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The stereotype of the impoverished African smallholder farmer, two-
fifths of which are female, has always struck me as a figure requiring 
deep sympathy in the face of the apparently onward march of mono-
lithic agribusiness, where their needs are superseded by those of 
anonymous corporate self-interest. 

But my ignorance of the actual and critical contribution of this group 
was addressed in 2012 when reading a small report from the UK-

based Guardian newspaper.¹ The author of the piece stated that 
smallholder farmers account for 80% of food production in sub-
Saharan Africa, and there is an increasing recognition among large 
private sector food retailers that they need to be nurtured to safe-
guard their future and protect their contribution – primarily raw ma-
terials – to the continent’s and global needs.  Part of this nurturing 
process entails mentoring in training and technology to increase agri-
cultural production, achieved to an extent by effective partnerships 

with higher educational institutes, enhancing the value chain to enable them to move from a subsistence existence to 
one making profit. 

The importance of agriculture on the continent was recently reiterated by the Chairperson of the African Union (AU) 
Commission, Dr Nkosazana Dlamini-Zuma, who at the Heads of States and Governments meeting of the AU Summit 
held in Malabo, Equatorial Guinea, in June 2014 remarked in a newspaper opinion piece: 

“Africa can and must be transformed from a continent reliant upon food imports to one that can feed itself and export 
a surplus to help feed a growing world population. This means new investments across the entire value chain – from 
the smallholder farmer to agro-processing facilities, and from railways, transport systems and storage to finance, trade 
and market infrastructure.”² 

At that meeting, held in the AU-declared Year of Agriculture and Food and Nutrition Security, African leaders recom-
mitted themselves to the principles and values of the Comprehensive Africa Agriculture Development Programme 
(CAADP) and to bold new targets to be achieved by the year 2025, including: eliminating hunger and improving nutri-
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tion; doubling agricultural productivity, reducing poverty by half through agriculture; creating job opportunities 
for Africa’s youth and women through inclusive value-chain development; and improving the resilience of house-
holds. 

Dr Dlamini-Zuma noted: “Accelerated growth (in agriculture) is essential if African citizens at all levels are to 
achieve the AU’s aspiration of prosperity.  Investments in agriculture will ensure much more than feeding two 
billion Africans by 2050, a crucial goal in its own right.  It will also provide employment and generate economic 
growth – jobs and income – for Africa’s citizens.” 

Indeed, according to the World Bank, agriculture is essential for sub-Saharan Africa’s growth and for achieving 
the Millennium Development Goal of halving poverty by 2015, employing as it does 65% of Africa’s labour force 
and accounting for 32% of its gross domestic product.³ 

One of five means by which the World Bank contends that higher and sustained agricultural growth will be real-
ised is improving agricultural policy and institutions.  Whilst not stated explicitly, and as Dr Dlamini-Zuma noted, 
the issues involved are multi-factorial in nature and require multi-pronged, holistic planning to address them, one 
of those essential elements will be addressing the linkages between existing farmers and their needs and a men-
tored new generation of university educated agricultural researchers and teachers who can lead this agenda from 
within the continent. 

At the 4th RUFORUM Biennial Conference, taking place from 21st-25th July in Maputo, Mozambique, where 10 
years earlier the African Heads of States and Governments signed the CAADP, the endeavours and achievements 
of this new generation of agriculturally trained academics who are sensitive to and work effectively with the 
smallholder community will be discussed and celebrated.  If Africa is to meet the demanding target agenda set by 
its leaders, it is imperative that it invests in this agricultural partnership, thereby sowing the seeds for future suc-
cess. 
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