build self-confidence, are mindful of cultural norms and pressures, and 
engage young women in collective economic activities are likely to have a positive payoff. 
In well-organized and cohesive groups, women are more likely to negotiate effectively to 
procure inputs and sell products, access finance, lobby local government officials, and pro-
test discriminatory practices.135 

Young women in LMICs typically face many structural 
and cultural barriers that may hinder their participation 

in youth entrepreneurship programs.
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Modify educational approaches to impart the array of skills needed for  
productivity employment 

Effective teaching and learning in LMICs require training more teachers, improving teach-
ing skills among teachers, and updating teaching methods to modern, more effective stan-
dards. Educational institutions in LMICs need to rethink current pedagogical approaches 
to learning that reward rote memorization of information, as these approaches have been 
proven to be ineffective.136 An educational approach to developing soft skills should in-
clude three main ideas. First, it must encourage students to reflect on the information they 
are receiving and, in the process, integrate the new knowledge with concepts they already 

know. Second, it should require students to apply their knowledge. Third, it should trans-
form students from passive recipients of information to active experimenters who cocreate 
knowledge and take ownership of their learning. 

These ingredients of learning have been fundamental to the Future Farmers of America 
agricultural educational model and the 4-H educational program in the United States. The 
programs combine out-of-school learning, leadership experiences, and adult mentoring. 
An evaluation of the 4-H program suggests the program is successful at equipping young 
people with life skills such as leadership, responsibility, perseverance, and communica-
tion.137 Other after-school programs, such as the Future Farmers of America’s agricultural 
education model and FAO’s Junior Farmer Field and Life Schools that teach agricultural 
and life skills through a unique participatory learning methodology and curriculum, are 
important examples of approaches that bridge the skills mismatch. To enhance the job 
readiness of students, educational institutions in LMICs need to incorporate these essen-
tial ingredients of learning in the design and delivery of educational training. Government 
investments and leadership through policy directives will be critical in reforming educa-
tional curricula and learning approaches. 

Improve access to healthy foods, nutrition education, and health services for the early 
stages of children’s development

Good nutrition is necessary for healthy physical and cognitive development. Poor nutrition 
stunts human growth and development and reduces the future productivity of individuals. 
Studies show that stunting and reduced cognition arising from malnutrition adversely af-
fect educational performance and school completion rates.138 Early childhood development 
interventions that make healthy food, nutrition education, and health services accessible 
to mothers and children—particularly in the first 1,000 days—could have long-term impacts 
on academic achievement, productivity, and earnings. Therefore, stakeholders (i.e., gov-
ernments, the private sector, and other development partners) must endeavor to prioritize 
nutrition education and the expansion of health services for mothers and children at that 
critical developmental stage to safeguard their employment potential. 

An evaluation of the 4-H program suggests the program is 
successful at equipping young people with life skills such as 
leadership, responsibility, perseverance, and communication.

64 YOUTH FOR GROWTH



Like all of us, farmers around the world are now 
accessing information in new ways with the ad-
vent of greater connectivity. Since many small-
scale farmers do not have access to a smart-
phone or regular access to the internet but likely 
have access to a basic cell phone, many compa-
nies and social enterprises are finding ways to 
assist farmers in getting information in ways that 
work for them. FarmerLine, based in Accra, Gha-
na, is one such example. The company also op-
erates in Cameroon, Malawi, Nigeria, and Sierra 
Leone, and countries including Mexico and Peru 
have expressed interest in the technology. Far-
merLine offers market-driven solutions that con-

nect more than 200,000 farmers to production 
and weather information, markets, and services 
using short audio messages in local languages 
that are delivered directly to basic cell phones. 
These are, in effect, minipodcasts. Given the doz-
ens of languages spoken in the regions in West 
Africa where FarmerLine works—and the 1,000 
to 3,000 spoken on the continent—this is a pow-
erful innovation. With messages readily available 
to them, farmers can listen at their convenience. 
Data are also collected from farmers to enable 
improvements. Company data suggest using Far-
merLine for one season increases per-acre return 
by 55 percent.

Source: Cuthbertson 2016

Box 13 – FarmerLine: minipodcasts for 
modern extension

Credit: Xuame Olleros/RTI International
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Like the rest of the world, social media is pro-
viding new avenues for sharing information and 
creating community. Farmers learn from other 
farmers and are interested in exchanging expe-
riences, so it is no surprise that social media plat-
forms such as Facebook, WhatsApp, and Twitter 
are becoming popular to share information and 
request advice. In some cases, governments are 
joining farmers in utilizing these platforms. Farm-
er-driven WhatsApp groups, or group chats, have 
been steadily gaining traction as a mechanism 
for networking and aiding farmers affordably in 
many countries, with India leading the way. In the 
district Uttara Kannada, WhatsApp groups have 
been established with existing cooperatives (now 
more than 200) to enable better service and ac-
cess to information through official channels.

In Kenya a private group called Digital Farmers 
Kenya demonstrates how this social media plat-
form can become not only a marketplace of ideas 
but also a hub of commerce. More than 180,000 
users are members at the time of publication, 
nearly double that of a year ago. On this platform, 
farmers swap photos of plants with suspicious 
spots, ask questions about where to get the best 
seeds, advertise products for sale, and share oth-
er valuable information like employment oppor-
tunities. With nearly 90 percent cell phone pene-
tration across the country and the world’s leading 
mobile money platform, mPesa, this Facebook 
group is a great resource to find new opportuni-
ties and respond in real time, whether they are 
around the corner or across the country.

Sources: DW 2014; Times of India 2017

Box 14 – Social media for crowd-sourced 
information sharing

A farmer reads a message on a cell phone while working in a rice paddy field outside Hanoi, Vietnam. Credit: REUTERS/Kham

6666 YOUTH FOR GROWTH



School programs that provide children with healthy and nutritious diets could improve 
cognition, reduce dropout rates, and raise the quality and quantity of youth educational 
retention. Such interventions could be designed to support local businesses and indirectly 
expand employment opportunities. For instance, governments could use their procure-
ment power to engage local businesses in the production of healthy food for schools. In 
Ghana researchers have developed omega-3-fatty acids fortified eggs that promote brain 
development in children.139 In South Africa, a young entrepreneur popularly known as the 
“Spinach King” has integrated spinach into bread production to enhance its nutritional 
content.140 Government procurement practices could promote these local solutions. 

Stimulating job creation through broad-based agricultural productivity 
growth and improved business environment 

Sustained improvement in youth employment requires measures that promote job-rich, in-
clusive economic growth. Without overall improvement in the rate of job growth, youth-tar-
geted employment interventions will only displace other people from their jobs. Such 
displacements will reduce the net benefits and cost effectiveness of the interventions.141 
Moreover, with young people between 15 and 34 constituting more than half of the labor 
force in most LMICs, any interventions focused on addressing the structural and policy 
constraints to overall employment will automatically benefit young people.

Because the economies in most low-income countries is agricultural-based, increasing 
agricultural productivity growth and strengthening the linkages between agriculture and 
the rest the economy through agro-based manufacturing and services remain critical to 
income growth and job creation. It is essential that strategies promoting agricultural pro-

ductivity growth are designed in ways that allow the millions of smallholder farmers to par-
ticipate in and contribute to the economic transition. This would help ensure broad-based 
and inclusive agricultural growth with greater multiplier effects on the rest of the economy. 
Specific actions to promote broad-based productivity growth and improved business envi-
ronment may vary across countries but will include the following:

Invest in agricultural research, institutional capacity building, extension systems, and 
infrastructure 

Increasing and sustaining productivity growth requires the efficient use of existing re-
sources and technologies and the development of new and improved technologies that 
are adaptable to local contexts. Investments in research and institutional capacity building 
would help create the knowledge and innovations—such as climate adaptation strate-
gies—needed to address location-specific constraints to agricultural productivity growth. 

Research and development (R&D) will need to be complemented with a robust and 
effective extension system that can facilitate access to productivity-enhancing technol-

Investments in research and institutional capacity building 
would help create the knowledge and innovations—such as 
climate adaptation strategies—needed to address location-

specific constraints to agricultural productivity growth.
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ogies (e.g., fertilizer, improved seeds, agronomic practices), financial instruments, farm 
management strategies, and marketing know-how. A broad-based agricultural productivity 
growth strategy must also include improvements in the coverage and quality of physical 
infrastructure (e.g., roads, reliable and low-cost energy, communication) to reduce the cost 
of doing business, facilitate market access, strengthen rural-urban linkages, and enhance 
competitiveness.142 

Infrastructure investments must include the development and use of digital technol-
ogies to help address inadequate access to information, financial services, and markets. 
Young people are attracted to these technologies and may be more receptive to financial 
training and extension services that use digital platforms. They are also well suited to take 
advantage of entrepreneurial opportunities arising from the current wave of technological 
change. Thus, digital technology offers an entry point to engage young people to help 
transform the agrifood sector and to create more information and communication tech-
nology jobs in both rural and urban areas. More information on these key areas for invest-
ment to stimulate agricultural productivity growth can be found in the appendix.

Seeds

Inputs

Improved lives and livelihoods

Smallholder 
farmers

Fertilizer Finance Knowledge

Investments 
o
 farm

Investments 
on farm

Better 
nutrition

Better 
education

Increased 
production

Higher 
incomes

Greater 
spending

Sustainable employment loop—Sustained agricultural productivity 
growth arising from access to improved inputs and agronomic practices 
increases outcomes.

Growing local, national, 
and global economies

Consumer 
goods

Support 
industries

Value-added 
production

Demand for 
agriculture

Figure 12 – Access to inputs breaks the subsistence cycle

When 65 percent of impoverished working people earn their living through agriculture, 
investments to make their work more productive can transform entire economies.

Source: Illustration by the Chicago Council on Global Affairs
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For many young people, agriculture is synon-
ymous with the traditional hand hoe farming of 
their parents and grandparents, which is asso-
ciated with drudgery, low returns, and poverty. 
Consequently, agriculture is widely considered 
unattractive, and many young people do not con-
sider it a viable way to earn a decent living. La-
bor-saving technologies such as mechanization 
and herbicides have the potential to make agri-
culture profitable and less physically arduous—
two key factors in attracting young people to the 
sector. They increase labor productivity and in-

comes through timely field operations that free 
up young people’s time for off-farm income-gen-
erating activities. Mechanized irrigation systems 
can address seasonality in agriculture and allow 
for year-round cultivation, which increases farm 
incomes. Mechanization can also stimulate em-
ployment opportunities for young people through 
manufacturing and importation of machinery, 
mechanized service provision to farmers, fabri-
cation and distribution of attachments and spare 
parts, and machinery repair and maintenance 
services. 

Sources: Ommani 2011; Biggs and Justice 2015

Box 15 – Mechanization can improve productivity 
and make agricultural jobs more attractive

Credit: Patrick Adams/RTI International
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Improve access to productive services (finance, insurance, and markets)

Access to finance is crucial for starting and sustaining any enterprise. In agriculture 
financing is required to procure inputs (e.g., improved seed varieties, fertilizer, livestock) 
and to cover operational expenses (e.g., land preparation, weeding, harvesting). Research 
shows that access to finance is an important catalyst for growth in both new and existing 
enterprises.143 

Despite recent efforts to promote financial inclusion, only about 29 percent of rural 
adults in SSA had an account with a financial institution or mobile money provider in 2014 
as compared to 69 percent globally.144 An even greater number of people lack access to 
formal credit and insurance services. The situation is particularly acute for individuals who 
are young and/or live in rural areas and who are venturing into agriculture. Agriculture is 
perceived as a risky enterprise because of its long production cycle and susceptibility to 
variable weather conditions. Hence, financial service providers are often unwilling to lend 
to agricultural enterprises. Similarly, the operational cost for financial institutions to work 
with people in scattered rural communities makes them less attractive clients. 

Young people are also perceived as less credit worthy and thus high risk. They are 
inexperienced, and they have no land, savings, or other assets that could serve as collat-
eral to guarantee loans. Consequently, young people and agricultural entrepreneurs in 
rural areas are often forced to rely on informal sources of credit (i.e., family and friends, 
local money lenders), sometimes at high interest rates.145 If agriculture is going to provide 

a viable pathway for improving youth livelihoods, proactive measures to expand access 
to credit for young people and agriculture in general is essential. This could be achieved 
through risk mitigation strategies such as loan-back guarantees to incentivize financial 
providers to lend to farmers and agricultural enterprises. Promoting financial products 
to assist young people, particularly in rural areas, to access start-up capital and credit to 
expand existing businesses will also be critical to improving youth livelihoods in LMICs. 

Promote diversification opportunities for high-value crops

With urbanization and rising incomes fueling demand for more diverse and high-value food 
products, the diversification of agricultural production in response to this demand could 
create new employment opportunities for young people. Research shows that the large-
scale production of high-value products is more labor intensive than staple crops. Large-
scale production of horticultural products such as tomatoes, apples, and oranges have 
been shown to require about 10 to 100 times more labor per hectare than the large-scale 
production of staple crops such as grains, sorghum, and soybeans.146 Therefore, where 
capital and land will allow, providing a supportive environment for large-scale production 
of these labor-intensive crops could absorb many young people into employment. Large-
scale production could also facilitate entry for these products into international markets, 
which are also growing rapidly as the global middle class increases. Therefore, building 

If agriculture is going to provide a viable pathway for improving 
youth livelihoods, proactive measures to expand access to credit 

for young people and agriculture in general is essential.
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and sustaining a diversified economy would require investment in transport systems, cold 
storage, and information systems to improve the functioning of markets for perishable and 
high-value products. These systems are currently weak or absent in LMICs. Strengthening 
these value chains are central to opening up opportunities for private investments. 

Employment opportunities can also be expanded by strengthening the linkages 
between farming and the off-farm sector through the development of value-added agricul-
tural products. Many LMICs are still reliant on the export of raw agricultural commodities, 
which are often associated with low returns and are susceptible to global price fluctu-
ations. Value addition in the agroindustry remains far below its potential. Less than 40 
percent of agricultural value added in most SSA countries comes from agroprocessing, 
compared to over 80 percent in Brazil.147 Most manufactured agricultural inputs (e.g., fertil-
izers, pesticides, farm implements) are imported. Promoting value addition and agro-based 
manufacturing is a necessary next step to expanding employment opportunities, improving 
farming incomes, and reducing postharvest loss, which is estimated at 25 percent in devel-
oping countries.148 Doing so, however, will require industrial and private-sector develop-
ment policies that create a conducive business environment to actively attract investments 
from agribusiness investors (e.g., agroprocessors, farm input manufacturers, agro-based 
service providers). Among other things, such policies must 1) support specific agricultural 
value chains of high promise as part of the overall agricultural development program to 
ensure a reliable supply of produce in the quantity and quality that industrial processors 
require, 2) promote growth and expansion of local small- and medium-scale agroenter-
prises by facilitating their access to productive services (e.g., finance, reliable energy) and 
integrating them into supply chains of large industrial processors, and 3) expand markets 
for value-added products through greater regional integration.149 An agro-based industrial-
ization stimulates the manufacturing sector and expands wage employment opportunities 
for young people. 

Improve business climate (regulatory environment) to foster private-sector participation 
and investment 

The private sector is widely seen as the engine for enterprise growth and job creation. 
About 90 percent of job creation occurs among private small- and medium-scale enter-

Customers shop at an open air vegetable and fruit market in Ahmedabad, India. REUTERS/Amit Dave
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prises.150 Providing an enabling environment for the private sector is therefore an im-
portant component of any youth employment intervention. Excessive regulations raise 
transaction costs for private-sector businesses and serve as major disincentives for the 
much-needed transformative innovations that would create quality job opportunities for 
youth. The regulatory environment should promote stable and predictable macroeconom-
ic conditions, financial and banking systems, and structured market systems, which are 
extremely important for attracting and sustaining a vibrant private sector. Improvement in 
macroeconomic conditions (legal, fiscal, monetary, and exchange rates) is partly credited 
with the agricultural productivity witnessed in SSA over the past decade.151 Equally import-
ant is political stability, the maintenance of the rule of law, and policies that recognize and 
enforce intellectual property rights. Despite improvement from previous decades, indica-

tors from the Enable Business of Agriculture show lower levels of regulatory quality than 
the global average in SSA and South Asia.152 Thus, there is significant room for improve-
ment in the regulatory environment to facilitate enterprise development and job growth in 
these regions.

Invest in secondary towns and cities to make them attractive destinations for 
private firms 

Urbanization patterns in LMICs have been characterized by a proliferation of secondary 
towns and cities as opposed to the rapid agglomeration into megacities witnessed in cur-
rent industrialized countries. Secondary towns serve as important interfaces between rural 
and urban centers.153 They provide an important avenue to diversify rural economies and 
promote job creation for young people. Their proximity to rural areas positions them as 
attractive destinations for rural migrants, especially poor young people who do not have 
the needed capital to migrate and transition into megacities, where the cost of living is 
often higher. Moreover, rural migrants, including youth, are more likely to find off-farm em-
ployment commensurate with their skills in secondary towns than megacities. Secondary 
towns also foster cyclical migration between rural and urban areas, allowing rural workers 
to combine farm-based employment in rural areas with seasonal off-farm employment in 
urban areas.154 

Secondary towns and cities are also important sources of demand for agricultural 
produce from rural areas and could be essential points for production and distribution of 
goods and services to rural areas. Secondary towns offer a means to connect rural and 
urban businesses, prioritizing labor-intensive activities in agricultural value chains. The rel-
atively rich supply of cheap land and labor, proximity to sources of raw material, and rap-
idly expanding urban labor market of secondary cities position them as potentially suitable 
destinations for siting labor-intensive, agro-based industries. For this to happen, urban 
infrastructure (power, water, sewage/waste removal) and roads linking secondary cities to 
rural areas and larger markets in megacities will need to improve significantly. If the gains 
in enterprise growth and employment are to be realized, significant public investments to 
improve infrastructure in secondary towns and cities are sorely needed. 

An agro-based industrialization stimulates the manufacturing sector 
and expands wage employment opportunities for young people.
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A series of agricultural reforms in the 1980s known 
as Doi Moi transformed Vietnam economically in 
the latter half of the 20th century. Through Green 
Revolution technology and land reform, Vietnam 
moved from net food importer status to become 
one of the world’s top exporters of agricultural 
commodities such as rice and coffee. 

The Doi Moi reforms introduced necessary lib-
eralization to the Vietnamese agricultural system. 
Moving away from earlier efforts to collectivize 
land, set pricing, and centralize decision making, 
policymakers gave local people a stronger say 
in their own affairs and allowed for 20-year leas-
es for smallholder farmers. While rice could only 
be exported previously through state-approved 
companies, which paid the farmers far under 
global market prices, by 1990 farmers could sell 
on the open market. 

In addition to these policy reforms, Vietnam 
has also increased production on high-potential 
land, developed irrigation with the support of for-
eign investment, and utilized high-yielding, new 

varieties of rice. Vietnam has seen one of the 
highest GDP per-capita growth rates globally and 
is now the world’s largest exporter of black pep-
per and cashews, the second leading exporter of 
coffee and cassava, and the third largest exporter 
of rice and fishes.

Agriculture currently accounts for nearly 20 
percent of the country’s GDP, and the agroindus-
try is expected to continue to grow. Policymakers 
have continued to preserve private land rights, 
encourage private investment, and open markets. 
These reforms allowed agricultural production 
to rise in response to domestic and internation-
al demand, with production more than tripling in 
volume between 1990 and 2013. However, Viet-
nam still wrestles with obstacles such as rural-ur-
ban income divides, environmental degradation, 
and a lack of value-added agricultural products. 
Despite these challenges, Vietnam’s experience 
offers important lessons for other developing na-
tions seeking prosperity through agricultural de-
velopment. 

Sources: World Bank Group 2016; OECD 2010 

Box 16 – Vietnam agricultural transformation  
case study

A woman from the Hmong tribe carries a grass basket in a rice paddy field in Mu Cang Chai, Vietnam, northwest of Hanoi. Credit: REUTERS/Kham
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Box 17 – Emerging challenges may hinder agriculture’s  
role in youth livelihoods if not addressed proactively 

The agricultural sector faces a number of press-
ing social, economic, and environmental challeng-
es that could derail its job creation potential for 
young people unless proactively addressed. 

Land access and scarcity

Despite fairly rapid urbanization and economic 
transformation over the past decades, most re-
gions in low-income countries are still rural and 
agrarian. In these areas, access to land remains 
extremely important to generating income and 
social status. Besides its role as an important fac-
tor of production, land can serve as security and 
collateral to access credit. In some communities, 
land ownership upgrades one’s status in society. 
Despite the widespread perception that land is 
abundant in Africa, growing land scarcity persists 
in much of the region. One study estimates that 
about 91 percent of Africa’s uncultivated arable 
land is concentrated in nine countries (Angola, 
Cameroon, Central African Republic, Congo, the 
Democratic Republic of Congo, Gabon, Mozam-
bique, Sudan, and Zambia), most of which are po-
litically fragile states. The remaining 45 countries 
are either land constrained or approaching the full 
extent of their arable land area.155 

In addition, farm sizes in much of the region 
are declining, driven largely by rapid population 
growth and the intergenerational subdivision of 
land. Recent estimates suggest that the average 
farm size for smallholder farmers in more than 
40 countries in SSA has declined by about 30 to 
40 percent since the 1970s.156 In Kenya, Zambia, 
Malawi, and Mozambique at least 25 percent of 
smallholder farms control less than half a hectare 
and are approaching landlessness.157 

At the same time, rising interest in arable land 
from both international investors and local, ur-
ban-based elites in LMICs is resulting in the rapid 

concentration of land. In particular, SSA has ex-
perienced a precipitous rise in the number and 
amount of land controlled by medium- and large-
scale farms owned by urban-based African elites. 
Estimates from the Demographic and Health Sur-
vey (DHS) and the Living Standard Measurement 
Study (LSMS) show that urban-based households 
now control between 25 and 35 percent of all 
agricultural land in the five to six African coun-
tries for which data are available. These shares 
have risen fairly rapidly over a short time span.158 
While the impact of these changes remains uncer-
tain, the rapid concentration of land exacerbates 
the challenges that many rural youth face in ac-
cessing land. 

With rising land scarcity and longer life expec-
tancies, many rural young people can no longer 
expect to inherit land. Indeed, evidence from 
Ethiopia and Tanzania shows access to land as 
an important factor shaping rural young people’s 
decision to either stay in agriculture or migrate to 
urban centers.159 Women in particular face greater 
difficulties in securing land due to customary land 
tenure systems that bar land ownership rights 
for females. Efforts to promote youth livelihood 
through agriculture must therefore recognize in-
creasing land scarcity and develop effective strat-
egies that would allow young people with an in-
terest in farming to access land—with particular 
attention to access for women.

Soil degradation

Rising land scarcity across the developing world 
is forcing many farmers into continuous cropping, 
which restricts options for crop rotation or sustain-
able soil management practices to improve soil 
quality. These practices are rapidly depleting soil 
micronutrients and organic carbons, with deleteri-
ous effects on yields and returns from farming. An 
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Box 17 – Emerging challenges may hinder agriculture’s  
role in youth livelihoods if not addressed proactively 

estimated 30 percent of the world’s soil is already 
degraded, and low-income countries are most af-
fected.160 In 2014 a Montpellier Panel report esti-
mated that about 65 percent of arable land in SSA 
has already been degraded, costing more than 
180 million smallholder farmers about US$68 mil-
lion of lost income annually.161 Without an effective 
policy response, this trend of degradation could 
undermine future agricultural productivity gains 
and weaken the sector’s ability to create jobs for 
young people. The future of agriculture and its 
contribution to youth livelihoods will depend on 
how quickly this trend could be reversed through 
effective soil and land management practices 
such as sustainable intensification. 

Climate change and water scarcity

Water scarcity is escalating rapidly for much of the 
planet. Global demand for fresh water has grown 
at more than double the rate of population growth 
for more than a century.162 Since 1970 alone, the 
world’s fresh water capacity has dropped by more 
than 37 percent.163 Scarcity has already begun to 
have measurable negative effects on GDP and 
employment in LMICs.164 The most immediate 
consequence has been personal water insecuri-
ty for more than 663 million people.165 Although 
significant progress has been made in access to 
drinking water since the Millennium Development 
Goals were set in 2000, sanitation progress lags 
significantly behind.166 Poor drinking water and 
sanitation access are ultimately responsible for a 
substantial part of the global disease burden.

Agriculture accounts for more water consump-
tion than any other sector of the economy (about 
70 percent globally and 80 percent in Africa).167 
Increasing water scarcity creates a difficult chal-
lenge: the need to more heavily exploit planetary 

water resources to irrigate crops can have signif-
icant environmental and social costs and even 
compete with drinking water and sanitation gains. 
Urbanization exacerbates this trend because city 
dwellers consume more water per capita, espe-
cially as they become wealthier and develop more 
water-intensive diets.168 Climate change further 
complicates future water security, creating great-
er variability in the quantity and timing of precip-
itation.169 

It is very likely that water resources will be se-
verely stressed in many parts of the world over 
the next 50 years, and there is substantial over-
lap between high-stress areas and areas of pro-
jected high population growth. The best chance 
at responding to this challenge lies in signifi-
cantly more water-efficient agriculture and for-
ward-thinking governance. Efficient irrigation is 
available, from low-energy spray irrigation to drip 
irrigation, but it is much more dependent on infra-
structure, including pumps, than inefficient flood 
irrigation methods. Water-efficient and salt-toler-
ant seeds can also extend agricultural efficiency 
in water scarce places.

Available technology, however, is not suffi-
cient. Education about methods, financing, and 
maintenance are all essential and require addi-
tional investment on top of infrastructure itself. 
National governments are chiefly responsible for 
funding the expansion of their large-scale infra-
structure development, which has historically cre-
ated problems for irrigation expansion in poorer 
nations. This continues to be a major obstacle, 
even though there are real opportunities to em-
ploy many people in the research, development, 
construction, and maintenance of agricultural wa-
ter infrastructure. Places that do not currently have 
heavily centralized infrastructure could create a 
novel economy in more sustainable agriculture.
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A group of African children use a laptop in Kenya. Credit: Bartosz Hadyniak
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Conditions for responsive youth employment 
policymaking

The success of youth employment programming also depends on the extent to which in-
terventions are grounded in the evolving realities of the young people they serve. Systems 
for understanding and adequately responding to the changing needs of young people 
must be created. Some measures for doing this are outlined below.  

Investing in actionable research on labor market conditions 

To be successful, educational reforms should be backed by a comprehensive understand-
ing of the labor dynamics in each country and the needs of various demographics repre-
sented in the labor force. Research of labor dynamics in LMICs is often hampered by the 
scarcity and quality of available data. The general lack of reliable data limits understanding 
of the employment challenge and undermines the effectiveness of interventions address-
ing it. Investment to improve data collection and dissemination of information is critical in 
areas such as labor market trends, conditions of work, and examples of proven strategies 
that address particular vulnerabilities in the workforce.  

In the past few years there has been an avalanche of donors, development partners 
(private firms and NGOs), and academic interest and investment in youth and employment 
in agriculture and agroenterprise. Yet there is little hard evidence of which programs and 
interventions work and which do not. Most analyses are strongly normative but do not 

marshal survey research or in-depth case studies to support their conclusions. Enthusiastic 
promotion of youth entrepreneurship is clearly a rising priority, but many programs have 
not been subjected to rigorous evaluation. There appears to be a significant underinvest-
ment in monitoring and evaluation and impact assessment. There is a need to expand the 
evidence base with increasing investment in monitoring and impact assessment of youth 
employment programs. Governments and donors can help bridge this current knowledge 
gap by integrating rigorous evaluation in project design and implementation. They can 
also provide platforms for mutual learning and knowledge exchange on what works or 
does not work and in what context.

Strengthening youth voice in policy dialogue and program design

To effectively account for their unique policy needs, young people must be equipped with 
the resources, skills, and space to participate in the decision-making process and shape 
the design of interventions on issues of concern to them. Civil societies can take a lead-
ing role in testing innovative youth empowerment programs that government and social 
investors can scale up. Civil societies can increase youth voice in policy issues by orga-
nizing young people into groups and providing them with a platform to share their ideas, 
challenges, and plight with policymakers. The YouthConnekt forum of Africa is a notable 

Governments and donors can help bridge the current 
knowledge gap by integrating rigorous evaluation 

in project design and implementation.
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Box 18 – Business expansion through 
entrepreneurship training and access to finance

In Zimbabwe, where the formal economy is 
currently very limited, the International Youth 
Foundation (IYF) has focused on the growth of 
youth-run small businesses. In rural areas, the 
development of these micro- or small businesses 
has centered around food production and food 
processing, which helps improve the food sup-
ply and nutrition locally while helping youth grow 
their businesses, creating additional jobs. The 
holistic (technical) training packages emphasize 
soft skills, along with bookkeeping, marketing, 
and financial education. Business and financial lit-
eracy training is a critical component of the train-
ing to help youth grow and diversify their small 
businesses.

Beyond training, access to finance is helping 
youth realize their business and growth plans. 
Close coordination and communication between 
business development services, training provid-
ers, and microfinance institution partners also 
help ensure they are sharing the same informa-
tion and expectations with young people seek-
ing loans. 

To grow small businesses, IYF has also worked 
with microfinance institutions to adapt loan prod-
ucts for young people. This required adjusting el-
igibility and terms, including being more creative 
about collateral to include items young people 
and young women are likely to own, removing 
requirements for a male cosigner, starting with 
the right loan amount based on the nature of 
the business, and providing longer time frames 
for repayment. Such changes allow youth across 

Zimbabwe, particularly young women, to receive 
loans and successfully repay them without detri-
ment to their business. 

IYF’s Zimbabwe:Works (Z:W) initiative pre-
pares the country’s young people to enter the 
workforce. For example, Lucia Mukwamiri, 35, 
is a Zimbabwe:Works (Z:W) graduate and proud 
owner of a flourishing poultry enterprise. She 
received entrepreneurship training through the 
project, which improved her financial manage-
ment and record-keeping skills, helping her to as-
sess the viability and profitability of her ventures. 
After her business training, Lucia was referred to 
Virl Microfinance for financial support and invest-
ed a $1,200 loan in her poultry business. She pur-
chased 800 day-old chicks, a significant increase 
from her previous 100 chicks.

She also used the marketing skills received 
under Z:W to enter new markets like restaurants 
and butcheries instead of selling just to local in-
dividuals. Lucia also increased her asking price 
from $4.50 to $6.00 per chicken. Returns on her 
business have also improved, as she is now earn-
ing $2,300 per cycle of 800 birds, up from $120 
per cycle from her 100 birds before. 

Through hard work and smart money man-
agement, Lucia bought a car to assist with deliv-
eries to customers and has also diversified her 
business. She is now buying and selling goats 
and cattle, where she earns additional income of 
$200 per month. As a result of growing her busi-
ness, she now contributes meaningfully to her 
family’s household expenses.

Source: IYF
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example of a youth forum that supports peer youth entrepreneurs and policy dialogue 
with key policymakers and business leaders that leads to action.170 To successfully engage 
youth, policymakers must use media and culturally appropriate tools with which young 
people are most comfortable. For example, social media platforms such as Facebook and 
Twitter offer an important avenue to solicit input from young people. Also, it is essential to 
incorporate youth issues in all aspects of social and economic policies to ensure that the 
plight of young people is adequately accounted for in policy discussions. 

Educating the public to help reform social norms that limit youth 
livelihood development 

Youth employment strategies must also acknowledge and address social and cultural 
barriers that limit opportunities for young people. Reforms of social norms such as those 
that limit girls’ access to education and young people’s ability to inherit and own land are 

needed to ensure sustainable livelihoods. To achieve systematic reforms, families and 
traditional authorities have to understand and accept the need for change. Policies could 
facilitate reforms through public education and campaigns promoting equitable access 
to land for women and men and address regulatory or traditional rules that inhibit access 
through inheritance or customs.

Recognizing that youth are a heterogeneous group of people and that 
there is the need for a diversified strategy 

Many of the current youth-related policies and the narratives that support them present 
young people as a homogeneous group. Analysts often group young people into broad 
age categories that are undifferentiated by gender, age, social class, religion, or broader 
social relations. The failure to consider youth in their social context leads to policy scenari-
os that do not reflect the realities of young people. For instance, the needs of a 16-year-old 
girl enrolled in secondary education are different from those of a 16-year-old girl who is a 
teenage mother. To be effective, youth-oriented policy must consider the diverse needs of 
young people and tailor interventions to their needs. 

Youth employment strategies must also acknowledge and  
address social and cultural barriers that limit 

opportunities for young people. 
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PART III

RECOMMENDATIONS FOR  
THE US GOVERNMENT 

A young Indian woman sorts red chilli peppers in Jodhpur, India. Credit: Bartosz Hadyniak
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Burgeoning youth populations present a challenge and an opportunity for the United 
States and the world. They create new pressures for a food system already strug-
gling to deliver food and nutrition security. And in countries where job opportunities 

are already scarce, the addition of millions more young people will exacerbate these chal-
lenges. However, if these young people can be successfully integrated economically, politi-
cally, and socially, they can become a powerful force in driving development and putting an 
end to the food insecurity that has threatened not just their livelihoods but also the security 
of their countries and the world. 
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A two-pronged approach is needed to address this challenge—supporting agricultural 
development to spur growth throughout the agrifood system and provide better opportu-
nities for youth, while preparing youth to participate in this transformation. This youth-in-
clusive agricultural transformation agenda is what will move LMICs and the world toward a 
more secure future.

The United States must therefore continue to lead efforts to support agricultural devel-
opment. Investments in agricultural development are the building blocks of rural youth 
livelihoods and are thus essential for the economic security of rural communities. At the 
same time, additional actions that target the needs of large and growing youth populations 
are vital for the full potential of agricultural development to be realized. Youth-focused 
investments can ensure that young people have the necessary skills and education to 
drive development on and off the farm. 

Credit: Xuame Olleros/RTI International
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When the Global Food Security Act (GFSA) 
passed with overwhelming bipartisan support 
in July 2016, authorizing funding for FY2017 and 
FY2018, it codified into law the US “whole-of-gov-
ernment” approach to global food and nutrition 
security programs. By drawing on the agricultur-
al, investment, and policy expertise of 11 agen-
cies—including USAID, USDA, MCC, and OPIC—
this approach effectively leverages the best and 
brightest of the US government. 

The GFSA required the completion of a 
whole-of-government, five-year strategy. Each 
agency was required to prepare and submit agen-
cy-specific implementation plans. Together these 
plans formed the Global Food Security Strategy, 
which was submitted to Congress in Septem-
ber 2016. The strategy lays the groundwork for 
how the United States can draw on strengths 
and know-how across the government and work 
in close partnership with the private sector, uni-
versities, and civil society. The strategy also es-

tablishes a framework for transparency and ac-
countability through 2021. Additional reports on 
the progress of the five-year strategy must be 
submitted to Congress yearly.  

Finally, the legislation requires specific selec-
tion criteria for target countries and beneficiaries 
of assistance. Based on the level of need, coun-
try commitment to food security investment and 
policy reform, opportunity for partnership, the 
potential for agricultural growth, opportunity 
for regional integration, and US government re-
source availability, the US government selected 
12 countries for targeted investments under the 
new strategy: Bangladesh, Ethiopia, Ghana, Gua-
temala, Honduras, Mali, Kenya, Nepal, Nigeria, 
Niger, Senegal, and Uganda.

The GFSA authorized funding through FY2018, 
so it will require congressional reauthorization 
and the president’s signature by September 30, 
2018, or the authorization will lapse. 

Sources: InterAction 2016; USAID, US Government Global Food Security Strategy, 2016

Box 19 – Global Food Security Act: codifying 
a whole-of-government food and nutrition 
security strategy
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RECOMMENDATION 1 & 2

A young farmer plants rice at Gokarna in the Nepalese capital Kathmandu. Credit: REUTERS/Gopal Chitrakar gc/TW
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Recommendations for promoting broad-based 
agricultural development as a catalyst for improving 
youth livelihoods

To catalyze broad-based growth and employment opportunities for both rural and urban 
youth, agricultural growth must accelerate. Investing in agricultural development is proven 
as one of the most effective ways to generate employment opportunities, alleviate poverty, 
address food and nutrition security, and ensure more prosperous and stable populations 
worldwide. Increased agricultural productivity stimulates growth in the off-farm rural sector 
as farmers become more prosperous. Over time, it helps create jobs and increase incomes 
in the broader agrifood sector as demand grows for processing, transportation, and relat-
ed services. 

Bipartisan US leadership and commitment have been integral to sustained progress 
in agricultural development and resilience, particularly in the last decade under Feed 
the Future. In 2017 this commitment was reinforced with the release of the updated US 
National Security Strategy in which the administration stated it would continue prioritizing 
support for “youth empowerment programs” and “food security and health programs that 
save lives and address the root cause of hunger and disease.”171 

In alignment with the strategic goals of the National Security Strategy, the US gov-
ernment’s global food security efforts under Feed the Future have achieved noteworthy 
success. They have helped millions of people build better lives for their families and 

communities through improved productivity and nutrition, access to financial services 
and markets, reduced shocks, and increased resilience. In 2015 alone Feed the Future 
programs enabled more than 9 million smallholder farmers and other producers to adopt 
innovations and practices that boosted their incomes from agricultural sales by more than 
US$800 million.172 That same year the initiative also reached more than 18 million children 
with nutritional interventions, resulting in impressive reductions in poverty and childhood 
stunting rates.173 

Congress is to be commended for the bipartisan passage of the Global Food Security 
Act (GFSA) of 2016. The approach outlined in this legislation and implemented by many 
agencies working together have resulted in stunning and important gains. Consistent and 
sustained support from Congress is critical to achieve these results and to eliminate the 
worst forms of poverty and hunger. 

The following recommendations are critical steps toward maintaining and furthering the 
progress that has already been made toward sustainable agricultural productivity growth 
and food security. Without such measures, the United States and the world risk the desta-
bilizing political, economic, and social consequences of too many unemployed and food 
insecure youth in areas that are already struggling to move up the ladder of development. 

Bipartisan US leadership and commitment have been integral to 
sustained progress in agricultural development and resilience, 

particularly in the last decade under Feed the Future.
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Recommendation 1: Commit to a long-term, global 
food and nutrition strategy.

The creation of the five-year US Global Food Security Strategy was a critical step in ensur-
ing a single vision and coordination between the 11 US agencies fighting global food inse-
curity. However, without consistent programming, goal setting, and metrics, advancement 
will be stymied by uncertainty in the short term. Congressional commitment to long-term 
global food and nutrition security remains the most important action the US government 
can take to move the world toward a food-secure future. Strong leadership, smart invest-
ments, effective global cooperation, and sound policy choices will help fight hunger and 
malnutrition as well as strengthen US national security. A long-term strategy on global food 
and nutrition security would provide a sustainable foundation for demand-driven economic 
opportunities and income generation for smallholder farmers and youth through increases 
in productivity and market access. 

Action 1A: The National Security Council should include food and 
nutrition security programs as part of a comprehensive strategy 
to counter rising extremism, instability, and civil unrest in areas of 
strategic significance. 

Food and nutrition security are inextricably linked to national security and stability. Be-
cause of their vulnerability in the face of challenging socioeconomic circumstances, young 
people are particularly susceptible to migration, extremism, economic instability, and acts 
of civil discontent. Food security is crucial in mitigating these risks. The 2017 National 

Security Strategy acknowledges the need to unlock the economic potential of citizens in 
developing nations through efforts targeted at land tenure, access to financing, infrastruc-
ture improvements, and the promotion of an enabling environment. Agriculture is a key 
industry that is ripe for innovation, and the United States should continue to recognize that 
bold and smart investments in agriculture and food security will lead to increased regional 
stability and economic prosperity. 

Given the importance of food and nutrition security for national security, the National 
Security Council should prioritize these issues. There should be a representative within the 
National Security Council dedicated to examining the impact of agricultural development 
on stability in regions that are strategically significant to the United States. This individual 
could potentially be enlisted from agencies such as USAID or USDA. 

Congress should request a regular report from the administration that incorporates 
intelligence modeling of the impact of food insecurity on international stability and US 
national security. As part of the report, Congress should request that the administration 
develop and prioritize strategies to improve food security in weak and fragile states, par-
ticularly in regions of SSA and South Asia that are experiencing a youth bulge. Congress 

Congress should request a regular report from the administration 
that incorporates intelligence modeling of the impact of food 
insecurity on international stability and US national security. 
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should also request that the intelligence community focus on the connection between 
food security and national security within the report. The report could use or expand upon 
the interagency assessment of global food security released periodically by the Office 
of the Director of National Intelligence. Both a classified and unclassified version of the 
report should be provided. 

Action 1B: The administration, particularly the NSC in coordination 
with USAID, should update the Youth in Development Policy agenda 
to account of the rising youth population, the opportunities and 
challenges it presents, and the impact it will have on strategically 
significant regions.

USAID should update the 2012 Youth in Development Policy agenda to reflect the new 
reality and create a strategy to address the coming challenges for developing countries 
where US programs are engaged. The strategy should be a coordinated, cross-govern-
ment foreign policy agenda specifically focused on the challenges and opportunities 
posed by a surging youth population in LMICs. A whole-of-government approach is the 
foundation of effective and efficient US global food security programs, and interagency 
coordination must be continually improved. The administration should bolster efforts to im-

prove interagency planning, align investments, and more effectively draw on the compar-
ative strengths of various agencies to ensure that US government food security programs 
are more closely aligned with youth livelihood priorities. This integrated foreign policy 
agenda should be incorporated into a report, which would identify mutually reinforcing 
goals for youth engagement. 

Updating the youth policy agenda will highlight the rising importance of youth globally. 
Without commitment and productive engagement with this rising demographic, the United 
States will be unable to seize the economic opportunity they represent and ensure future 
regional stability. A comprehensive youth strategy that reflects US security, development, 
and diplomatic goals will also be critical to fostering future leaders who share American 
values and the vision of an open, democratic, and free world. 

Action 1C: US diplomatic and development representatives should 
lead the creation of youth-inclusive food and nutrition security 
programs (or a strategy) in coordination with bilateral and multilateral 
partners to secure common commitments on trade, development, and 
education.

Creating a youth-inclusive food and nutrition strategy requires a concerted effort between 
the United States and global partners. The US government must work closely with bilateral 
and multilateral partners to keep food and nutrition security high on the global agenda. 

A whole-of-government approach is the foundation of 
effective and efficient US global food security programs, and 

interagency coordination must be continually improved.
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Strong US leadership has been crucial to achieving collective goals and establishing future 
commitments. Priority should be placed on setting achievable yet ambitious targets for 
youth engagement in agricultural development for the short, medium, and long term. 

The G7 and G20 summits provide a forum for the United States to ask global leaders 
to build on their previous commitments, incorporating new dimensions that reflect current 
demographic trends and strategic priorities. In 2017 under Italian leadership, the G7 prior-
itized food and nutrition security, resulting in particularly impactful financial commitments 
from both public and private sources for interventions in the first 1,000 days, from preg-
nancy through the first two years of a child’s life. Under German government leadership, 
the G20 emphasized a number of issues related to food and nutrition security, particularly 
elevating the importance of youth in rural areas as critical actors in the long-term achieve-
ment of a prosperous, well-nourished, and safe world. 

The US government should use its influence to collaborate with Canadian leadership 
at the upcoming G7 Summit and with Argentinian leadership at the G20 Summit to build 
on these agendas and commit to establishing the essential building blocks of long-term 
peace, security, and economic opportunity. Catalyzing a youth-inclusive agricultural strat-
egy and national commitments would be a tremendous contribution. Strong US leadership 
is fundamental to advancing this agenda. 

Farmers carry wheat in the El-Menoufia governorate north of Cairo, Egypt. Credit: REUTERS/Mohamed Abd El Ghany
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Recommendation 2: Congress should revitalize 
and recommit to robust support for public-sector 
agricultural research and development with 
an emphasis on needs for the next agricultural 
transformation. 

Strong and sustained long-term investment in agricultural research and development 
(R&D) is a fundamental building block of agricultural transformation and is therefore es-
sential to the health, resilience, and productivity of the food system the world over. In-
vestments in public-sector-led R&D breakthroughs often take decades to come to fruition 
and cannot simply be shouldered by the private sector alone. Investments in R&D must 
therefore be a priority for global food and nutrition security and for the resilience of US 
agriculture. R&D is directly responsible for building the intellectual capacity of youth on 
and off the farm.  

Harnessing the unparalleled expertise of US research institutions and partner organi-
zations globally is crucial to solve the most pressing challenges of the global food system. 
First, US research institutions, chiefly led by the land-grant university system, are innova-

tors, driving not just American competitiveness but solutions that build resilience in the 
food system around the world. Second, they are a natural conduit for youth engagement—
both by training tomorrow’s agriculture workers and by building the capacity of bright and 
promising young scientists in the United States and around the world (increasingly through 
online programs). Finally, these institutions also partner with research and educational 
institutions in LMICs to build long-term capacity. 

Action 2A: Congress should increase investment in agricultural R&D 
by 1 percent annually to close the gap with peer nations currently 
surpassing US R&D spending and to retain a lead role in advancing 
global food security through responsive, adaptive research for the 
next century. Focus areas should include increasing productivity, 
protecting against invasive pests and diseases, and increasing 
sustainability and innovation.

As the food system faces new and growing pressures, research investments are more im-
portant now than ever before. Yet US investment in agricultural R&D has fallen significantly 
behind our global competitors. The United States was the global leader in support for pub-
lic research in agriculture for the majority of the 20th century, but it has been surpassed 
by China in recent years, which has been increasing its support. By 2009 the US share of 
total global public spending on agricultural R&D had fallen from 21 percent in 1960 to 13 
percent, while China’s grew from 13 to 19 percent of total spending. The United States has 

Harnessing the unparalleled expertise of US research institutions 
and partner organizations globally is crucial to solve the 

most pressing challenges of the global food system. 
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one of the most advanced agricultural systems in the world. However, in many cases our 
farmers and ranchers are benefiting from advances that were last made in the 1980s. 

USDA should request from Congress an increase in funding for agricultural R&D. Not 
only is increased investment critical to ensure American farmers, ranchers, and agribusi-
ness remain the most innovative, profitable, and sustainable in the world, but an invest-
ment in public agricultural research has one of the highest rates of return. For every dollar 
invested in agricultural research, more than $20 is returned to the US economy.174 The 
President’s FY2019 Budget Request expresses support and awareness of how important 
agricultural research is for continued US advancement. However, the funding increase 
proposed does not match what farmers, ranchers, agribusiness, and universities need to 
remain competitive with rising powers like China. 

The USDA Economic Research Service estimates that a 1 percent increase in agricul-
tural R&D spending each year would result in an annual rate of overall agricultural produc-
tivity growth of 1.46 percent, which is roughly commensurate with the 1.42 percent annual 
productivity increases from 1948 to 2011 as measured by total factor productivity (TFP).175 
This rate of publicly funded R&D investment would enable the US farm economy to main-
tain year-over-year productivity.176 This would be the minimum to maintain competitiveness. 

Greater priority should be given to basic research—which creates a foundation for future 
innovations and broader solutions to food systems challenges—research on the intersec-
tion of digital technology and agriculture, and transdisciplinary research more generally 
in support of food security. Such critical investment in public research would complement 
increasing contributions from the private sector. The United States should encourage pri-
vate-sector collaboration on innovations for the next agricultural transformation, including 
quantitative and qualitative gains and improved nutrition, in partnership with American 
institutions and global partners. 

Action 2B: The Foundation for Food and Agriculture, Agricultural 
Research Service, and National Institute for Food and Agriculture 
should include an emphasis on the use of digital technology and data 
analysis in acceptance of future grants.

Investing in digital innovation is critical for the continued development of agriculture in the 
United States and abroad. New technology can enable greater reach, reduced costs, and 
improved accountability. Breakthroughs in digital technology are allowing significantly larg-
er data sets to be analyzed more quickly and easily, which can be applied in agriculture to 
everything from crop breeding to soil science and pest and disease control. However, the 
value of digital tools is not just in the biological sciences. Digital information management 
has the potential to transform agricultural extension by analyzing big data for patterns and 
best practices, improving agricultural trading through greater market transparency, and 
giving more stakeholders the ability to monitor weather and natural resource changes 

Increased investment in agricultural R&D is critical to ensure 
American farmers, ranchers, and agribusiness remain the 
most innovative, profitable, and sustainable in the world. 
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in real time. Investing more in digital science for agriculture would not only increase the 
potential for innovation, but may also attract talented young people to careers in agricul-
ture who would not otherwise connect their interests in technology and computer science 
to this field.

As with other public R&D investments, breakthrough innovations in this domain could 
generate common public data platforms as well as new norms and standards that could 
drive greater efficiency. LMICs have recently been innovators in digital advancement 
because they have been able to leapfrog older technologies and adopt modern technol-
ogy first. Finding ways to collaborate and engage with priority low-income countries on 
digital agricultural research may, therefore, have mutual benefits in the long term, includ-
ing data sharing and the use of common platforms to understand global agricultural trends 
and progress on achieving food security. 

A woman and her daughter arrange branches of khat into small bundles in Mogadishu, Somalia. Credit: REUTERS/Feisal Omar
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Action 2C: Congress should encourage USDA, in coordination with 
local universities and the private sector, to create a pilot program to 
provide for the inclusion of a private-sector mentorship program.

Most jobs in the emerging agrifood sector will be in the private sector. Private-sector 
research plays an irreplaceable role, and career paths into research and other innovation 
careers in the private sector are needed to keep the field robust. Using the model of the 
Foundation for Food and Agriculture Research’s fellowship program, a program should be 
created to reflect the rising need for business and private-sector knowledge by the agri-
culture community. The program should identify rising young stars in agriculture sciences 
at prominent universities in developing countries and match them with US private-sector 
companies to form a yearlong distance mentorship program. USDA could use already 
established public-private vehicles such as the New Alliance for Food Security to enlist 
private-sector participation.  

Action 2D: The United States should maintain existing levels of 
investment in the Consultative Group on International Agricultural 
Research (CGIAR) while encouraging stronger ties between US 
research institutions, CGIAR centers, and National Agricultural 
Research Systems in LMICs to accelerate advancements in  
food security.

The CGIAR has played a critical role in advancing food security globally and protecting 
the United States from the shared global threat of pests and diseases that move across 
regions without respect for borders. Agricultural R&D is one of the strongest investments 
for agricultural resilience, and it is also one of the best investments for reducing poverty 

globally. Nearly 60 percent of cropland used for food production globally is planted with 
improved varieties that utilize germplasm from one of the approximately 7,250 varieties 
developed with CGIAR research. Independent analysis estimates that every dollar invested 
in the CGIAR system’s research generates a $17 return.177 Returns from these investments 
range from reductions in poverty to greater crop disease resistance to productivity in-
creases. For every dollar invested in CGIAR research, $9 worth of additional food is grown 
in developing countries. There have also been returns for American farmers. From 1970 to 
1993 it was estimated that the initial $134 million investment by the United States in CGIAR 
wheat improvement research generated $3.8 billion in added value for wheat farmers per 
year.178 Contemporary analysis is available on the benefits of CGIAR research for food se-
curity, productivity, and policy improvement, particularly as they relate to LMICs. However, 
comparable analysis on the benefits to the United States should be updated by the CGIAR.  

While the CGIAR system has historical and present-day connections to the US land-
grant university system, and most Feed the Future labs directly link to CGIAR centers, 

Agricultural R&D is one of the strongest investments 
for agricultural resilience, and it is also one of the best 

investments for reducing poverty globally.

92 YOUTH FOR GROWTH



these are often loose affiliations. Ties should be deliberately strengthened, and needed 
reforms to enhance efficiency and effectiveness could be conditioned on US contribu-
tions. Greater partnership between the CGIAR and US universities could accelerate R&D 
breakthroughs. Furthermore, increased collaboration could also improve research capac-
ity in LMICs, creating greater efficiency and less duplication of effort. One example is the 
CGIAR-US Universities Linkages Program, which provides travel, sabbatical, and research 
support for US faculty and graduate students working with a CGIAR center. CGIAR cen-
ters and land-grant universities also support long-term capacity building for agricultural 
research entities in LMICs that could benefit from this exchange and partnership. 

African girls and women sort coffee beans in East Africa. Credit: Bartosz Hadyniak
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RECOMMENDATION 3 & 4

Credit: Heifer International
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Recommendations for preparing and empowering 
youth to contribute to agricultural transformation

Tapping into the potential of surging youth populations requires strategic and long-term 
investment in human capital as well as increased access to productive services. Young 
people must be nourished and educated to have a strong foundation to succeed and to 
take advantage of opportunities in the agrifood sector and beyond.

The US government, in collaboration with researchers, policymakers, civil society, prac-
titioners, and the private sector, should undertake the following policy actions to promote 
youth engagement and success as participants in agricultural transformation.

Recommendation 3: Invest in the human capital 
development necessary to advance rural youth and to 
drive agricultural transformation.

The labor market of the 21st century is rapidly transforming and is increasingly knowl-
edge—and technology—intensive. High-quality education and entrepreneurial skills will 
be indispensable for youth to secure employment in careers in and beyond agriculture. 
To capitalize on the emerging opportunities to increase their incomes, young people will 
need a range of technical, business, and soft behavioral skills. To help youth attain these 
skills, efforts focused on strengthening educational and training institutions as well as 
capacity building opportunities will be required. Since students learn best when they have 
a well-prepared and knowledgeable teacher, resources must be spent on pedagogical 
training for existing and future teachers.

Existing US programs dedicated to training future farmers such as AgriCorps and 4-H 
should be leveraged as models for youth-led agricultural development in order to reach 
and engage rural youth in LMICs. Additionally, the United States should assist national 
governments to build strong educational systems geared toward lifelong learning. 
Partnerships with the private sector to teach youth vocational and business management 
skills needed on and off the farm should be part of this effort. Programs that connect 

trained youth who have established skill sets in agriculture with private-sector vocational 
opportunities should be explored. If designed effectively, these programs have the poten-
tial to enhance agricultural productivity and create a pipeline of talent between education 
and entrepreneurship programs and future employment opportunities.

Investments in human capital development must also take into account the needs of 
young people from early childhood through young adulthood. Access to healthy food and 
nutrition education and health services is tied to the future productivity of the labor force 
and must also be addressed for youth education and livelihood initiatives to be successful. 

High-quality education and entrepreneurial skills will be indispensable 
for youth to secure employment in careers in and beyond agriculture
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Box 20 – Stunting, malnutrition, and the 
importance of the first 1,000 days

The single most important period in human de-
velopment is the first 1,000 days—from a wom-
an’s pregnancy until the second birthday of her 
child. During this time, the foundations for phys-
ical growth, neurological capacity, cognitive 
ability, social skills, and overall health are set for 
life—largely by the nutrition that mother and child 
receive during the 1,000 days. When pregnant 
mothers and infants are malnourished during 
this period, the ramifications may be severe and 
largely irreversible. 

Malnutrition comes in many forms: undernour-
ishment, or the consumption of too few calories; 
overweight/obesity, or overconsumption; and 
micronutrient deficiency, or lack of specific nutri-
ents, regardless of caloric intake. Today, one in 
four children worldwide is stunted—either phys-

ically or cognitively—as a result of malnutrition. 
These children, along with the 50 million who are 
wasted and the 41 million who are overweight, 
are likely to perform poorly in school and on the 
job as they age. They will be more susceptible to 
chronic conditions like heart and respiratory dis-
ease, diabetes, and certain types of cancer. Many 
will not even survive to face these challenges. 
Malnutrition still causes 45 percent of all deaths 
of children under five. 

Given the scale and societal implications of 
global child malnutrition, efforts that promote 
food security and agricultural development are 
ever more important to secure a healthy and 
more prosperous world. Without proper nutrition, 
many of tomorrow’s young people will not be 
able to reach their full potential.

Sources: Global Nutrition Report 2016; Thurow 2016

Indigenous children who live in the Isiboro Secure Territory sit and eat outside in La Paz, Bolivia. Credit: REUTERS/Gaston Brito
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Action 3A: US food security programs and national governments must 
prioritize nutrition spending and policy to ensure a strong, healthy 
workforce. 

Stunted children become stunted adults, and this leads to stunted economies. The World 
Bank utilizes a method called “development accounting” to calculate the impact of stunt-
ing on schooling, cognition, height, and ultimately income. The findings illustrate the pro-
found economic cost of stunting: the average country’s GDP per capita is 7 percent lower 
than it would have been if none of its current workers had been stunted in childhood. In 
Africa and South Asia, the average is even higher at 9 to 10 percent.179

Great strides have been made in recent years to incorporate nutrition education and 
research across food security programs. At the 2017 Global Nutrition Summit, an addi-
tional $3.4 billion was committed by a combination of philanthropies, NGOs, multilateral 
institutions, and national governments.180 However, better coordination and prioritization 

is needed to ensure countries stay on track to meet the goals established in the Global 
Nutrition Report. Also, recent years have seen the emergence of innovative nutrition 
investment funds such as Power of Nutrition and the Global Financing Facility, which seek 
to unite resources from corporations, philanthropies, and governments of both developed 
and developing countries. 

The United States should continue its leadership on these critical issues while encour-
aging donor partners to meet their commitments. The inclusion of gender as part of a 
cross-cutting nutrition strategy is commendable, and the United States should continue to 
prioritize women and girls in future nutrition spending and policy. 

Action 3B: Using the best models of agricultural and entrepreneurial 
education, Congress should encourage the administration to use all 
levers of government to expand education through programs and 
exchanges to reflect labor market realities and address the skills 
mismatch.

Education and training are essential for building the soft skills needed for productive 
employment and entrepreneurship. The success of government-funded, US school-based 
agricultural education such as Future Farmers of America and 4-H has led this model to be 
replicated worldwide. 

Independent, country-led programs like 4-H Ghana utilize the model as a guide to 
build strong agriculture leaders in developing nations and emerging economies. However, 
legislative limitations on 4-H, for example, prevent greater coordination and outreach by 
the United States to these global 4-H chapters and networks, which means the United 
States is failing to take advantage of the vast global network of young people involved. 
Strengthening these relationships could have food security benefits for these regions and 

Stunted children become stunted adults, and 
this leads to stunted economies
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could lay the groundwork for trade networks and influence for future American agribusi-
ness professionals and farmers. 

Congress should expand 4-H authorizing legislation to include coordination and part-
nerships with already thriving international agricultural education models in Feed the 
Future countries. Domestic leaders like the 4-H Council would be well positioned to help 
foster the growth of similar organizations internationally through technical transfer, pro-
gram support, and collaboration. Young US leaders would benefit from interacting with 
their international colleagues. Food security efforts internationally would benefit greatly 
from the leveraging of these existing 4-H and similar school-based education networks 
and clubs within local communities.

The United States should also review opportunities to formally link Feed the Future 
and the Global Adolescent Girl Strategy. This could create more opportunities for rural 
girls, including through agricultural education models. The girl strategy is implemented by 
USAID, the State Department, the Millennium Challenge Corporation (MCC), and the Peace 
Corps, and it highlights opportunities within existing work to better empower and engage 
adolescent girls. Since Peace Corps volunteers often engage in agricultural education 
efforts and MCC is beginning to include technical and vocational education programs 

within some country compacts, there may be opportunities to consider more deliberate 
strategies to engage adolescent girls, who are more likely to miss school or may not have 
access to such programs.181 

Exchange programs are also an important way to empower young agricultural lead-
ers. The US government, through various departments, funds a variety of fellowships, 
exchanges, and opportunities for advancement. Youth and agricultural expertise in partic-
ular should be a priority for these types of programs. For example, the State Department 
Bureau of Education and Cultural Affairs (ECA) should work closely with USDA to incorpo-
rate agriculture entrepreneurship exchanges and education as part of its entrepreneurship 
programming. The United States should create a one-year or multiyear agricultural spe-
cialization program for US students and faculty that focuses on strengthening agricultural 
education and agricultural extension systems in LMICs. The program could be created 
under the current Peace Corps program and operated in partnership with 4-H and Future 
Farmers of America (FFA). Additionally, the Department of Education should consider 
opportunities to increase Fulbright scholarships that are specifically related to agricultural 
education, strengthening the exchange of agricultural expertise between partner countries 
while also solidifying the US sphere of influence. 

The United States should review opportunities to formally 
link Feed the Future and the Global Adolescent Girl 
Strategy to create more opportunities for rural girls.
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4-H is a network of youth development organiza-
tions that enable young people to learn by “do-
ing,” building proactive leadership roles for their 
futures. The roots of 4-H reach back to 1902, when 
American land-grant universities realized that ru-
ral communities were not adopting new technol-
ogies and farming practices at sufficient rates. At 
the same time, youth populations were growing; 
the nation faced a dual problem of needing to 
transfer scientific advancements to the field and 
equip rural youth populations with practical, en-
trepreneurial skills to thrive in rural life. 

Young people were thought to be more open 
to new agricultural techniques and the hands-
on learning offered by 4-H programming, in-
cluding small business skills, food preservation, 
and overall citizenship and leadership, found to 
be critical assets in enabling the success of ru-
ral populations. 4-H has evolved a great deal in 
the last 100 years, now working with urban and 
suburban youth with a curriculum that supports 
skill development far beyond the farm. And it has 
grown. In the United States alone, 4-H has more 
than 6 million participants and 25 million alumni. 

Today, 4-H has become global, now exceeding 
7 million participants, half of them girls, in more 

than 70 countries—in places as diverse as China, 
Ghana, and Finland. In African countries 4-H is a 
perfect match for areas that may resist updates 
to traditional production practices and view ag-
riculture as offering little economic opportunity. 
However, participation in 4-H can change minds. 
Surveys of participating young people in Kenya, 
Ghana, and Tanzania found that 80 percent of 
4-H participants wanted to pursue both a career 
in agriculture and a tertiary education to assist 
them in doing so. 

As youth populations grow steadily and the fu-
ture of the workforce shifts, young people need 
programs like 4-H to help them adapt and take 
advantage of opportunities wherever they exist. 
Global 4-H has a goal of reaching 25 million par-
ticipants by 2020, but with youth populations esti-
mated to reach nearly 1.3 billion by 2030, the need 
is far greater. Expansion of 4-H programs could 
be more intentionally driven through the Peace 
Corps, which already supports many in-country 
programs, or through other mechanisms. For ex-
ample, materials could simply be made available 
in local languages for clubs to form on their own. 
It may be that the symbol of the next (agricultural) 
revolution could be a four-leaf clover.

Sources: 4-H Ghana, “About Us”; National 4-H Council 2016

Box 21 – Youth development: 4-H around  
the world
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Box 22 – Incubators and accelerators taking 
root: Kosmos Innovation Center

Incubators and accelerators have demonstrated 
their value as hubs for innovative thinking and 
business development. Not only do these hubs 
provide common resources like office space and 
fast Wi-Fi, with costs shared among entrepre-
neurs, but they also provide a space for people 
to interact and build on each other’s ideas and 
a place for investors to source new deals. While 
they are more often associated with the technol-
ogy sector, there is an opportunity for this model 
to serve the agribusiness sector as well. 

Sponsored by the oil and gas company Kos-
mos Energy, the Kosmos Innovation Center is 
located in Accra, Ghana. The Innovation Center 
opened in 2016 with the aim to provide support 
for Ghana’s next generation of leaders. It is fo-
cusing on various industries, beginning with the 
agricultural sector. In partnership with DAI, a US-
based development organization, Kosmos has 
initiated “boot camp-style” programs that support 
existing small- and medium-sized enterprises in 

need of support, helping them expand, holding 
business pitch competitions, and providing seed 
funding and technical assistance. The focus of 
the Innovation Center is the intersection of agri-
culture and technology. Many exciting business-
es have already begun to emerge, ranging from 
mobile phone farm or agribusiness management 
platforms, RFID-based animal health trackers for 
livestock, and labels that help track and trace 
quality inputs from the farm throughout the sup-
ply chain to help reduce fraud or damage. Ensur-
ing these incubators are connected to agriculture 
programs at universities and to the farmer will be 
essential to improve the feedback loop as more 
innovations emerge. As growing secondary cities 
will play an important role in rural transformation, 
they may also become important hubs for incuba-
tor and accelerator activity beyond capital cities. 
Connectivity and infrastructure must also accel-
erate to help make this happen.

Source: Kosmos Innovation Center, “About KIC”

Credit: Xuame Olleros/RTI International
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Action 3C: The next generation of talent must be supported by 
promoting emerging hubs of youth entrepreneurship as a pathway to 
create more innovative businesses and sustainable employment for 
young people. 

In addition to education, the promotion of youth entrepreneurship is important for sustain-
able youth livelihoods. The United States should play a leadership role in supporting the 
future generation of talent through innovative, experiential entrepreneurship opportunities 
and the development of entrepreneurial skills designed for the needs of industry. 

Skills training must be complemented with access to critical resources. Mentorship 
support, technical training, risk mitigation tools, and physical “hubs” with access to profes-
sional services are all needed, but access to potential investors is also needed. Because 
all entrepreneurs need a similar basic package, incubators and accelerators have become 
a popular model for supporting entrepreneurship development. 

As a leader in excellence and innovation, especially in using the incubator and acceler-
ator model, the United States, in partnership with private-sector leaders, should promote 
partnerships between the existing hubs of innovation in the United States and those 
emerging abroad to build business relationships and transfer technical skills. Some of this 
is already planned or under way. For example, the World Bank is currently working with 

FINTRAC to build business incubators in Africa based on successful models in Silicon 
Valley. Considering secondary and tertiary cities as potential locations for these hubs over 
the long term will also assist agrifood entrepreneurs outside the major cities to pursue 
innovative business ideas. Universities, including the land-grant university system, are also 
increasingly adopting the approaches of the start-up community to create an atmosphere 
conducive for entrepreneurship. Consequently, university-led partnerships may be another 
opportunity to provide support to agrifood entrepreneurs.

In order to be effective, policies and initiatives should target the needs and desires that 
young entrepreneurs identify for themselves. Challenge funds, pitch competitions, and 
business incubators can allow youth to develop skills while receiving peer-to-peer training. 

Action 3D: USAID should include youth-specific metrics in its 
monitoring and evaluation of programs. Data should also be 
disaggregated by gender and age to better understand the needs of 
specific segments of youth. 

The success of youth employment programming depends on the extent to which interven-
tions are grounded in the evolving realities of the young people it is serving. Systems must 
be built to understand and adequately respond to the changing needs of young people. 
Investing in actionable research on labor market conditions is critical. Examples like the 
Global Youth Wellbeing Index, created by the International Youth Foundation, establish 

As a leader in excellence and innovation, the United States 
should promote partnerships between existing innovation 

hubs in the United States and those emerging abroad.
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baseline indicators for youth empowerment. To improve efficiencies of youth-targeted pro-
grams, data collected should be disaggregated by gender, age, and other relevant factors. 

Additional measures for responsive youth employment policymaking include strength-
ening the youth voice in policy dialogue and program design. To effectively account 
for their particular realities, young people must be equipped with the resources, skills, 
and space to participate in decision-making processes and to shape the design of 
interventions.

Action 3E: In partnership with the private sector and priority countries, 
Feed the Future should consider investment in new models of 
vocational and technical training and certificate programs that support 
agricultural transformation and rural development.

Most of the employment opportunities for youth in low-income countries are in the informal 
sector and will remain so in the coming decades. While entrepreneurship training through 
school-based models is of critical importance, so is investment in educational models that 

can support shorter and more tailored learning opportunities that quickly help young peo-
ple transition to the workforce. Rapid urbanization is changing the nature of food systems 
in many low-income countries, and this will generate a need for specialized skills all along 
the supply chain. Short-course training that leads to certification and formal vocational 
education can contribute greatly to long-term career success and employment. Howev-
er, programs are scarce. Areas in which skills are of particular importance include food 
processing, food safety and testing, cold chain and agricultural machinery maintenance, 
and paraveterinary services. Models that include or are provided by the private sector may 
ensure that the skills gained are the skills needed, increasing employability and potentially 
helping share costs with national governments. 

Recommendation 4: The US government should align 
programs that foster an enabling environment for 
businesses in strategic countries. This environment 
should be specifically geared toward businesses that 
generate high-quality jobs for youth and new youth-
led ventures.

The United States is already a leader in supporting the enabling environment for develop-
ment and for the acceleration of business and trade. This work is led by MCC and USAID, 
among others, and by strong US support for multilateral finance institutions that coordi-
nate investment and lending across development partners like the World Bank. These 
investments are necessary to support agricultural transformation because they support 

Rapid urbanization is changing the nature of food systems 
in many low-income countries, and this will generate a 
need for specialized skills all along the supply chain.
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Agriculture in Africa is an approximately $300 
billion per-year sector, driven largely by small-
holder farmers. Improving the production and 
productivity of smallholders will be critical for the 
economic growth of African countries. However, 
agriculture financiers (e.g., governments and do-
nors) and private companies find it challenging 
to reach smallholders to enable and incentivize 
production, provide inputs and liquidity, and pro-
cure produce. In Nigeria, for example, the govern-
ment only had a 10 percent success rate on its 
annual fertilizer subsidy program to farmers na-
tionwide due to process inefficiencies and loop-
holes created by unscrupulous actors across the 
agriculture value chain. By implementing a digital 
payment platform developed by Cellulant, the 
Nigeria government has been able to achieve a 
success rate of more than 90 percent for its fertil-
izer subsidy program. 

Cellulant is a pan-Africa payments platform 
provider headquartered in Kenya. Cellulant de-
veloped the agriculture e-wallet platform, called 
Agrikore, and connected more than 2,000 agro-
dealers in Nigeria to serve as “agents” for trans-
action points. Farmers transact with the agents 
to receive subsidies in their mobile phone e-wal-
lets with which to purchase fertilizer. By the end 
of 2014, Cellulant had registered approximately 
15 million farmers on the platform and was help-

ing the Nigeria government successfully disburse 
$200 to $300 million in fertilizer subsidies every 
year to smallholder farmers. Cellulant’s digital 
platform has been instrumental in raising yields 
and increasing food production across Nigeria. 
It is estimated to have more than doubled small-
holder household income from $700 to $1,800 
per year. The Liberia government has also imple-
mented Cellulant’s digital platform, which is pow-
ering the disbursal of $9 million in subsidies to 
Liberian farmers.

Agrikore is a powerful digital platform for or-
ganizing players across the agricultural value 
chain—including farmers, aggregators, off-takers, 
agrodealers, governments, and commodity buy-
ers—and digitizing their payments and exchang-
es, thus providing value to all participants and 
de-risking the market. Cellulant’s platform also 
accommodates the distribution of other important 
services (e.g., microloans, banking services, and 
insurance as well as farmer advice and training) to 
farmers and bottom-of-the-pyramid consumers 
in rural areas. Consumer goods manufacturers 
looking to extend and digitize their supply chains 
can also utilize this platform to purchase produce 
from smallholder farmers. A major milling compa-
ny in Nigeria recently partnered with Cellulant in 
this regard to purchase more than 40,000 tons of 
rice directly from smallholder farmers. 

Source: Cellulant, “What We Do”; AGRA 2017

Box 23 – Digitizing value chains in Africa
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the development of physical infrastructure, strengthen overall policy development and 
implementation, and support access to finance. However, there are additional areas of 
investment that may be critical to support the progress and success of rural youth pop-
ulations and their contributions to agricultural development and economic development 
more broadly. 

Action 4A: In partnership with priority countries, the private sector 
and multilateral partners should commit to prioritizing investment 
and innovation in digital infrastructure for rural areas alongside other 
investments like rural roads and power. 

As populations grow around the world, secondary and tertiary cities will become critical 
engines of economic progress and commerce. With increasing agricultural productivity, 
these cities will become the centers of agricultural trading activity, processing, food retail, 
and many other critical services. Without strong rural-urban infrastructure like roads and 
power, the growth of the rural economy—and the urban economy—will suffer. The United 
States has already led infrastructure efforts through Feed the Future and electrification 
through Power Africa, which together can create an ecosystem for growth in priority coun-

tries. However, rural access to digital information in the form of mobile phone and internet 
connectivity will be critical for prosperity in rural areas. Without concerted efforts, rural 
areas will be among the last to come online. The MCC should consider assessing whether 
the lack of internet access in tertiary and rural areas is a binding economic constraint to lo-
cal and regional economic growth. Digital technology can drive commercial activity, smart 
monitoring and use of scarce natural resources, and finance, but only with connectivity. 
Solving this challenge will require increased private-sector participation. Enabling access 
to the internet will ensure that youth, as “digital natives,” can fully engage with existing op-
portunities and create opportunities yet unforeseen. Without it, digital disconnection could 
provide a rationale for youth to leave rural areas, leading to further depletion of human 
capital and dislocation from the new economy.

Action 4B: An interagency policy working group should be established 
and formalized to coordinate a holistic approach to development 
finance tools available to private-sector investors, from small 
businesses to multinational corporations.

Private investment is key to achieving development goals and agricultural transformation 
in particular. American companies and investors must have the opportunity to develop 
new market demand and deploy their expertise to remain competitive with rising powers 
like China. Mechanisms exist to assist companies, but it is often unclear what is available. 
The administration should review programs supporting private investment and financing, 
examining agencies that play a key role in agricultural development and financing—includ-

Enabling access to the internet will ensure that youth, 
as “digital natives,” can fully engage with existing 

opportunities and create opportunities yet unforeseen.
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ing the Commerce Department, USAID, USDA, OPIC—and the way they interface with the 
private sector. Upon review, opportunities to invest in youth-inclusive agricultural transfor-
mation should be prioritized and expanded. The State Department, the Treasury Depart-
ment’s Office of Technical Assistance, and the Department of Defense also have important 
programs that should be reviewed to determine their strengths and barriers to scaling up 
effective models. 

An interagency program could then draw these tools into a single entity, allowing 
companies interested in investing in LMICs to easily draw from available US government 
resources. Congress should encourage the administration to create an organization that 
provides a “single window” in the US government to assist small, medium, and large US 
agribusinesses in finding investment opportunities in global agricultural development. 
The organization would be similar to efforts under the National Export Initiative of the last 
administration and would eliminate redundancy and cut red tape. The organization should 
have the ability to work with US trade, development, foreign policy, and export promotion 
organizations to seize the opportunity and find shared interest. 

The YouthPower project by the United States 
Agency for International Development (USAID) 
strengthens local, national, and global systems 
to achieve sustainable, positive youth outcomes 
in health, education, and political and econom-
ic empowerment.* The project consists of two 
complementary, agencywide global contracts:  
1) YouthPower: Implementation and 2) YouthPow-
er: Evidence and Evaluation. As a whole, Youth-
Power supports cross-sectoral, positive youth 
development investments, which empower youth 
to reach their full potential. 

YouthPower Learning responds to USAID’s re-
newed call for unbiased impact and performance 
evaluations of the agency’s programs as well as 
for increased use of research to improve pro-
gram planning and results. YouthPower Learning 
is supporting USAID to integrate youth into the 
US Feed the Future  initiative  and the US Glob-
al Food Security Strategy. In collaboration with 

Making Cents International, YouthPower Learn-
ing recently launched the Feed the Future Proj-
ect Design Guide for Youth-Inclusive Agriculture 
and Food Systems Volume I and II, which present 
approaches, frameworks, and tools that can be 
applied by USAID Missions and others to design 
agriculture programs that promote successful 
and meaningful youth engagement. The guide is 
divided into two volumes, focusing on program 
design and implementation, respectively.

�� Volume I is intended to support Feed the 
Future staff (USAID Missions and others) to 
design youth-inclusive programs based on the 
USAID project design cycle.

�� Volume II offers implementation guidance for 
activity-level interventions and is intended for 
USAID staff and those who may be managing 
activities and/or who wish to know more about 
youth-inclusive approaches to implementing 
Feed the Future initiatives.

*At the time of publication this program was still forthcoming. 
Source: YouthPower; Making Cents International

Box 24 – Project design guide for  
youth-inclusive agrifood systems
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Action 4C: With voice and vote, Congress should support the building 
of rural youth capacity through multinational development banks like 
the World Bank, African Development Bank, and Asian Development 
Bank. This would complement critical priorities such as small and 
medium enterprise (SME) development, regional policy reform and 
harmonization, and infrastructure to build a positive climate for 
investment and employment in the agrifood system.

In recent years, the African Development Bank has emphasized the importance of support-
ing youth entrepreneurs and agricultural development in recognition of these important 
priorities. The World Bank produced the report Shaping the Food System to Deliver Jobs 
in 2017 and is beginning to expand strategies to include youth in agricultural transforma-
tion. These are important steps to support national governments that are also prioritizing 
rural youth livelihoods and youth in agriculture. Multilateral institutions have the scale and 
resources to work with national governments to support systemic changes that can unlock 
opportunities for SME development. Their efforts to catalyze entrepreneurial activity span 
regions experiencing dramatic shifts in youth populations. These efforts should be an 
increasing priority, with particular emphasis on rural areas. The US government should use 
its influence as a large-scale donor to support these youth-inclusive rural and agricultural 
development efforts.

In addition to the multilateral development banks, Congress and responsible agen-
cies can provide support for cross-border trade through the World Trade Organization. 
Critical trade infrastructure is needed at ports and internal borders in many developing 
countries to enhance regional trade. USDA should coordinate with USAID to develop pilot 
projects and training aimed at building capacity as part of the World Trade Organization’s 

People wait in line at a local store in Mwanza, Tanzania, with bags of maize piled outside. Credit: MattiaATH
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Trade Facilitation Agreement’s (TFA) measures for food trade. In some cases, international 
donors have “specialized” in providing technical assistance to implement parts of the 
TFA. For example, USAID commissioned a set of training modules on penalties, appeals, 
and internet publications to expand understanding about these important procedures. 
Similarly, the United States could develop modules and pilot programs to help countries 
diagnose and improve sanitary and phytosanitary border procedures in alignment with 
work by the World Bank and OECD. Efforts can leverage private-sector expertise to pio-
neer the programs, including local programs and initiatives that connect farmers to larger 
markets. This would not only help harmonize and expedite trade but would also help pre-
vent pests and diseases from traveling through the US food supply chain. 

Conclusion
The rise in youth populations in LMICs in the next 30 years and beyond will have a funda-
mental impact on the economic, political, and social stability of those regions. The degree 
to which young people are equipped for participation in the workforce in their home 
countries will also have profound impacts on every region of the world. A prosperous, 
employed workforce will generate economic growth and will continue to build a growing 
middle class, which creates demand for more and higher-quality food and other consumer 
goods. Youth are also poised to generate innovations for the benefit of an increasingly 

connected world. If young people can be integrated into the fast-growing agrifood sys-
tem, they will also play a vital role in helping to end poverty and hunger that has plagued 
underdeveloped regions for too long. For this to happen, policymakers must adopt a 
youth-inclusive agricultural development agenda aimed at transforming the agrifood 
system. This includes investments in the fundamentals of such a food system, from R&D 
to rural infrastructure to agricultural education and extension. If agricultural transformation 
is blind to the unique features of a young workforce, it will be challenged to reach its full 
potential. This failure may mean a lack of opportunity for the hundreds of millions of young 
people who are entering the workforce in rural areas and beyond. Progress cannot be 
achieved by governments alone, but their focus on a youth-inclusive agenda and leader-
ship is urgent. Governments will need robust partnerships with the private sector and civil 
society to achieve the twin goals of securing rural youth livelihoods and achieving global 
food security through agricultural transformation. 

Through sound policymaking and dedicated leadership, along with the engage-
ment of young people in nurturing their own potential, threats can be transformed into 
opportunities, allowing the largest generation of young people in history to become the 
problem-solving producers, creators, entrepreneurs, change agents, and leaders of the 
coming decades.

Through sound policymaking and dedicated leadership, the 
largest generation of young people in history can become 
the problem-solving producers, creators, entrepreneurs, 

change agents, and leaders of the coming decades.
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Appendix 

Key areas for investment to stimulate agricultural 
productivity growth 

Expanding youth employment opportunities in the agrifood system will require systematic 
investment in strategic areas to address constraints to agricultural productivity growth. 
Public investments providing the highest impacts on agricultural productivity growth and 
poverty reduction are well known and are backed by strong evidence. They include invest-
ing in agricultural research systems, extension services, and physical infrastructure (rural 
electrification and road, rail, and port infrastructure) as well as facilitating access to produc-
tive services such as finance, insurance, and markets. 

Agricultural research systems and institutional capacity building 

Developing strong agricultural institutions has always been a key feature of countries 
experiencing rapid agricultural productivity growth. In the United States, for example, rural 
communities benefited immensely from more than a century of sustained publicly funded 
agricultural R&D, extension programs, and land-grant university programs that brought re-
search into rural communities. Land-grant universities also solicited feedback from farmers 
about what aspects of new innovations were problematic, developing bidirectional learn-
ing between researchers and farmers and allowing technologies to be adapted to farmers’ 
needs. James Bonnen, former member of the Presidential Council of Economic Advisors 
under Lyndon B. Johnson, articulates this well in his reflection on the development of 
American agriculture: 

“One of the clear lessons for successful agricultural development the world over 
is necessity of a centralized national investment in agricultural research comple-
mented by and coordinated with a decentralized capacity in adapting agricul-
tural research to the highly varied local ecospheres within which agriculture is 
practiced. Together, this is what the land-grant colleges and the USDA originally 
accomplished.”182 

Similarly, a fundamental driver of the Asian Green Revolution, which catalyzed economic 
transformation in that region, was investments in agricultural research that translated into 
the development of yield-enhancing seed varieties. 

Despite its crucial role in promoting agricultural growth and employment, agricultural 
research systems in most LMICs are either nonexistent or woefully underfunded. SSA, for 
instance, contributes only 5 percent of global public spending to agricultural R&D, and 
the average annual expenditure on agricultural research among African countries is eight 
times lower than in Asia.183 Therefore, Asian farmers are provided with new practices and 
technologies to respond more quickly to climate change, plant diseases, and other envi-
ronmental stresses than most African farmers. Thus, it is not surprising that agricultural 
productivity levels in Asia are far higher than those in SSA.184 

In the face of climate change and a rising global competitive market, low-income econ-
omies will increasingly need new knowledge and innovative techniques that promote 
resilient and sustainable forms of agricultural productivity growth. Drought-resistant seed 
varieties and soil amendments that hold moisture for longer periods and provide greater 
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crop response to synthetic fertilizer will be essential for climate-smart agriculture. Such 
technologies, however, cannot always be developed in foreign research institutions, as 
they need to be adapted to the highly varied local agroecological conditions. Realistically, 
this local adaptation can be done only by committed and well-resourced national agricul-
tural research systems through close coordination with international research institutions 
and strong public-private sector partnerships. Building such capacities in LMICs requires 
sustained investments at much higher levels in people, facilities, lab equipment, budgets 
for field trials, and other recurrent costs. Since the benefits of most agricultural R&D invest-
ments accrue broadly and cannot be captured by firms investing in them, there is a strong 
role for sustained support for public R&D. Supporting the development of strong local 
agricultural R&D and extension systems should be a priority for international development 
assistance.185 By strengthening the capacity of their agricultural research systems to effec-
tively borrow, screen, and adapt technologies from neighboring countries, LMIC govern-
ments could promote agricultural productivity growth and thereby enable millions of young 
people to find profitable and attractive futures in agriculture. 

Agricultural extension systems

The success of research and technology development in influencing agricultural productiv-
ity depends on the extent to which the technologies are known to farmers and are appro-
priately applied. Therefore, investments in R&D need to be complemented with effective 
and robust extension systems to facilitate technology transfer and uptake. 

Agricultural research and extension systems in LMICs are often disconnected from the 
people they aim to serve and the practical realities of poor rural communities. Due to inef-
ficiencies in the chronically underfunded and understaffed public agricultural extension 
services, information on new technologies and best practices is not readily available to 
farmers.186 Unlike the United States, public extension services in many developing coun-
tries are under the ministries of agriculture without direct relationships with universities 
and research centers. Thus, extension officers are not privy to the latest technology being 
developed. Many extension systems still promote blanket recommendations for fertilizer 
application that take little account of the local context187—a clear demonstration of inade-
quate effort to help farmers use fertilizer efficiently. A focus on “best practices” also over-
looks the key role of farmers and local advisors in the adaptation of technologies, which is 
key to successful adoption. Only recently has bidirectional learning between farmers, sci-
entists, and extension workers gained favor, and it has produced notable achievements in 
some cases.188 An integrated R&D and extension approach built on cocreating best prac-
tices with farmers will increase the odds of experimentation that leads to the discovery of 
practices that actually fit with farmers’ varied resource constraints.189 

Hyper-local recommendations are also the goal of information and communication 
technologies (ICT) such as mobile apps.190 Continued growth in Africans’ use of mobile 
banking and software-based provision of information and services is anticipated. Such 
technologies hold great potential to remove the historical barriers between remoteness 
and access to services. For example, through the setup of agricultural hotlines and exten-
sion videos, farmers can get up-to-date agronomic information while receiving real-time 
feedback on challenges they face on their farms. The work of Digital Green demonstrates 
how extension information can be delivered via digital video.191 
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Such programs have great potential to create jobs in agricultural services that are 
attractive to young people. However, the emerging constraint is now becoming the mes-
sage, not the medium. Digital extension services cannot be very useful to farmers if the 
advice itself is not appropriate. Greater support for bidirectional farm extension programs 
will not automatically ensure that young people apply the most productive and profitable 
technologies available, but it is highly unlikely that they will without much more effective 
farm extension systems. 

Physical infrastructure 

A major constraint to agriculture productivity growth and enterprise development in LMICs 
is the lack of quality and reliable physical infrastructure. Improvements in complementary 
infrastructure—such as roads, organized formal markets, rural electrification, and access 
to ICT—are needed to open up new markets, lower the costs of conducting business, 
increase competitiveness of businesses, and generate off-farm employment opportunities. 
In Tanzania, for instance, improved access to electricity in peri-urban areas stimulated 
growth in nonfarm wage employment and earnings.192 Similarly, the rehabilitation of roads 
in Vietnam was associated with greater participation in trade and services and increases in 
the variety of sold goods and services.193 

The scope of infrastructure need—and the financial requirement to meet this need— 
remains quite large. In Africa alone, infrastructure need is estimated at US$93 billion per 
year over a 10-year period.194 Meeting these needs in the short term will overwhelm devel-
oping economies. Governments must therefore find creative ways to attract donor and 
private investment to support infrastructure improvement. For example, in the area of road 
construction, external private investment could be encouraged using a toll system, which 
would allow investors to extract rent for a specified period of time after its construction.  

Combining infrastructure development with other initiatives could simultaneously 
achieve employment and social protection objectives. An example is the Community-
based Poverty Reduction Project in Sierra Leone, a public works program that provides 
temporary employment for young people to rehabilitate rural infrastructure and acquire 
relevant skills and work experience. To the extent that infrastructure upgrades and main-
tenance are labor intensive, they could create employment for young people.195 Similarly, 
prioritizing investments in agriculture-specific infrastructure, such as irrigation systems 
to reduce seasonality in agriculture, offers avenues to boost agricultural productivity and 
incomes and provide yearlong employment opportunities for young people in agriculture. 

Digital technology

Modern ICT is expanding rapidly across the developing world. Today, there are about 650 
million mobile phone owners in Africa alone, with smartphone adoption projected to reach 
55 percent of mobile subscriptions by 2020. The development of ICT offers the potential 
to address some of the key constraints to productivity in the agricultural sector and the 
broad economy (e.g., inadequate access to information, financial services, and markets). 
Information technology platforms could be leveraged to revamp defunct extension ser-
vices in LMICs to improve information delivery to farmers and promote greater financial 
inclusion for the poor. 

Some of these digital technologies are already in use and are transforming the agrifood 
sector in LMICs in diverse ways. In Nigeria farmers receive fertilizer vouchers via their 
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mobile phones in the e-wallet program, cutting out the middlemen and reducing leakages 
associated with fertilizer subsidies through real-time tracking of inventory. Across the 
developing world, farmers use mobile phones to check prices of agricultural products, 
receive weather information, and pay and/or receive payments via mobile money services. 
Kenya’s M-Pesa, a cell phone-based financial service, is increasing banking access to large 
segments of populations unserved by traditional banks.196 

Nonetheless, the promise of digital technologies can only be realized if systems are put 
in place to make them accessible to those who need them. Despite widespread diffusion 
of mobile technologies, they are not accessible to many rural residents. A lack of access 
to the internet is even more acute, particularly in SSA and South Asia. Estimates from 
the International Telecommunication Union suggest that three in four Africans are with-
out internet access. Poverty, limited access to electricity, high operational cost of phone 
masts, and sometimes high taxes on mobile companies are limiting mobile and internet 
access in rural areas.197 Ensuring internet access for all and bridging the rural-urban digital 
divide—goals in line with the Sustainable Development Goals—will be critical to improve 
productivity. 

Mechanization and labor-saving technology

In recent decades, the demand for mechanization and labor-saving technologies has risen 
in many LMICs. This is partly in response to rising rural wages and seasonal labor short-
ages as opportunities for off-farm employment expand and farmland consolidation contin-
ues, as evidenced by increasing numbers of medium-scale farms.198 However, the supply 
response has been uneven across regions. For instance, in some Asian countries (e.g., 
Bangladesh), the removal of import restrictions on small and cheap diesel engines from 
China has lowered the cost of imported agricultural machinery, stimulated private-sector 
investments, and significantly increased machinery use on the farm.199 In SSA, however, 
supply-side challenges (e.g., import restrictions and currency volatility that increase the 
price of machinery, lack of access to credit for machinery investment, and lack of knowl-
edge and availability of appropriate agricultural machinery) have stymied the growth of 
mechanization. Despite recent increases, only about 10 percent of farms are powered by 
machinery and the demand for mechanization is growing.200 Addressing these supply chal-
lenges will be central to reaping the productivity gains from mechanization and engender-
ing positive perceptions and young people’s engagement in agriculture. 
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Ertharin Cousin is a distinguished fellow of global food and agriculture at the Chicago 
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an honors bachelor’s in international development studies from the University of Toronto, 
Canada, and a master’s in public administration from Queen’s University, Canada.
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homa State University and The London School of Economics, respectively. He is a past 
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resources. Nkombo will lead the WWF Zambia team in implementing the new country 
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growth and development goals as articulated in the 7th National Development Plan. Prior 
to joining WWF Zambia, Nkombo served as deputy director for Africa at the ONE Cam-
paign in Johannesburg, South Africa, where she led the organization’s objective, strategy, 
policy, government relations, and partnership building with a focus on transparency and 
accountability commitments by African states. 
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successfully leading a number of national and international policy reform initiatives. Her 
leadership expertise covers a range of sustainable development policy areas. She has 
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from the University of Potsdam, Germany, and a bachelor’s of arts in economics from the 
University of Zambia. 
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ny that connects tractor owners with smallholder farmers through the use of innovative 
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117CHICAGO COUNCIL ON GLOBAL AFFAIRS



Acronyms
AYA — African Youth Agripreneur

CGIAR — Consultative Group on International Agricultural Research 

DHS — Demographic and Health Survey

ECA — Education and Cultural Affairs

ENABLE — Empowering Novel Agri-Business-Led Employment

FAO — Food and Agriculture Organization 

FFA — Future Farmers of America

FINTRAC — Financial Transactions and Reports Analysis Centre of Canada

GDP — Gross Domestic Product

GFSA — Global Food Security Act

ICT — Information and Communications Technology

ILO — International Labour Organization

JFFLS — Junior Farmer Field and Life Schools

LMICS — Low- and Middle-Income Countries

LSMS — Living Standard Measurement Study

MCC — Millennium Challenge Corporation

NSC — National Security Council

OECD — Organization for Economic Co-operation and Development

OPIC — Overseas Private Investment Corporation

R&D — Research and Development

SDGs — Sustainable Development Goals

SME — Small and Medium Enterprise

SSA — Sub-Saharan Africa

STRYDE — Strengthening Rural Youth Development through Enterprise

TFA — Trade Facilitation Agreement

TVET — Technical and Vocational Education and Training

USAID — United States Agency for International Development

USDA — United States Department of Agriculture
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