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Why do images and reports of starving and malnourished Africans appear  
so often in the media? What are the actual dimensions of the problem?  
What has trade and climate got to do with it? In How Africa Eats: Trade, Food 
Security and Climate Risks, award-winning author David Luke and a team of 
researchers seek to answer these questions, to explain why Africa struggles 
with food security and what can be done about it. The intersection between 
trade, agriculture policies, and climate risks is fundamental to this enquiry.

Using a data-led approach, this book examines in detail what Africa eats and 
where and how it is produced. It investigates how finance, investment, foreign 
aid, institutions, actors and capacities interact with policies in holding Africa 
back from becoming an agricultural powerhouse despite having 60 per cent  
of the world’s arable land area.

The book evaluates how climate change exacerbates the continent’s 
challenges and scrutinises the sustainability of production systems in the 
face of environmental volatility. Experts in trade policy, international law 
and development unpack the barriers that currently limit the growth of 
intra-African food trade, including the role of the World Trade Organization 
(WTO), and model the expected impact of the implementation of the African 
Continental Free Trade Area (AfCFTA) on agricultural trade.

The extent of food deprivation in Africa is sobering. The United Nations 
estimates that a fifth of the African population is undernourished, and a 
quarter live with the day-to-day experience of severe food insecurity. How Africa 
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Glossary

Ad valorem tariff A tariff where the tariff to be paid is determined as  
a percentage of the value of the goods being imported.

African Group at the WTO A group of African countries that are  
members of, or observers to, the World Trade Organization (WTO).  
In WTO negotiations, the group often speaks with one voice using a 
single coordinator or negotiating team.

African Growth and Opportunity Act A United States law that eliminates 
the tariffs due on imports from selected countries in sub-Saharan Africa 
for certain goods. The Act provides for more duty-free imports from 
these countries than from other countries that benefit from the United 
States’ Generalised System of Preferences (see below).

Agadir Agreement A free trade agreement between Egypt, Jordan, Morocco 
and Tunisia.

Agricultural extension services Support provided to farmers to help them 
improve agricultural practices, productivity and sustainability including 
advice, information, equipment and other farming.

Aid for trade A subset of official development assistance focused on  
promoting and supporting international trade.

Amber Box Under the World Trade Organization’s Agreement on  
Agriculture, the Amber Box refers to measures to support a country’s 
agricultural industry that most distort trade and are subject to  
restrictions and reduction targets under the agreement. Examples  
of these subsides include price support regimes that regulate prices  
and production amounts; systems or targets for minimum prices for 
agricultural commodities, and highly subsidised insurance schemes  
and other forms of protection for farmers against low yields and/or  
price controls.

Bilateral trade (In this book) trade of African countries with non-African 
trading partners.

Black Sea Grain Initiative An initiative brokered by the United Nations  
following Russia’s invasion of Ukraine. It allowed for exports of  
commercial food and fertiliser from three Ukrainian ports on the Black 
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Sea along an agreed route, with assurances from Russia that it will not 
attack vessels carrying this cargo along this route.

Blue Box Under the WTO’s Agreement on Agriculture, the Blue Box refers 
to subsidies that may have some trade-distortive effects by limiting 
production or establishing production quotas, or payments to farmers 
for repurposing farmland. Blue Box subsidies are not counted towards 
a WTO Member’s allowance for agricultural market support, which is 
limited under the Agreement. Blue Box subsidies are hardly used by 
developing countries as they involve direct payments which implies 
significant budgetary outlays. To date, no African country has made use 
of this type of subsidy.

Carbon Border Adjustment Mechanism (CBAM) A tax on certain imports 
in proportion to the greenhouse gases emitted during their production. 
The European Union currently has such a mechanism in force. For fur-
ther details, see https://taxation-customs.ec.europa.eu/carbon-border 
-adjustment-mechanism_en.

Climate finance Loans, grants or other financing that helps countries to 
reduce (‘mitigate’) their emissions of greenhouse gases and/or adapt  
to the changing climate.

Comparative advantage A country has comparative advantage in a  
particular product or service when it has a lower opportunity cost of 
producing and exporting that product or service to other countries and 
thereby enhancing trade between countries.

Competition policy Policies to ensure that companies compete with  
each other to provide the best value for money to their customers  
and/or suppliers, instead of either colluding with each other to offer  
less favourable terms, or dominating a particular market and  
suppressing competition.

Computable general equilibrium model A computer-based model of the 
economy that allows users to estimate the effect of various economic or 
policy changes on the economy as a whole.

De minimis domestic support Minimal amounts of domestic support that, 
owing to their small size (and consequent minimal distortive effect), are 
allowed under WTO agreements even though they distort trade.

Derivatives Agreements between parties to buy or sell an asset, or make  
or receive payments, at a future date. Derivatives are based on the  
value of an underlying asset, such as a currency, index, interest rate  
or group of assets. They can be used to hedge against price movements, 
inter alia.

Development Box This is a group of subsidies that developing countries can 
provide without limitations under the World Trade Organization’s  

https://taxation-customs.ec.europa.eu/carbon-border-adjustment-mechanism_en
https://taxation-customs.ec.europa.eu/carbon-border-adjustment-mechanism_en
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Agreement on Agriculture. These subsidies include inputs such as  
irrigation systems and fertilisers for low-income producers and outlays 
for the acquisition of machines and provided they are used to promote 
agricultural and rural development and form an integral part of  
development programmes.

Digital trade International trade that is enabled by information  
communication technology. It can include trade in goods and services 
and can take place in all sectors of the economy.

Duty-free, quota-free Without limit on the amount of trade that is traded 
without tariffs.

Elasticity The percentage by which one economic variable changes in 
response to a 1 per cent change in another economic variable.

Enteric methane Methane emitted by animals during their digestive process.

European Green Deal A range of policies pursued by the European  
Union (EU) to transition to no net greenhouse gas emissions by 2050, 
while decoupling economic growth from resource use. Measures 
included in the Green Deal include the RePower EU initiative (shifting  
to renewable energy), the EU Green Deal Industrial Plan (enhancing  
the competitiveness of industries that will help the continent to cut its 
greenhouse gas emissions) and ensuring access to affordable energy.  
As part of this, the European Union adopted the ‘Fit for 55’ package  
of measures that aim to reduce the bloc’s greenhouse gas emissions  
by 55 per cent by 2030 (when compared to 1990 levels). It includes a 
target to increase the share of renewables in the EU’s energy mix,  
and a commitment to raising the EU’s internal carbon price.

Everything but Arms A European Union scheme that eliminates taxes  
and import quotas due on import from least-developed countries on all 
products except arms and ammunition.

Factors of production These are land, labour, capital (e.g. machinery, tools 
and buildings) and entrepreneurship (which combines the other factors 
in new ways).

Fit for 55 See European Green Deal above.

Food security When all people, at all times, have physical and economic 
access to sufficient, safe and nutritious food that meets their dietary 
needs and food preferences for an active and healthy life.

Foreign direct investment An investment from a company in one country 
into a business in another country.

Free-on-board price In international trade means the price of goods at 
export, excluding the costs of insurance and freight for travel to their 
destination.
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Generalised system of preferences A greater degree of market access for 
goods provided by developed countries to developing countries that the 
former has selected.

Geographical indication A sign or name that identifies a product as having 
a specific geographical origin and characteristics that are related to that 
origin. GIs are used to protect products that have a reputation or quality 
that is due to their geographical origin.

Green revolution A great increase in production of food in developing 
countries, beginning in the mid-20th century, largely due to the  
introduction of new varieties of crops, mechanisation and other  
agricultural inputs.

Groupage The aggregation of informal trade wherein groups of traders 
would bring smaller individual assignments of goods together into a 
larger, consolidated consignment.

Harmonised System (HS) A system for classifying goods that are traded 
internationally into product categories, provided by the World Customs 
Organization.

Herbicide An agent for killing or inhibiting the growth of unwanted plants.

Informal cross-border trade Trade that crosses borders of adjacent  
countries that is carried out by traders who are unregistered with 
national tax authorities and business regulators. Typically it is not 
recorded in national statistical systems for measuring trade.

Intellectual property rights Legal rights that allow owners of intellectual 
property (e.g. product designs and artistic works) to determine who 
is legally allowed to use their intellectual property, and how. Examples 
include patents for inventions, copyright, trademarks and designs.

Intra-African trade Trade where both the exporting and importing country 
are African.

Low-/high-unit-value foods Foods that have a relatively low/high price per 
unit of weight/volume.

Malabo Declaration A declaration by heads of state and government of 
African Union member states adopting goals for agricultural production 
in Africa, to be achieved by 2025.

Metrology The science of measurement.

Most-favoured nation A common principle in trade agreements based  
on the idea that countries treat each other with no less ‘favour’ than  
they treat other countries in aspects such as tariffs on traded goods or 
conditions of access for service suppliers.
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Most-favoured nation tariffs Tariffs that a country applies to imports from 
members of the WTO with which that country does not have a trading 
arrangement under which it has committed to tariffs lower than its  
commitments at the WTO.

Nominal figures Monetary values expressed using the value at the time that 
they relate to. These contrast with ‘real’ or ‘constant-price’ figures, which 
show trends in the real value of economic variables over time, stripping 
out the effect of inflation.

Non-communicable diseases Diseases that cannot be directly transmitted 
between people. These are due to a combination of genetic vulnerabilities 
and environmental factors, such as poverty, living in polluted surround-
ings, unreliable access to food or poor diet, tobacco, alcohol and other 
substance abuse.

Non-tariff barriers Restrictions to trade that do not take the form of a tariff, 
including quotas, embargoes, sanctions, customs and transit formalities, 
documentation or standards requirements.

Official development assistance Government aid that promotes and specifi-
cally targets economic development and welfare of developing countries.

Partial equilibrium model An economic model that estimates the impacts 
of policy changes on one or more markets of the economy but not the 
entire economy. Such models normally allow the modeller to look in 
more detail at the economic impacts on specific sectors of the economy, 
and to use more up-to-date information, than do general equilibrium 
models.

Pastoralist A farmer who breeds and takes care of animals.

Peace clause An agreement by WTO member states not to launch legal  
challenges under the WTO’s dispute settlement procedures against  
food security programmes of developing countries that exceeded the 
levels of support to agriculture to which the country implementing  
the programme had agreed, provided that the programme met certain 
transparency conditions. In this book, we refer to the ‘peace clause’ 
agreed at the 2013 WTO Ministerial Conference and extended  
indefinitely in 2015. An earlier ‘peace clause’ had expired in 2004.

Peri-urban areas Non-urban areas immediately adjacent to cities or towns.

Public stockholding programmes Governments use public stockholding 
programmes to purchase, stockpile and distribute food when needed. 
Specifically, they provide (1) emergency stocks to reduce the vulnerability  
of consumers to supply disruptions or food price shocks in emergencies; 
(2) buffer stocks to stabilise prices within the domestic market to avoid 
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excessive volatility; and (3) stocks for domestic food distribution or for 
external food aid.

Randomised controlled trial An experiment to measure the effect of a new 
measure, policy (or, in medicine, a treatment) in which participants are 
selected at random. This is often considered to be the most rigorous way 
to measure the effectiveness of different interventions.

Regional economic communities (RECs) The geographic groupings of 
African countries that form the building blocks for regional coordination 
within the African continent. The term often refers to the eight African 
Union-recognised RECs but can include other formations such as the 
Southern African Customs Union or the Indian Ocean Commission.

Rules of origin The criteria that a good needs to satisfy to be considered 
to ‘originate’ within a country, and therefore eligible to benefit from the 
trade preferences accorded to that country by partner countries.

Safe trade Sector-specific practices on issues such as border health  
screening, testing and certification, truck crew sizes, digitalised trade 
procedures, electronic cargo tracking and information sharing.

Sanitary and phytosanitary measures Measures to ensure that imported 
products uphold minimum standards of safety, to protect human, plant 
or animal life or health.

Schedule of concessions A document outlining how a country will reduce 
barriers to trade as part of a trade agreement

Sensitivity analysis Testing to see how much a model’s results vary  
according to its assumptions. This can be used to determine how  
confident we can be that a model’s results are accurate.

Smallholder Small-scale farmers, pastoralists, forest keepers, fishers who 
manage areas varying from less than one hectare to 10 hectares.

Special safeguard mechanism A proposed safeguard for developing  
countries to raise tariffs if imports of those products surge or  
prices decline.

Special safeguards Existing special agricultural safeguards under the World 
Trade Organization Agreement on Agriculture. For certain products in 
certain importing countries, these allow for the importing country to 
increase trade tariffs on agricultural imports if they rise above a certain 
level, without having to prove that they are causing serious harm to 
the importing country’s domestic industry. For more information, see 
https://perma.cc/F7M6-C2KL 

Staple foods The staple foods in a particular geographic location or  
community are those foods that people in that group consume regularly 
and that make up a significant part of their energy consumption.

https://perma.cc/F7M6-C2KL
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Structural transformation A shift of economic activity between different 
economic sectors. It normally refers to shifts towards more productive 
sectors, with the result that economic output rises.

Supply-chain financing This involves a supplier receiving early payment of 
an invoice by a finance company. The business that has purchased the 
goods or service then pays the funder once the invoice is due.

Tariff-rate quotas These apply a lower tariff rate on imports of a given 
product within a specified quantity and requires a higher tariff rate on 
imports exceeding that quantity.

Tariffs Taxes on the importation of goods.

Technical barriers to trade Requirements for product characteristics,  
processes and production methods – combined with methods to  
assess whether traded products meet those requirements – that can 
impede trade.

Trade deficit The amount by which the value of a country’s imports  
exceeds that of its exports. The agricultural trade deficit is the amount by 
which the value of its imports of agricultural goods exceeds the value of 
its exports of agricultural goods.

Trade facilitation initiatives Programmes or efforts made to expedite the 
movement, release and clearance of goods, including goods in transit.

Trade integration The process through which two or more states within 
a broadly defined geographic group reduce economic barriers to trade 
including tariffs, but also non-tariff issues such as the harmonisation of 
standards or customs coordination.

Trade preferences Where an importing country provides preferential 
treatment (e.g. lower tariffs, higher quotas) for imports from a particular 
exporting country, compared to imports from other countries.

Undernourishment Not eating enough food to continue to be in good 
health It is understood that the average person needs a minimum of 
1830 kcal per day to avoid undernourishment.

Upstream Parts of value chains in which products are relatively unpro-
cessed, or that concern inputs used in the production of other products. 
Processing occurs in downstream parts of the value chain.

Value chains The various stages in the production of goods and services. 
These are sometimes spread over several countries.
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The purpose of this book is to take a fresh look at why food deprivation per-
sists at the scale it does in many parts of Africa and the policy questions this 
raises. We do this by focusing on food security at the intersection between 
trade, agricultural and climate policies. The high prevalence of hunger and 
undernourishment in many parts of Africa is quite rightly a matter of inter-
national concern. Frameworks established by the United Nations and stake-
holders such as the Alliance for a Green Revolution in Africa (AGRA) and the 
International Food Policy Research Institute monitor the risks. The second 
sustainable development goal (SDG 2) affirms the global aspiration to end 
hunger and provides a basis for tracking progress.

This book builds upon these frameworks. It provides an original concep-
tual approach for depicting the relationship between food security, food trade 
and climate risks. It analyses production, consumption, policies, resources, 
finance, investment, institutions, actors and capacities. Within Africa, it fol-
lows formal and informal trade flows of the most widely consumed food 
products (or ‘basic foods’): yams, cassava, rice, maize, wheat, meat, poultry 
and fish. It uncovers what impact on food security could be expected from 
implementation of the African Continental Free Trade Area at the intra- 
African level. It examines the trends in food trade between African and  
external partners including an appraisal of the effect of Russia’s invasion of 
Ukraine on Africa’s food security. It assesses whether World Trade Organiza-
tion rules on agricultural trade are a stumbling block or a stepping stone to 
achieving food security in Africa.

The book follows How Africa Trades (LSE Press, 2023) as the second major 
research output of the Firoz Lalji Institute for Africa (FLIA) Africa Trade Policy 
Programme (ATPP) at the London School of Economics and Political Science. 
Through its research and impact activities, the ATPP is committed to three 
main objectives. First, it aspires to demystify African trade policies and propa-
gate a deeper and broader understanding of how these and related policies – in 
this book, agricultural and climate policies – impact the lives of ordinary Afri-
cans and the continent’s development aspirations. Second, it aims to provide 
up-to-date information that is easily reachable through open access publication 
on Africa’s trade data, trade agreements and policies, with analysis to enhance 
clarity and guide meaningful interpretation. Third, it seeks to empower pol-
icymakers, stakeholders, scholars and others to interrogate the effectiveness 
of policy choices including the implementation dimensions from a normative 



<RH>       PB

PREFACE AND ACkNOWLEDGEMENTS xxvII

perspective that is pro-development and inclusive and gives precedence to over-
coming pervasive poverty on the continent. Readers are encouraged to use the 
book’s insights – including what they find themselves in agreement or disagree-
ment with – to engage on ending food deprivation in Africa.

Yet again, it has taken a village to produce a book. Resources and means to 
support various aspects and stages of the research were provided by the Frie-
drich Erbert Stiftung (FES) Geneva Office and the FLIA. Thanks are due to 
Hansjorg ‘Hajo’ Lanz, Renate Tenbusch, Yvonne Bartmann and Sabine Dor-
fler of the FES Geneva Office; and to FLIA colleagues, Tim Allen, Martha 
Geiger Mwenitete, Fadil Elobeid, Lesley Orero, Tosin Adebisi, Elinam Yebu, 
Mark Briggs, Sofija Spasenoska, Anna Williams and Eunice Hansen-Sackey 
for assorted engagements to enhance the ATPP’s work. Ade Freeman of the 
FAO Africa Regional Office in Accra and Ify Ogo of UNDP provided valuable 
advice at the initial phase of the research.

The following attended virtually or in-person one or both of the work-
shops held at LSE in November 2022 and June 2023 to discuss research find-
ings: Fousseini Traoré (Consortium of International Agricultural Research  
Centres, CGIAR), Gerald Masila (East African Grain Council), Suffyan 
Koroma (FAO), Calvin Maduna (Institute for Agriculture and Trade Policy), 
Antoine Bouët (International Food Policy Research Institute), Duncan Mac-
Fadyen (Oppenheimer Generations Research and Conservation), Rendani 
Nenguda (Oppenheimer Generations Research and Conservation), Laetitia 
Pettinotti (ODI), Max Mendez-Parra (ODI), Facundo Calvo (International 
Institute for Sustainable Development), Poorva Karkare (European Centre  
for Development Policy Management), Hanne Knaepen (European Centre for 
Development Policy Management), Yvonne Bartmann (FES, Geneva), Lennart 
Oestergaard (FES, Berlin), Marjam Mayer (FES, Berlin), Edwini Kwame Kessie 
(WTO), Chibole Wakoli (WTO), Melaku Desta (Economic Commission for 
Africa), Simon Mevel (Economic Commission for Africa), George Kararach 
(African Development Bank), Kasper Vrojilk (University of Goettingen), Nick 
Westcott (School of Oriental and African Studies, SOAS), Molly Foster (Univer-
sity of Greenwich), Abbi Kedir (University of Sheffield), Andrew McKay (Uni-
versity of Sussex), Amir Lebdioui (Oxford University) Frank Lisk (University of 
Warwick), Elitsa Garnizova (LSE Trade Hub/LSE Consulting), Daniela Baeza 
Brein Bauber (LSE Research and Innovation), Elisabeth Robinson (LSE Gran-
tham Institute on Climate Change and the Environment), Roberta Pierfederici 
(LSE Grantham Institute on Climate Change and the Environment) and Cath-
erine Boone (LSE Firoz Lalji Institute for Africa Internal Board). While the 
research team benefitted from their insights, none is responsible for the issues 
covered in the book or the conclusions that are reached.

And, once again, it has been a pleasure to work with the superb team at LSE 
Press including Sarah Worthington (Chair), Alice Park (Managing Editor), 
Niamh Tumelty (Managing Director) and Elinor Potts (Communications 
Coordinator).

David Luke, London, February 2025





1. Introduction: towards a reassessment of 
food deprivation in Africa
David Luke

Why do images and reports of starving and malnourished Africans pop up 
so often in the media? What are the actual dimensions of the problem? What 
has trade and climate got to do with it? These are among the questions this 
book seeks to answer, in an effort to explain why Africa struggles with food 
availability and stability that are the essential pillars of food security, and what 
can be done about it. The intersection between trade and agriculture policies 
and a changing climate is fundamental to the enquiry.

The scale of food deprivation in Africa is sobering. The United Nations 
(UN) estimated that a fifth of the African population, some 280  million 
people, were undernourished in 2022. In the same year, even more people, 
340 million Africans, a quarter of the population, lived with the uncertainty of  
access to food and sufficient consumption that is the day-to-day experience  
of severe food insecurity (FAO et al. 2023).

The book is appearing at a time of a surge in food prices that followed the 
Covid-19 pandemic and turbulence in global food markets. Adding fuel 
to the inflationary spiral was the war that started with Russia’s invasion of 
Ukraine, two major suppliers to world food and fertiliser markets. The Food 
and Agriculture Organization of the United Nations (FAO) Food Price Index 
(FFPI) registered 159.7 points in March 2022, a few weeks after the war 
started. This was the highest value of the FFPI in 22 years, reaching well above 
earlier peaks during the 2007–2008 financial crisis and the 2011 commodity 
price surge (Shahbandeh 2024). The rising cost of food as well as increased 
frequency of extreme weather events that impact agricultural production has 
seen a tightening of export stocks against increased import demand. World 
Trade Organization (WTO) surveillance of Group of 20 (G20) economies that 
together account for 75 per cent of global trade revealed that these countries 
had 19 export restrictions on food, animal feed and fertilisers in place as of 
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May 2023 (WTO 2023). Since most African countries are net food importers, 
their access to food is largely dependent on global markets. The UN Confer-
ence on Trade and Development (UNCTAD) estimates that 82  per  cent of 
African countries’ basic food comes from outside the continent (UN Trade &  
Development UNCTAD n.d.). African households in the poorest countries 
are especially vulnerable to global price shocks and supply volatility.

Food insecurity in Africa is spreading in step with poverty, demographic 
and urbanisation trends. In 2015, 206  million Africans, or 17  per  cent of 
the 1.2  billion population, were severely food-insecure. By 2022, this had 
increased to a quarter of the 1.4 billion population. While all of Africa’s five 
regions – North, West, Central, Eastern and Southern – had more severely 
food-insecure people in 2022 than in 2015, West and Eastern Africa had 
the largest increases in the share of people affected. The number of severely 
food-insecure people in West Africa more than doubled between 2015 and 
2022, from 41 to 95 million. In Eastern Africa, it increased by a quarter, from 
87 to 132 million people (FAO et al. 2023). This partly reflects rising poverty 
rates and vulnerabilities to desertification in West Africa’s Sahel and recurring 
droughts in the Horn and adjacent areas in Eastern Africa.

The headline data on severe food insecurity mirrors data on the prevalence 
of undernourishment as an indicator of hunger which in Africa as a whole 
has risen steadily since 2010. Africa has relatively high global shares of low 
birth weight, stunting and child wasting (a life-threatening condition caused 
by insufficient nutrient intake and poor nutrient absorption; affected children 
are dangerously thin, with weakened immunity and a higher risk of  mortality). 
Child obesity is spreading as a mainly urban and peri-urban phenomenon 
(FAO et al. 2023). This is part of an emerging trend in which access, availa-
bility and consumption of highly processed foods in African urban settings is 
playing a part in the rise of non-communicable diseases (Malhotra and Vos 
2021). This mirrors the global trend in the prevalence of non-communicable 
diseases that has been observed in middle and high-income countries (Kang, 
Kang and Lim 2021).

1.1 Defining, measuring and monitoring hunger
Several UN agencies, notably FAO, the International Fund for Agricultural 
Development (IFAD), the United Nations Children’s Fund (UNICEF), the 
World Food Programme (WFP) and the World Health Organization (WHO), 
work together to systematically monitor progress towards ending hunger 
and the state of access of all people to safe, nutritious and sufficient food. 
These agencies are also part of the UN Committee on World Food Security 
that among other remits is tasked with quantifying and evaluating hunger 
and food security across the world. An important initiative spawned by the 
work of the UN agencies is the data-packed annual State of Food Security and 
Nutrition in the World. This exercise in tracking nutritional and food security 
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targets is integral to the work of the UN on Sustainable Development Goal 2, 
which is concerned with eliminating global hunger.

Global monitoring of the status of nutrition and differentiating between 
levels of food security is erected on foundational clarity on the meaning of 
these concepts. In the UN system, food security is defined as when all people, 
at all times, have physical and economic access to sufficient, safe and nutri-
tious food that meets their dietary needs and food preferences for an active 
and healthy life. This characterisation is built upon four dimensions that are 
integral to food security (Resnick and Swinnen 2023).

Physical availability of food is concerned with the ‘supply side’ of food secu-
rity and is determined by the level of food production, stock levels and net 
trade. Since the various factors affecting food production and consumption 
are unevenly distributed across time and space, trade between countries and 
regions can help to adjust to changing conditions affecting food production 
including to climate change (FAO 2022). Economic and physical access to 
food is concerned with household level food security in relation to the role of 
incomes, expenditure, markets, prices, public and humanitarian support pro-
grammes in achieving food security objectives. Food utilisation or consump-
tion is concerned with the sufficiency of energy and nutrient intake by indi-
viduals in relation to intra-household distribution of food, which combined 
with the biological utilisation of food consumption determines the nutritional 
status of individuals. And food stability is concerned with the stability of the 
other three dimensions.

1.2 The food system, challenges and global response
The determinants of nutritional status and food security are embedded in the 
food system that is in place. A food system is defined as the sum of poli-
cies, resources, actors, capacities and interactions along the food value chain 
– from input supply and production of crops, livestock, fish and other agri-
cultural commodities to marketing, transportation, processing, wholesaling, 
retailing, preparation of foods, consumption and disposal (AGRA 2022). A 
2021 UN summit on food systems recognised its broad impact on employ-
ment, incomes and development as a whole. Built into this understanding 
of the multifaceted impact of food systems is that enabling policy environ-
ments, cultural norms around food, and environmental sustainability are 
essential for the functioning of food systems. The International Food Policy 
Research Institute (IFPRI) estimates that food systems account for as much as 
34 per cent of greenhouse gas emissions stemming from up- and downstream 
agriculture-related activities, with two-thirds of this arising from agriculture, 
forestry and other land use, or AFOLU (IFPRI 2022).

Africa’s difficulties with undernourishment and hunger are related to chal-
lenges with the continent’s food system. These challenges include but are not 
limited to: dominant smallholder farming practices, limited commercialised 
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agriculture and low productivity; policy failure; resources, institutional and 
capacity gaps in agricultural markets; uneven penetration of technologies that 
enable agricultural productivity and engender a green revolution; distortions 
in global food markets underpinned by inequitable trade rules; climate vul-
nerabilities; and political instability, conflict and demographic trends.

To the extent that access to food is a universal human right, the UN plays 
a leading role in the global response to hunger everywhere. To this end, 
there are three organisations that lead the UN’s work on food security, based 
together in Rome. The FAO is the UN specialised agency that leads interna-
tional efforts to defeat hunger and improve nutrition and food security. IFAD 
was created as the UN’s funding arm to mobilise investments in rural infra-
structure and farm extension services, and build resilience against climate 
change across the developing world. WFP is leading the UN’s humanitarian 
effort in delivering food aid to vulnerable communities, especially in con-
flict situations, climatic catastrophes and other emergencies. This includes its 
heroic role in making food available to vulnerable communities during the 
Covid-19 pandemic. The work of the WFP was recognised in the award of  
the 2020 Nobel Peace Prize. Prominently displayed at its headquarters in 
Rome is the citation that accompanied the prize, which says in part that the 
honour was given for its ‘efforts to combat hunger, for its contribution to bet-
tering conditions for peace in conflict-affected areas and for acting as a driving  
force in efforts to prevent the use of hunger as a weapon of war and conflict’ 
(The Nobel Peace Prize 2020 n.d.). Today, UN member states put the WFP at the 
heart of global humanitarian response efforts: as of 2022, the WFP accounted 
for 24 per cent (about $12.2 billion) of the UN operational budget worldwide. 
The efforts of the FAO to align its technical support with African agricultural 
policies and of the WFP to source food aid from within Africa where possible 
to avoid undermining production systems are outlined in Chapter 4.

Another key organisation in the global response to tackle undernourish-
ment and hunger is the Geneva-based WTO. Restrictions on international 
food trade can raise food prices and hit developing countries hardest. Sub-
sidies in countries that can afford them contribute to global food availability 
but disincentivise production in poorer countries through price suppression. 
The WTO is where discussions take place to limit restrictions, subsidies and 
related complications, and to facilitate international food trade flows (Pang-
estu and Van Trotsenburg 2022). The role of the WTO in international food 
trade is discussed in Chapter 9.

1.3 Research focus and the book in outline
The first task of the research team that came together to examine the nexus 
between trade, food security and climate risks under the auspices of the Africa 
Trade Policy Programme at the London School of Economics and Political 
Science (LSE) Firoz Lalji Institute for Africa was to clarify what Africa eats, 
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the basic foods with the highest contribution to calorie intake across the con-
tinent. It is understood that the average person needs a minimum of 1830 kcal 
per day to avoid undernourishment and 2360 kcal per day for optimal health 
(UN Trade & Development UNCTAD 2024).

As the discussion evolved, and following a thorough literature review, the 
research team investigated a number of further specific questions. How might 
a conceptual and quantitative approach be framed for depicting the relation-
ship between food security, food trade and climate risks? What is the regional 
breakdown in the production and consumption of the food products identified 
as Africa’s basic foods? How does Africa fare in terms of comparative yields 
and productivity with other parts of the world in the production of these food 
products and what are the climate risks related to their production? What is 
the implementation record of agricultural policies such as the Comprehensive 
African Agriculture Development Programme and the Malabo Declaration 
that were adopted within the framework of the African Union (AU) to boost 
production and productivity? How is implementation impacted by resources 
or lack of resources invested in African agriculture? How effective in terms of 
capacities are the various actors and institutions that operate within Africa’s 
food system? How and where do the basic foods feature in intra-African trade 
flows? What is the likely impact of the African Continental Free Trade Area 
(AfCFTA) on intra-African food trade? Do the AfCFTA Agreement and Pro-
tocols contain specific provisions on agriculture? How could they be lever-
aged to enhance Africa’s food security? If non-tariff barriers are more impor-
tant than tariffs as obstacles to intra-African food trade, what should be done 
about them? To the extent that Africa as a whole is a net food importer, what 
are the main features of Africa’s food trade with countries outside the conti-
nent? Which are these countries or bilateral food trade partners? The WTO is 
the global trade regulator – do its rules help or hinder the achievement of food 
security in Africa? These are the questions that occupied the research team. 
Over 18 months of research, two workshops were organised at LSE to review 
initial findings. Experts from the FAO, the WTO, CGIAR, IFPRI, the Institute 
for Agriculture and Trade Policy, the International Institute for Sustainable 
Development, the Economic Commission for Africa of the United Nations, 
the African Development Bank, Friedrich Ebert Stiftung, ODI Global and the 
LSE Grantham Research Institute on Climate Change and the Environment 
participated in these discussions, offering insights and advice.

The deconstruction of how Africa eats is the overriding objective of this 
book. Following this introductory chapter, the second chapter provides a con-
ceptual approach for thinking about food trade, food security and climate 
risks. It uncovers exactly what Africa’s food trade is, first by looking into 
Africa’s agricultural exports and imports broadly before narrowing down to 
examine the trade flows at the product level driving such food trade. This is 
to help the reader understand exactly what is meant in this book by Africa’s 
‘food trade’, the consequences of this trade for food security and the attendant 
climate risks.
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Chapter 3 focuses on what Africa eats and entails a review of eight key prod-
ucts that form the basket of foods that are essential for Africa’s food security 
(wheat, yams, cassava, maize, rice, poultry, meat and fish), drawing upon FAO 
data on production and consumption, volume and value, with regional break-
downs. This is complemented by some illustrations of climate risks related 
to both emissions in production and the effect of changing weather patterns.

Chapter 4 assesses implementation of the AU-adopted agricultural policies 
in relation to resources from public budgets, private investment, foreign direct 
investment, foreign aid flows and climate finance for adaptation and mitiga-
tion in the agricultural sector. The capacities of various actors and institutions 
operating in Africa’s food systems are also brought into focus. Chapters 5 and 6  
analyse intra-African food trade flows, with the former focusing on recent 
trends and regional aspects of how the basic foods feature in intra-African 
trade flows. The latter undertakes a detailed partial equilibrium modelling 
exercise to assess the expected impact of the AfCFTA on intra-African food 
trade flows at the product level. Chapter 7 investigates the extent to which pro-
visions in the AfCFTA Agreement and Protocols support agricultural devel-
opment and the opportunities offered by this continental legal framework 
for advancing food trade and food security including through disciplines on 
non-tariff barriers. Chapter 8 reviews bilateral food trade flows (i.e. those 
between Africa and its non-African partners), their composition, the trade 
policies and some problematic issues that underpin these flows. Chapter 9  
examines the WTO regulatory framework on agriculture and implications for 
food security in Africa. Relevant aspects of WTO climate and sustainability 
discussions are also brought into the focus. Chapter 10, the concluding chap-
ter, highlights the main insights from the preceding chapters as a call to action 
by African policymakers, stakeholders and campaigners on ending hunger 
and development partners.

It is our expectation that the book will contribute to the current knowledge 
base on the policy landscape that impacts trade, food security and climate 
risks in Africa for more informed deliberations at various levels of policymak-
ing, advocacy and scholarly and pedagogical pursuits

1.4 Open access publication
As was the case with the Africa Trade Policy Programme’s previous book, 
How Africa Trades (2023), published by LSE Press, this book is being made 
available on an open access basis. All the datasets used in our analysis are, 
where possible, publicly available (not behind paywalls), with sources detailed 
in the reference sections at the end of each chapter. Where website addresses 
are liable to change, we have used Harvard’s perma.cc resource to preserve 
online sources and ensure they are permanently available to readers. Aside 
from the inherent virtue of putting the result of social science research within 
the reach of any reader anywhere in the world, open access publication is 

http://perma.cc
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especially beneficial to readers in Africa, where the relative cost of books and 
periodicals is high. Moreover, apart from the output of the UN agencies, the 
development banks and other international organisations, very little inde-
pendent research is being carried out and published on Africa’s food security 
in relation to trade and climate. Comments and feedback provided by readers 
are welcome and useful, and advance open social science. Please send this to 
Africa@lse.ac.uk. Engaging with the material covered in the book through 
posts on LinkedIn, X (formerly Twitter) (@AfricaAtLSE), Facebook and other 
social media is also welcome.
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2. Africa’s trade, food security  
and climate risks
Jamie MacLeod

This chapter aims to anchor the book in exactly what we mean when we con-
sider Africa’s agricultural trade – from grains and legumes through to fertil-
isers and tractors – and to establish a model for thinking about the interaction 
between trade, food security and climate risks in subsequent chapters.

It does this by examining Africa’s agricultural exports in the broader con-
text of its trade history. It then focuses on specific commodities such as maize, 
rice, wheat and fertilisers, which drive agricultural trade. The goal is to clarify 
the concept of ‘food trade’ as understood in this book.

The findings reveal that Africa’s agricultural deficit has stabilised over the 
past decade in absolute terms despite rapid population growth. However, 
challenges in Africa’s agricultural sector reflect broader issues seen in the 
 continent’s trade patterns. These include exporting unprocessed primary prod-
ucts in exchange for imports of finished consumer goods, thereby channel-
ling Africa’s raw materials towards value addition and processing jobs abroad 
rather than domestically. What is more, a worrisome dependence on imported 
food has emerged in several countries. This raises concerns about food  
security during shifts in trade terms and with the effects of climate change.

2.1 Five facts and a conceptual model of trade, food security 
and climate risks in Africa
The narrative surrounding Africa’s food security, food trade and climate risks 
is intricate and defies reduction to a simple, all-encompassing story. Figure 2.1  
illustrates the conceptual model used to frame the analysis of trade, food 
security and climate change in this book. Central to this framework are five 
narrative facts about Africa’s agricultural trade.

How to cite this book chapter: 

MacLeod, Jamie (2025) ‘Africa’s trade, food security and climate risks’, in: Luke, David 
(ed) How Africa Eats: Trade, Food Security and Climate Risks, London: LSE Press, 
pp. 9–32. https://doi.org/10.31389/lsepress.hae.b License: CC-BY-NC 4.0
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First, the continent faces a significant and persistent trade deficit when con-
sidering the entire agricultural sector – including trade in foods, agricultural 
commodities, inputs and capital equipment. This deficit amounted to $33   
billion in 2021, markedly higher than in the early 2000s, when the sector was 
at a breakeven and came close to even registering a small surplus.

Second, Africa is importing a tremendous amount of food, worth 
US$74 billion annually on average over the last five years. These food imports 
encompass low-unit-value items such as cereals and cooking oils, as well as 
higher-unit-value products such as fish and seafood, dairy and poultry. The 
demand for low-unit-value foods tends to increase with population growth, 
whereas higher-unit-value items correlate more closely with rising per capita 
incomes. In recent decades, population growth (a major confounding variable 
in our model) has outpaced other factors in putting increased pressure on 
food imports (Rakotoarisoa, Iafrate and Paschali 2011).

Third, exports of traditional African agricultural commodities have stagnated. 
Exports of agricultural commodities like cocoa, sugar, cotton, coffee, tobacco 
and tea have historically helped to balance out some of Africa’s overall food 
trade deficit. In the post-independence period of the 1960s, these agricultural 

Figure 2.1: Conceptual model of trade, food security and climate change 
in Africa

Source: Author’s composition.
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goods accounted for as much as 42 per cent of Africa’s total merchandise exports 
(Saner, Tsai and Yiu 2012). However, such exports have since lagged, failing to 
keep pace with the continent’s increasing food import bill, as well as growing 
more slowly than exports of manufactures or primary commodities.

Fourth, Africa’s food import deficit has actually been stabilising. The deficit 
in Africa’s agriculture sector has remained relatively stable over the past dec-
ade, decreasing from its peak of $47 billion in 2011, despite rapid population 
growth and rising per capita incomes during this period (Fox and Jayne 2020). 
This stability is encouraging news and means that Africa’s agricultural sector 
has managed to keep pace reasonably well with rapidly expanding domestic 
demand, reversing a long-standing negative trend (Rakotoarisoa, Iafrate and 
Paschali 2011). Put another way, the uncontrolled, rising food import deficit 
experienced in the first decade of the millennium has been arrested.

Fifth, Africa’s agricultural sector, population growth and associated trade 
patterns have important consequences for food security. The continent’s 
approach to agricultural trade has led to an increasing reliance on food imports 
in several countries. Since the mid-2000s, North, East and West Africa have 
seen a rise in the share of total merchandise exports needed to fund their food 
import bills, positioning many African nations among the most dependent 
on food imports globally. On average, the median African country allocates 
a quarter of its export revenue to food imports, with 16 African countries 
spending over 40 per cent on food imports. These countries face substantial 
food insecurity in the event of adverse terms of trade shocks or global food  
price rises.

Of particular concern are staple foods like cereals, which are crucial for 
many regions. Around 30  per  cent of the available cereal supply in Afri-
can countries is imported, with North Africa experiencing the most severe 
dependency, importing 52 per cent of its cereals in 2017–2019 – a 10-percent-
age-point increase from 2003 to 2005.

What we can think of as these five ‘narrative facts’ describe an agricultural 
sector under stress – a sector in a stable trade deficit, driven by food imports, 
stagnating traditional commodity exports, and emerging risks, including 
food security.

Adding to these challenges is climate change, a formidable factor exacer-
bating existing agricultural and food security issues despite Africa’s minimal 
contribution to global greenhouse gas emissions. Climate change is altering 
temperature averages and weather patterns, impacting optimal crop choices 
and increasing the frequency of supply disruptions. Yield projections indicate 
declines for staple crops across much of Africa, including vital sources of food 
security such as wheat, maize, sorghum and rice.

This cumulative effect underscores a pressing challenge that demands bold, 
ambitious and deliberate policy actions in agriculture and trade. The remain-
der of this chapter delves into the intricate details of this conceptual model – 
exploring specific products, countries and trade dynamics that shape Africa’s 
trade, food security and climate resilience framework.



12 HOW AFRICA EATS AFRICA’S TRADE, FOOD SECuRITy AND CLIMATE RISkS

2.2 Africa’s agricultural trade in perspective
Zooming out of just agriculture, the main story of Africa’s overall trade is 
a persistent concentration in exports of primary commodities, particularly 
petroleum fuels but also metals, precious metals, and minerals. At the mac-
roeconomic level, Africa’s trade dynamics involves surpluses in exports of 
 primary commodities that help to offset deficits in manufactures and the agri-
culture sector. Figure 2.2 illustrates this interplay, showing how expansions 
in primary commodity exports in some years mirror increases in imports of 
manufactured goods and basic food.

Figure 2.2: African countries’ net exports by product categories, 
showing primary commodities exported for imports of manufactured 
and agricultural goods (US$ billion, current prices), 2002–2021

Source: Author’s calculations based on Centre d’études prospectives et d’informations in-
ternationales’s (CEPII) Base pour l’Analyse du Commerce International (Database for the 
analysis of international trade) (BACI) database (CEPII 2023; Gaulier and Zignago 2010).
Notes: The continent collectively exports primary commodities in exchange for imports 
of manufactured goods and agricultural goods. See Annex A for details on product cate-
gory composition. Negative values for net exports shown here refer to net imports.



<RH>       PB

AFRICA’S TRADE, FOOD SECuRITy AND CLIMATE RISkS 13

As this book aims to understand Africa’s agricultural trade holistically, it 
considers not just agricultural goods but also inputs such as fertilisers, as well 
as capital goods like tractors and agricultural equipment. Agricultural inputs 
are mostly fertilisers and herbicides. Agricultural capital goods include trac-
tors, agricultural machinery – such as seeders, harvesters and dryers – and 
agricultural tools.

Africa’s agricultural output is furthermore divided into two: basic foods 
and agricultural raw materials, as per the United Nations (UN) Conference 
on Trade and Development (UNCTAD) broad product group classifications. 
UNCTAD defines basic foods as edible products like grains, tubers, meat, fish, 
poultry, fruits and oil seeds. A classification and breakdown of these food 
products is provided in both the UN’s Standard International Trade Classi-
fication (SITC) codes and in the World Customs Organization’s Harmonized 
System, Chapters 1–24. However, the UNCTAD definition of basic foods 
excludes tropical beverages such as coffee and tea, and products such as cocoa, 
spices, vegetables, tobacco and alcoholic drinks that also fall within the SITC 
codes and the applicable chapters of the Harmonized System, several of which 
are among Africa’s most important agriculture exports (UN trade & devel-
opment 2024). On the basis of UNCTAD’s definition of basic foods, cassava, 
yams, rice, maize, wheat, poultry, meat and fish, are identified in this book 
as the main products in Africa’s basket of basic foods that are most widely 
consumed and thereby contribute most to daily calorie intake requirements. 
Meanwhile, agricultural raw materials encompass products like cotton, fresh 
cut flowers, wood, rubber, tea, coffee, cocoa, tobacco, and spices or flavour-
ings such as vanilla. As we will see, the nature of this pre-established classifi-
cation system can have some issues. Goods that in the African context behave 
more as commodities, such as raw cashew nuts, are counted as food exports.

While overshadowed by Africa’s substantial deficit in manufactured goods, 
the overall import bill for the agricultural sector remains considerable, total-
ling $34 billion in 2021. Particularly stark is the deficit in ‘basic food’, which 
escalated to $49 billion in the same year. In contrast, Africa maintains a net 
surplus in agricultural raw materials, although this sector has not grown as 
well as other export segments over the past decade. Additionally, the con-
tinent relies on net imports of agricultural capital, such as machinery and 
tractors, while being a net exporter of agricultural inputs, notably fertilisers 
sourced predominantly from North Africa. South of the Sahara, however, 
Africa remains a net importer of agricultural inputs like fertilisers (author’s 
analysis of United Nations n.d.).

Overall, the collective picture is of the agricultural sector exporting raw 
materials and commodities in exchange for imports of consumable foods, 
manufactures and capital goods. Figure 2.3 provides a detailed view of Africa’s 
net trade dynamics within the agricultural sector. In 2021, African countries 
recorded a net trade deficit of $49 billion for basic foods and $9 billion for 
agricultural capital, while achieving net surpluses of $16 billion from exports 
of agricultural raw materials (including cocoa, tobacco, coffee, tea and spices) 
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and of $6 billion from exports of agricultural inputs. This deficit widened dra-
matically from the early 2000s until 2011, before stabilising in the last dec-
ade, with the overall sector deficit in 2021 approximately 25 per cent smaller 
than in 2011. These figures are nominal and not adjusted for inflation, which 
means they underestimate the magnitude of the deficit observed in 2011.

Exchanging primary exports for processed imports in agricultural trade

Another telling way of making the same point is to redivide Africa’s agricul-
tural trade into that which is in its raw and unprocessed form, as opposed to 
processed goods that have been further worked and to which value has been 
added. This can be seen in Figure 2.4, which reconstitutes the individual prod-
ucts of Africa’s trade using the UN’s broad economic categories (BECs) to iden-
tify those that are primary or processed. This reformulation, for instance, casts 
cocoa beans, coffee beans, wheat and oranges as ‘primary’ goods, while classi-
fying cocoa paste, roasted coffee, wheat flour and orange juice as ‘processed’. A 
far larger share (56 per cent) of exports of agricultural produce from African 
countries are in a primary form, while 70 per cent of imports are processed.

Africa’s agricultural trade is, in many ways, a microcosm of the challenges 
that Africa faces in its trade more broadly. African countries’ exports are dis-
proportionately concentrated in raw materials and unprocessed agricultural 

Figure 2.3: African countries’ net exports by product category in the 
agricultural sector (US$ billion, current prices), 2002–2021

Source: Author’s calculations based on CEPII’s BACI database (CEPII 2023; Gaulier and 
Zignago 2010).
Notes: See Annex A for details on product category composition. Negative values for net 
exports shown here refer to net imports.
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exports. These often represent less value added than processed agricultural 
goods that have been further worked.

Who drives the agricultural deficit?

The agriculture deficit is of course not uniform across the continent. A large 
number of African countries have succeeded in emerging as important net 
exporters of foods and agricultural raw materials, chiefly Côte d’Ivoire, South 
Africa, Morocco, Ghana, Kenya and Uganda, while others lead very large defi-
cits. This is shown in Figure 2.5, which plots each African country by the size 
of its net surplus (or deficit) in exports of food and agricultural raw materials 
along the y-axis. The country population, which is an important amplifying 
variable for the surplus (or deficit), is shown on the x-axis. The net agricul-
tural exporters are in the top half of the chart.

The African countries in the bottom half of the chart are the culprits of agri-
cultural deficits. The largest agricultural deficits tend to belong to countries 
with a combination of three things: large populations, like Egypt and Nigeria; 
a heavy focus on exports of primary commodities, such as Nigeria, Algeria, 
Angola and Libya; and those that are fragile and undermined by conflicts, like 
Somalia, Sudan and Democratic Republic of the Congo. The latter two fac-
tors (correspondingly shaded orange and red, respectively, in Figure 2.5) are 
suggestive of what matters for agricultural success: stability and an economy 
that is not too distracted by the trappings (or curses) of primary resources 
(Dauvin and Guerreiro 2017).

Figure 2.4: Africa’s exports and imports of food and agricultural raw 
materials, by BEC categories of primary and processed goods

Sources: Author’s calculations based on CEPII’s BACI database (2023), based on a five-
year average from 2017 to 2021.
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What exactly are Africa’s agriculture sector exports?

Agricultural exports from African countries comprise an interesting blend 
of unprocessed, and lower-unit-value, agricultural commodities, like cocoa, 
sugar, cotton and coffee, but also higher-unit-value food products like fruits, 
nuts and fish.

What exactly are Africa’s exports in each of these categories? Figure 2.6 
breaks them down, showing the main products driving Africa’s agricultural 
exports. Africa’s major food exports, between 2017 and 2021, were fish and 
seafood ($9  billion); fruits ($7  billion) and citrus fruits ($3  billion); vege-
tables, roots and tubers ($6 billion); cashew nuts ($3 billion); sesame seeds 
($2 billion); palm oil ($0.8 billion); and olive oil ($0.8 billion). Africa’s exports 
of its major food security crops are worth less, with annual exports of maize 
amounting to $0.8 billion, wheat $0.5 billion and rice $0.4 billion.

Figure 2.5: Net exports of food and agricultural raw materials, by 
country (US$ billion, current prices) and population

Sources: Author’s calculations based on united Nations Department of Economic and 
Social Affairs (uN-DESA) (2022), CEPII’s BACI database (CEPII 2023; Gaulier and Zignago 
2010) and the World Bank (n.d) Classification of Fragile and Conflict-Affected Situations.
Note: For simplicity, where a country is conflict-affected and at the same time its primary 
exports account for more than 40 per cent of total exports, it is classified as a primary 
exporter.
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Africa’s exports of agricultural commodities are dominated by cocoa 
($10  billion), but sugar ($3  billion), cotton ($2  billion), coffee ($2  billion), 
tobacco ($2  billion), tea ($2  billion), flowers ($1  billion) and vanilla ($0.8   
billion) are also important. Fertilisers are a sizeable agricultural input export 
($10  billion), while total exports of agricultural capital amounted to just 
$0.6 billion. This unveils a story of African countries engaging far more in 
the upstream part of agricultural value chains and less so in the production or 
preparation of foods and goods for final consumption. This is the case even 
within broader categories of products like ‘cashew nuts’ or ‘cocoa’, with Africa’s 
exports being more concentrated in raw cashew nuts than edible cashew ker-
nels, and in cocoa beans and sugar more than processed cocoa or chocolate.

Figure 2.6: Decomposition of Africa’s average annual agricultural 
exports, by product category and product, five-year average  
(2017–2021)

Source: Author’s calculations based on CEPII’s BACI database (CEPII 2023; Gaulier and 
Zignago 2010).
Note: See Annex for details on product category composition.
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Who are Africa’s leading food and agricultural commodity exporters and 
where do they export to?

Different African countries, and different export destinations, drive differ-
ent parts of Africa’s agricultural trade. The north and south of the continent 
tend to lead in relatively higher-unit-value food exports, while West and East 
Africa are more important agricultural commodity exporters.

Figures 2.7 and 2.8 illustrate the lead exporters, and destination markets, 
driving Africa’s exports in food and agricultural commodities. This trade is led 
particularly by Northern and Southern Africa, by the relative agricultural pow-
erhouses of Morocco, Egypt and South Africa, as well as a few countries in West 
Africa. This is shown by the thicker and darker lines from these countries, show-
ing the relative value of bilateral export flows of foods from these countries.

In North Africa, Morocco is a major exporter of vegetables, fruits and 
seafood, mostly to Europe but also a few other destinations, like Russia, the 
United States (US) and Japan. Egypt is also a large exporter of citrus fruit and, 
to a lesser extent, vegetables to Europe, Russia and Saudi Arabia.

In Southern Africa, South Africa’s food exports include citrus fruits (such 
as oranges and lemons) and other fruits (including avocados, berries and 
grapes) to Europe, as well as macadamia nuts to the US and several East Asia 
countries, as well as regional maize exports.

In West Africa, Côte d’Ivoire, Ghana and Nigeria (as well as Tanzania in East 
Africa) are major exporters of raw cashew nuts to Viet Nam and to India. The for-
mer is the world’s biggest processor of raw cashew nuts into consumable cashew 
kernels, while the latter is one of the world’s biggest cashew consumer markets.

Figure 2.7: Map showing Africa’s top 50 bilateral exports of foods, 
between country pairs, five-year average (2017–2021)

Source: Author’s calculations based on CEPII’s BACI database (CEPII 2023; Gaulier and 
Zignago 2010).
Note: Thicker and darker lines indicate the relative value of bilateral export flows of foods.
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Other notable African food exports include olive oil from Tunisia, particularly 
to Spain and Italy, fish from Namibia and seafood from Mauritania to Spain. 
Also notable is China, which is a very important destination for sesame seeds 
from Sudan, Niger, Ethiopia, Togo and Tanzania, and groundnuts from Senegal.

Africa’s exports of agricultural commodities are led much more by West 
Africa and Eastern Africa. This trade is dominated by exports of cocoa beans, 
from Côte d’Ivoire and Ghana and to a lesser extent Nigeria and Cameroon. 
This is mostly destined to Europe, but also to the US, Canada, Indonesia and 
Malaysia. After cocoa, cotton is the next most important agricultural com-
modity from West Africa, with Burkina Faso, Benin and Mali being notable 
exporters, especially to textile factories in Europe and Bangladesh.

In Eastern Africa, Kenya is a major exporter of tea to tea drinking markets 
such as Pakistan, Egypt, the United Arab Emirates and of course the United 
Kingdom. Kenya is also a major exporter of fresh cut flowers, particularly to 
the Netherlands, from where they are redistributed within Europe. Ethiopia 
and Uganda are large coffee exporters, mostly to Europe.

In Southern Africa, Malawi and Zimbabwe are notable tobacco exporters. 
Madagascar is a significant vanilla exporter, to the US and Europe. South 
Africa is the destination for regional exports of sugar from Eswatini, tobacco 
from Zimbabwe, and beef from Namibia and Botswana. South Africa itself 
also exports a large amount of sugar.

Beyond exports of food and agricultural commodities, African countries 
also export agricultural inputs and, to a much lesser extent, agricultural 
capital goods. In terms of agricultural inputs, North Africa (and especially 
Morocco) is a substantial exporter of fertiliser to countries all over the world. 

Figure 2.8: Map showing Africa’s top 50 bilateral exports of agricultural 
commodities, between country pairs, five-year average (2017–2021)

Source: Author’s calculations based on CEPII’s BACI database (CEPII 2023; Gaulier and 
Zignago 2010).
Note: Thicker and darker lines indicate the relative value of bilateral export flows of foods.
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With agricultural capital, South Africa is the main exporter within the con-
tinent, particularly of machinery and tractors to countries in Southern and 
East Africa. There is very limited regional trade in capital goods beyond those 
from South Africa.

Table 2.1 shows how these trade flows aggregate into Africa’s exports of agri-
cultural goods to different markets. The European Union (EU) remains by far 
Africa’s most important market for exports of food and agricultural commodi-
ties. Intra-African trade is also very important, and dominated by trade in food 
products, while involving less trade in agricultural commodities. This trade also 
includes a large informal component that is not reflected in the data presented 
here (informal intra-African food trade is discussed in Chapter 4). In contrast, 
agricultural commodities comprise a large share of Africa’s agricultural exports 
to countries in Asia, the Americas and elsewhere in the world.

What are Africa’s agricultural imports?

Africa’s agricultural imports are far more concentrated in foods. Food 
accounts for two-thirds of all African agricultural imports, with Africa 
importing far fewer agricultural commodities than it exports. Even Africa’s 
agricultural commodity imports are dominated by sugar, which, while rep-
resenting a commodity that will be processed further when exported outside 
the continent, is often a direct consumer good when imported.

From 2017 to 2021, African countries averaged annual food imports total-
ling $73 billion. This trade is primarily fuelled by substantial imports of low-
cost items such as food security cereals, cooking oils and sugar. Additionally, 
there are imports of higher-value goods like fish, seafood and dairy products. 
These imports include products that Africa produces competitively but not at 
a scale sufficient to satisfy its substantial and expanding consumer demand, 
necessitating significant importation. Figure 2.9 provides a detailed break-
down of Africa’s agricultural import patterns.

Table 2.1: Destination of Africa’s agricultural exports, five-year average 
(2017–2021) ($bn)

 Europe Intra-Africa Asia Americas Other
Food 16 10  9 2 4
Agricultural commodities 12  5  6 3 3
Agricultural inputs  2  2  2 3 1
Agricultural capital     0.1  1     0.1 0.1 0.1
Total 30 18 17 8 8

Source: Author’s calculations based on CEPII’s BACI database (CEPII 2023; Gaulier and 
Zignago 2010).
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Where do the food imports come from and to which African countries 
do they go?

Figure 2.10 provides a visual representation of Africa’s significant food trade 
flows, detailing the top 50 bilateral import relationships. It highlights that Africa 
sources its food from a diverse array of countries across all continents, contrast-
ing with its export focus on foods and agricultural commodities primarily with 
Europe. While regional trade, particularly in Southern Africa, involves grains 
like maize exported from South Africa to neighbouring countries, the majority 
of Africa’s major food import partners are located outside the continent.

North Africa plays a pivotal role in Africa’s food imports, with Egypt nota-
bly importing wheat from Russia and Ukraine, maize from Brazil and Argen-
tina, soya beans from Argentina and the EU, palm oil from Indonesia, and 

Figure 2.9: Decomposition of Africa’s average annual agricultural 
imports, by product category and product, five-year average  
(2017–2021)

Source: Author’s calculations based on CEPII’s BACI database (CEPII 2023; Gaulier and 
Zignago 2010).
Note: See Annex for details on product category composition.
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beef from Argentina. Similarly, Algeria, Morocco, Tunisia and Sudan import 
substantial quantities of cereals, including wheat sourced from Canada, Rus-
sia and the EU, and maize from Argentina.

In West and Central Africa, rice and palm oil are the predominant imports. 
Rice originates from countries such as India, Viet Nam and Thailand, while 
palm oil is sourced from Malaysia and Indonesia. Nigeria stands out as the 
largest importer of food in West Africa, driven by its sizeable population, 
importing significant quantities of wheat from the US, Canada and Russia, as 
well as rice and palm oil from Asia. South Africa similarly imports substan-
tial amounts of rice from Thailand and India, palm oil from Indonesia and 
 Malaysia, and beef from Brazil.

East Africa, while representing a smaller share of major food inflows into 
the continent, sees notable imports of palm oil, particularly by Kenya and to a 
lesser extent Ethiopia, from Indonesia and Malaysia.

Figure 2.10 does not depict Africa’s imports of agricultural commodities, 
which are dominated by sugar imports, notably from Brazil (the world’s larg-
est sugar exporter) and to a lesser extent India. Other noteworthy agricultural 
commodities include the regional trade in tea, such as from Kenya to Egypt, 
and the tobacco trade from Zimbabwe to South Africa.

Imports of agricultural capital goods are also important. South Africa is a 
major destination for tractors imported from Germany, Sweden and Brazil. 
In West Africa, tractors are predominantly sourced from China, while North 
African countries rely on European suppliers for their tractor imports.

Figure 2.10: Map showing Africa’s top 50 bilateral imports of foods 
between country pairs, five-year average (2017–2021)

Source: Author’s calculations based on CEPII’s BACI database (CEPII 2023; Gaulier and 
Zignago 2010).
Note: Thicker and darker lines indicate the relative value of bilateral export flows of foods.
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A striking observation from the data is the substantial role of China as a 
supplier of agricultural capital goods, including tractors and machinery, to 
various countries across Africa. Additionally, there is notable regional trade 
dynamics, with South Africa serving as a supplier of agricultural capital goods 
to its neighbouring countries.

The most significant flows of these are tractors into South Africa from Ger-
many, Sweden and Brazil; tractors into West African countries from China; 
and tractors into North African countries from Europe. Many African coun-
tries also import fertilisers including large quantities of fertilisers sourced 
primarily from Morocco, the Middle East and Russia, as well as insecticides 
imported from China.

Table 2.2 summarises the origin of Africa’s imports of agricultural goods. 
Europe is by a large margin the most important source of these, followed by 
Asia, the Americas and then intra-African trade. However, African countries 
import mostly food products from Europe and Asia, and especially lower-
unit-value food goods like grains and palm oil.

Agricultural imports and Africa’s food security

As demonstrated, Africa faces a significant challenge with its substantial 
food imports, resulting in a large annual net deficit. Often, these imports are 
financed using foreign exchange earned from other export-competitive sec-
tors of African economies, such as primary commodities. However, depend-
ence on imported foods introduces risks, particularly when these imports 
constitute a large portion of foreign exchange earnings. Changes in trade 
terms, such as declines in export prices or increases in global food prices, can 
jeopardise food security. This risk is amplified when there is a deficit in the 
trade of basic foods, especially in terms of calories rather than financial value, 
making it impractical to redirect exported foods to meet domestic consump-
tion needs. In 2023, at least 34 African countries were grappling with such 
challenges, according to the FAO (n.d.).

Table 2.2: Origin of Africa’s agricultural imports, five-year average 
(2017–2021) ($bn)

 Europe Asia Americas Intra-Africa Other
Food 27 17 13 10 5
Agricultural commodities  4  3  6  5 1
Agricultural inputs  2  2  0  2 1
Agricultural capital  5  3     1.1  1 1
Total 38 25 20 18 8

Source: Author’s calculations based on CEPII’s BACI database (CEPII 2023; Gaulier and 
Zignago 2010).
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Figure 2.11 illustrates the value of food imports as a percentage of total 
merchandise exports for Africa as a whole and its five regions. This metric 
serves as a gauge of vulnerability, reflecting the adequacy of foreign exchange 
reserves to cover food imports and its implications for national food security 
based on production and trade patterns.

Africa’s reliance on food imports as a percentage of total merchandise exports 
has steadily risen since 2003, reaching 17 per cent during the 2018–2020 period. 
In comparison, the global average for this indicator was 7 per cent during the 
same period. East Africa emerges as the most vulnerable region, with 29 per cent 
of export earnings allocated to food imports in recent years. North Africa has 
experienced the most pronounced deterioration, increasing from 10 per cent in 
the 2002–2004 period to 26 per cent in 2018–2020. West Africa has also seen a 
notable increase in the value of food imports as a proportion of total exports. 
Cumulatively, these trends underscore the heightened susceptibility of Africa’s 
food security to shocks in terms of trade.

As depicted in Figure 2.12, numerous African countries face severe food 
import insecurity, as evidenced by the high proportion of food imports rel-
ative to total merchandise exports. This vulnerability is particularly acute in 

Figure 2.11: Value (in percentage) of food imports in total merchandise 
exports (three-year average)

Source: Calculated on the basis of FAO (2023).
Notes: The indicator is calculated in three-year averages, from 2000–2002 to 2018–2020, 
to reduce the impact of possible errors in estimated trade flows. The aggregates are 
computed by weighted mean, using total merchandise trade as weighting variable. value 
of food (excluding fish).
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countries across the Horn of Africa (Somalia, Ethiopia and Sudan), North 
Africa (Egypt) and several smaller nations in West, East and Central Africa 
(including Sierra Leone, Liberia, Benin, Gambia, Cabo Verde, Sao Tome and 
Principe, Niger, Senegal, Comoros, Guinea-Bissau, Burundi and Central Afri-
can Republic). In these countries, more than 40 per cent of their export earn-
ings are allocated to financing food imports. Cereals emerge as the critical 
crop for food security across most of these nations.

Figure 2.13 illustrates Africa’s cereals import dependency ratio over time, 
offering insights into the extent to which countries rely on imported cereals com-
pared to their domestic production. This ratio is calculated as (cereals imports 
− cereals exports)/(cereals production + cereals imports − cereals exports) * 100. 
The indicator’s values are capped at 100, indicating complete dependence on 
imports when exceeded.

These metrics underscore the significant challenges many African countries 
face in ensuring food security, with a heavy reliance on imported cereals in 
nations already struggling with high proportions of export earnings allocated 
to food imports.

Around 30 per cent of the available food supply of cereals in African coun-
tries is sourced through imports. This is in stark contrast to the world average, 

Figure 2.12: Map showing worldwide distribution of food import 
insecurity as reflected in percentage of food imports in total 
merchandise exports by value, 2018–2020

Source: Calculated on the basis of FAO (2023).
Note: The indicator is capped at >50 to limit the visual impact of outliers.

© Australian Bureau of Statistics , GeoNames, Microsoft, Navinfo, OpenStreetMap, TomTom, Zenrin
Powered by Bing
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which stands at just under zero (−2.8 per cent during 2017–2019, indicating 
that most countries are net exporters of cereals). The dependency on imported 
cereals is most pronounced in North Africa, where 52 per cent of the availa-
ble cereals are imported. This reflects a deterioration of 10 percentage points 
compared to the period from 2003 to 2005. Figure 2.14 puts the cereals import 
dependency of African countries in the context of the world. As a continent, it 
is clear that Africa is the part of the world that struggles most with a depend-
ency on imported cereals, alongside the Arabian Peninsula.

2.3 The impact of climate change on agriculture, food 
security and trade in Africa
We can think of climate change as interacting with trade and impact-
ing food security and agriculture in Africa through two primary channels. 
This simplification helps us to think through the key role of trade, though 
in practice  climate change impacts are multidimensional, intersecting 
with  socio-economic, political and environmental factors such as security,  
migration and labour productivity.

Figure 2.13: Cereals import dependency, across Africa and over time: 
value (in percentage) of imported cereals in total available supply of 
food cereals (three-year average)

Source: Calculated on the basis of FAO (2023).
Note: The indicator is calculated in three-year averages, from 2000–2002 to 2017–2019, 
to reduce the impact of possible errors in estimated production and trade, due to the 
difficulties in properly accounting of stock variations in major food.
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The first is by ‘shifting the mean’ in weather systems. Climate change is 
increasing temperatures and altering precipitation patterns. Rising tempera-
tures can lead to changing growing seasons or alter the suitable geographical 
range for specific crops. In some regions, the temperature increase may more 
frequently exceed the optimal range for certain crops, negatively impacting 
yields. The first stylistic histogram of Figure 2.15 shows the frequency of cold 
and hot weather events under a normal weather distribution function. Climate 
change shifts the mean temperature, which in turn increases the frequency of 
hot weather events. In this way, the ‘mean’ weather system would be considered 
to have shifted, with consequences for yields of both agricultural commodi-
ties and foods. Such changes have already reduced maize and wheat yields in  
sub-Saharan Africa, with yields projected to fall for most staple crops across 
most of Africa, alongside declines in livestock production and marine and fresh-
water fisheries  (Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change (IPCC) 2023).

The second channel of impact from climate change to agriculture con-
cerns ‘shifting the variance’. This is demonstrated in the second stylistic his-
togram in Figure 2.15. A larger variance refers to increases in the occurrence 
of extreme weather events, such as extreme heat stress, floods or droughts. 

Figure 2.14: Global cereals import dependency as reflected in value (in 
percentage) of imported cereals in total available supply of food cereals 
(2017–2019)

Source: Calculated on the basis of Food and Agriculture Organization of the united 
Nations (n.d.).
Notes: The indicator is capped at −100 so as not to distort the visualisation with outlier 
values. Negative values indicate that a country is a net exporter of cereals.
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The increased irregularity of weather patterns, including prolonged droughts 
and intense rainfall events, poses challenges for crop growth, soil fertility and 
water availability. Another way we might think of this is as ‘weather shocks’. 
Climate change is causing increases in drought frequency and duration over 
large parts of Southern Africa, flooding in North Africa, and heat waves across  
the continent (Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change (IPCC) 2023).

Each channel of impact affects both the optimum choice of crop and the 
frequency of adverse supply shocks and, in turn, food security challenges. 
Trade interacts with these changes in two key ways: by allowing a safety valve 
for food availability and stability in the presence of adverse supply shocks and 
by allowing trade to evolve to reflect changing optimum growing parameters.

Gradual changes in climate will see a change in the agricultural comparative 
advantage of different countries. For instance, rising temperatures may cause 
certain crops to be less efficiently produced in one country but more effi-
ciently produced in another, thereby changing the comparative advantage of  
each country with respect to one another. Driving these changes is the impact 
that climate change has on agricultural productivity. Maize and wheat yields 
have already decreased an average of 5.8 per cent and 2.3 per cent, respec-
tively, between 1974 and 2008, in sub-Saharan Africa owing to climate change 
(Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change (IPCC) 2023). Trade can become 
an important tool for food security in these instances by allowing consumers 
to adapt more readily to changing market conditions by tapping world mar-
kets while allowing producers to grow what reflects their changing compara-
tive advantage (Baldos and Hertel 2015).

Trade can be used to mitigate the impact of production shocks, including 
those affecting critical food security crops. This is because adverse supply 
shocks in certain places can be met by supply surpluses in other, unaffected 
places, through trade. Staple food crops tend to have greater price volatility 
the more remote and detached from global markets they are (Burgess et al. 

Figure 2.15: Stylistic weather histogram

Source: Author’s elaboration.

a) Weather volatility: shifting the mean b) Weather volatility: shifting the variance



<RH>       PB

AFRICA’S TRADE, FOOD SECuRITy AND CLIMATE RISkS 29

2011, p.26; Moctar et al. 2015). Markets that are better connected and more 
open can help mitigate the severity of supply shocks for agricultural products, 
including those that are climate-induced. However, availability is only part of 
any solution, with food security requiring other aspects of purchasing power 
to ensure meaningful access.

Beyond trade in actual agricultural produce, trade in agricultural interme-
diates and inputs, as well as agricultural services and knowledge, can play an 
important role in agricultural adaptation to climate change. Improving access 
can help farmers utilise new seed varieties, agricultural machinery, fertilisers 
and agricultural extension services to address changing climate challenges. 
African farmers pay considerably more for fertilisers than farmers in coun-
tries like Pakistan, Argentina and Brazil do (Keyser 2012). As well as reducing 
formal tariff barriers, alleviating non-tariff barriers would be important here. 
Ways to do this include regional harmonisation, or mutual recognition, of 
standards and seeds certification, improving competition between logistics 
suppliers, aiding the mobility of agricultural specialists, and reducing opaque 
and unpredictable trade policies. Policy measures that could be taken to dis-
cipline non-tariff barriers are discussed in Chapter 7.

Conclusions
The agricultural sector reflects broader challenges within Africa’s trade 
dynamics, characterised by a pattern of exchanging raw, unprocessed exports 
for imports of final consumption goods. This scenario is fuelled by the pri-
macy of primary commodities and the persistence of conflict and fragility on 
the continent.

This trade dynamic primarily benefits value addition and material process-
ing industries outside Africa rather than domestically. The trend is starkly 
evident in Africa’s exports of primary commodities such as fuels and metals 
in exchange for manufactured goods. Similarly, Africa’s agricultural sector 
follows a parallel trade pattern: while final consumer goods, particularly food 
items, are imported, exports predominantly consist of intermediate goods 
such as cocoa beans, cotton, raw cashew nuts and fertilisers – essential inputs 
for production and agricultural processing elsewhere in the world.

This trade structure, akin to Africa’s exports of petroleum oils and metals, 
does not promote local value addition, job creation or economic growth. Many 
Africans remain trapped in unproductive or informal employment, missing 
out on opportunities for higher earnings that could arise from processing 
Africa’s agricultural and food commodities within the continent. Moreover, 
several of Africa’s primary agricultural and food commodities are expected 
to see declining prices relative to manufactured goods (Harvey et al. 2010).

The current structure of Africa’s agricultural trade puts the continent at 
risk to emerging and continuing threats. Too many African countries are 
dependent on imports of staple foods for sustenance. Many spend a large 
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share of their export earnings on these imports. Supply or adverse terms 
of trade shocks could prove perilous for these countries. These challenges 
are amplified by the pressures of climate change. Frank questions and bold 
answers are needed to policies in both trade and agriculture. In order to 
understand the terrain of Africa’s agricultural trade, the chapters of this 
book now turn to these policy consequences.
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Annex: categorisation of agricultural trade

Category SITC codes (unless otherwise specified)
Manufactures 5 – Chemicals and related products, except 56 (crude fertilizers)

6 – Manufactured goods classified chiefly by material, except 68 
(nonferrous metals) and 667 (pearls, precious and semi-precious 
stones, worked or unworked)
7 – Machinery and transport equipment
8 – Miscellaneous manufactured articles

Primary com-
modities

3 – Mineral fuels, lubricants and related materials
667 – Pearls, Precious And Semi-Prec. Stones
68 – Non-Ferrous Metals
971 – Gold, Non-Monetary

Agricultural 
raw materials

07 – Tobacco, cocoa, tea, coffee and spices
2 – Crude Materials, except 22 (Oil seeds and oleaginous fruits), 
27 (fertilizers), and 28 (Metalliferous Ores And Metal Scrap)

(Continued)
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Category SITC codes (unless otherwise specified)
Basic food 0 – Food and live animals, except 07 (tobacco, cocoa, tea, coffee 

and spices)
1 – Beverages and tobacco
22 – Oil seeds and oleaginous fruits
4 – Animal and vegetable fats

Agricultural 
inputs

SITC codes
271/272 – Crude fertilisers
56 – Fertilisers
Harmonised System (HS) codes
380810 – Insecticides
380820 – Fungicides
380830 – Herbicides
380890 – Rodenticides

Agricultural 
capital goods

HS codes
401161 – Tractor tyres
401192 – Tractor tyres
820140 – Hand tools for agriculture, horticulture or forestry
820190 – Hand tools for agriculture, horticulture or forestry 
(n.e.s.)
820840 – Knives and blades used for agriculture, horticulture or 
forestry
841931 – Dryers for agricultural products
842121 – Centrifuges for filtering or purifying liquids
842481 – Liquid spraying equipment for agricultural or horticul-
tural use
842890 – Loaders (e.g. for agricultural tractors)
8432 – Agricultural machinery for soil preparation, seeders or 
cultivation
8433 – Harvesting or threshing machinery
8434 – Milking machines and dairy machinery
8435 – Presses, crushers and similar machinery used in the man-
ufacture of wine, cider, fruit juices or similar beverages
8436 – Other agricultural, horticultural, forestry, machinery used 
for preparing animal feeding stuffs and poultry incubators
8437 – Machinery for cleaning, sorting or grading seed, grain or 
dried leguminous vegetables
8438 – Machinery for the industrial preparation or manufacture 
of food or drink
847920 – Machinery for the extraction or preparation of fats and 
oils
8701 – Agricultural tractors
871620 – Trailers and semi-trailers for loading agricultural 
produce
940600 – Greenhouses

Source: Author’s calculations.

Annex: (Continued)



3. What Africa eats – the basic foods
Olawale Ogunkola and Vinaye Dey Ancharaz

This chapter examines food production and consumption in Africa in relation 
to the eight basic foods that we identify as essential for food security on the 
continent. Two are tubers (cassava and yams), three are cereals (maize, rice 
and wheat) and three are animal proteins (meat, poultry and fish). Following 
a comparative overview that situates Africa in relation to world food produc-
tion, the core sections of the chapter examine temporal and spatial patterns 
in the production and consumption of the selected basic foods, drawing upon 
data (FAOSTAT) from the Food and Agriculture Organization of the United 
Nations (FAO). The chapter concludes with a discussion of ways in which 
climate change interacts with the basic foods and emerging adaptation and 
mitigation measures building upon the model of trade, food security and cli-
mate change identified in Chapter 2.

3.1 Africa in world food production and consumption
Africa, with 17  per  cent of the world population, contributes about 8  per   
cent of global food production. In the 30 years between 1991 and 2021, the 
value of global food production increased at an average annual growth rate 
of 2.4 per cent, from $1.02 to $4.2 trillion. However, the world annual popu-
lation growth rate was 0.80 per cent in 2022. Over the same period, Africa’s 
food production grew at 2.1 per cent, below the continent’s population growth 
rate of 2.4 per cent. This is not because Africa specialises in industries other 
than agriculture, since more of its economy is centred around agriculture than 
in the rest of the world (in 2022, agriculture, forestry and fishing accounted 
for 15 per cent of the continent’s gross domestic product (GDP), compared 
to only 4  per  cent for the world as a whole). It is because productivity in  
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agriculture (and the economy as a whole) is much lower than in the rest of the 
world (authors’ analysis of World Bank Open Data n.d.).1

Figures 3.1 and 3.2 present these trends in global and Africa food  
production in value and index, respectively. Figure 3.1 shows world 
food production (left hand axis) quadrupling from $1  trillion in 1991 to 
$4.2 trillion in 2021 in current prices. The value of Africa’s food production 

Figure 3.1: Food production value (US$ billion, current prices), Africa and 
the world, 1991–2021

Source: Authors based on data from FAOSTAT.

Figure 3.2: Gross Food Production Value Index, Africa and the world, 
1991–2021 (1991 = 100)

Source: Authors based on data from FAOSTAT.
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(right axis of Figure 3.1) also increased from US$92.3  billion in 1991 to 
US$281.2 billion in 2021 in current prices, but below the global trend in the  
three decades.

Figure 3.2 presents global and Africa food production indexes, with the 
1991 level set at 100. The indexes trended together until 2008, when the world 
food production index was 278.13 and the corresponding figure for Africa 
was 268.19. However, since 2008, a gap has emerged between the two and  
this was maintained even during the 2020–2021 Covid-19 shock. Although 
drawn from different data sets, these trends against the demographic back-
ground are consistent with headline data on food security that were intro-
duced in Chapter 1.

Africa is of course far from being homogeneous. While regional variations 
may hide country differences, some broad contours are discernible from 
regional food production patterns. Figure 3.3 shows the trends in the value of 
Africa’s food production by region. The shares of the different regions in food 
production by value are shown in Figure 3.4. All regions recorded an overall 
increase in the value of food production over the period, with population, 
policy, productivity, conflict, climate and ecological factors accounting for 
some of the fluctuations.

West Africa, the continent’s most populous region, accounting for  
about 40 per cent of production, illustrates very well the variations in pro-
duction consistency due to the factors that have been mentioned. Similar 
fluctuations are also evident in Northern, Eastern, Southern and Central 
Africa’s production.

Figure 3.3: Food production (US$ billion, current prices) by African 
subregion, 1991–2021

Source: Authors based on data from FAOSTAT.
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3.2 The selected basic foods in relation to global production 
and consumption
A very revealing picture emerges from Figure 3.5. This shows Africa’s global 
average percentage share of production and consumption of basic foods 
between 2010 and 2020. Keeping in mind that Africa’s share of the world pop-
ulation was around 17 per cent during this period, this gives a broad sense of 
per capita distribution. Consumption outstripped production of every prod-
uct except yams. This is consistent with the headline data on food security in 
terms of availability and stability that was noted in Chapter 1 and the food 
trade deficit discussed in Chapter 2.

Before looking more closely at the data on the production and consump-
tion of these basic foods, we should note that several of these products have 
competing uses. An issue of interest is estimation of the food balance sheet2 
of each of the products in the basket of basic foods. Figure 3.6 shows the 
distribution of the main uses: (human) consumption versus feed for livestock 
and ‘other uses’.3 With less than half (45 per cent) of production going into 
consumption, yams are the produce with the lowest use for food. But this 
also suggests that, with yam food sufficiency attained, other uses provide an 
important utilisation channel.

The proportion of these products that went into livestock feed varied from 
6.2 per cent of rice to about a third of maize and a fifth of cassava. In relation 
to ‘other uses’, seed accounted for 24 per cent of yam utilisation. A significant 

Figure 3.4: Regional shares (in percentages) in Africa food production 
value, 1991–2021

Source: Authors based on data from FAOSTAT.
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proportion of cassava production, about 11 per cent, was wasted in produc-
tion and processing.

Finally, Figure 3.7 presents a comparative perspective on domestic produc-
tion and utilisation of the products. Apart from cassava and yams, where pro-
duction and utilisation trended closely, continental utilisation of wheat, rice 

Figure 3.5: Africa’s share (in percentage) of in global food production 
and consumption by weight, 2010–2020

Source: Authors based on data from FAOSTAT.

Figure 3.6: How rice, wheat, cassava, maize and yams were used in 
Africa in 2020, percentage shares

Source: Authors based on data from FAOSTAT.
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and maize outstripped domestic production. Only 23 per cent, 49 per cent and 
86 per cent of continental utilisation of wheat, rice and maize, respectively, 
were supplied through domestic production in 2020. Here again, although 
different data sets are being tapped, the trend is consistent with the food trade 
deficit that was noted in Chapter 2.

3.3 Trends in the production and consumption of basic 
foods in Africa
We now turn to look more closely at production and consumption of each of 
the eight basic foods.

Cassava

Cassava, a perennial shrub, is grown mainly by small-scale farmers for its 
tubers. The leaves are also edible as vegetables. Essentially a subsistence 
food crop, it is rich in carbohydrates, calcium, vitamins B and C and other 
essential minerals. It is a staple food in Central and East Africa, especially 
Democratic Republic of the Congo (DRC), Congo and Tanzania, and parts 
of West Africa.

The entire cassava plant is versatile and a boon for sustainable agriculture. 
Its stems, branches, leaves and tubers can be used as animal feed. This means 

Figure 3.7: Domestic production versus total utilisation, million MT, 
2020

Source: Authors based on data from FAOSTAT.
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that only a fraction of the land needed for cultivation of cereals and oil seed 
crops for animal feed is used in cassava production (Balagopalan 2001).

Industrial derivatives of cassava include starch that can be used as indus-
trial inputs for food, medicine, cosmetics, textiles, paper, confectionery, bev-
erages, feed, biodegradable materials, adhesives and glues, chemicals, fuel 
ethanol (Goodway n.d.) and so on. Cassava flour, which unlike wheat flour 
is gluten-free, is seen as a healthy alternative for making bread and other pas-
tries. Cassava flour can be used as a substitute for wheat flour or mixed with 
wheat flour to reduce the gluten content of the final product. Nigeria’s cassava 
flour policy (based on a 2002 presidential initiative) requires bread to contain 
at least 10 per cent cassava flour as a measure to reduce wheat imports and 
generate other economic benefits including employment along cassava value 
chains. A survey in Eastern Nigeria revealed that up to 97 per cent of bakeries 
in 2017 were using cassava flour in baking (Onyekuru et al. 2019).

Africa dominates cassava production and consumption. According to 
FAOSTAT, the top seven cassava growers in the world are Nigeria (60 million  
metric tonnes (MT)), DRC (41 million MT), Thailand (29 million MT), Ghana 
(22 million MT), Brazil (18.2 million MT) and Viet Nam (10.5 million MT). 
West, Central and Eastern Africa are the main producers, with West Africa pro-
ducing about half of Africa’s production. As would be expected, these regions 
also account for most of Africa’s consumption. Figure 3.8 shows a consistent 
rising trend in cassava production that outstrips consumption.

As shown in Figure 3.9, all the African producing regions are net cassava 
producers.

Figure 3.8: Cassava: Africa’s production and consumption, million MT, 
2010–2020

Source: Authors based on data from FAOSTAT.
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Figure 3.10 provides insight into productivity challenges even for an 
endemic product like cassava. As can be seen, Africa’s cassava yield is compa-
rable with the global average, as the two trended together. But Africa’s yield is 
consistently below the global average yield, suggesting room for productivity 
improvement. Efforts to increase cassava productivity would require inputs 
and practices such as improved cassava stem cuttings, adequate spacing of 

Figure 3.9: Cassava production net consumption in selected subregions 
of Africa, million MT, 2010–2020

Source: Authors based on data from FAOSTAT.

Figure 3.10: Estimated cassava yields in Africa and the world, tonne/ha, 
2010–2020

Source: Authors based on data from FAOSTAT.
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cassava stems during planting, improved soil preparation, application of fer-
tilisers and irrigation. Though the crop is resilient, yields are being adversely 
affected by low or irregular rainfall, warmer temperatures and drier condi-
tions that are among the features of climate change. Research suggests that 
cassava yield can increase sixfold when water supplied irrigation is relatively 
equal to that of the season’s rainfall (Goodway n.d.).

With evidence to suggest that embracing modern farming methods would 
increase yields and adapt cassava production to climate risks, the Ibadan-
based International Institute for Tropical Agriculture (IITA) is at the forefront 
in developing adaptation measures such as high-yielding vitamin A-fortified 
cassava varieties. The institute’s intervention programmes include develop-
ment of disease- and pest-resistant cassava varieties that are drought-resistant,  
early-maturing and high-yielding, with lower cyanide content.

Yams

As with cassava, the continent is important globally in yam production 
and consumption. And, like cassava, yams are both a subsistence crop and 
source of income for smallholder farmers. The tuber is rich in carbohydrates,  
vitamin C and some essential minerals. Nigeria and other West African coun-
tries are where this staple food is mainly grown and consumed. The crop is 
increasingly processed to produce yam flour, which is consumed as semolina. 
Unlike cassava it is not widely used as animal feed but it has industrial appli-
cation as an all-purpose adhesive used in packaging and in the production of 
leather goods such as shoes.

The continent’s yam production is strong, with a generally increasing  
trend to 73.2 million MT in 2020, as shown in Figure 3.11. In 2020, African 
countries accounted for 98 per cent of the world’s 74.8 million MT yam pro-
duction. Nigeria alone reported two-thirds of African production.

In terms of productivity, Africa’s and global estimated yam yields are virtu-
ally the same. However, this is unsurprising given that the continent accounts 
for 98 per cent of global production – Africa’s yam production is the world’s 
yam production. Comparing African yields with those from the 2 per cent 
of production that occurs in other regions, estimated African yields are 
82 per cent of those in Latin America and 57 per cent of those in Oceania, as 
of 2022.4

The IITA, which carries out research on selected tropical agricultural 
products including yams, cassava and maize, has suggested that with appro-
priate inputs, adaptation strategies and modern farming methods farmers 
should be able to achieve 20  ton/ha (Bouchene et al. 2021). This is over 
twice Africa’s (and the world’s) current average yield. Achieving higher 
levels of productivity is an increasingly important priority as expanding 
acreage under cultivation through deforestation and biodiversity loss is  
not sustainable.
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Rice

Rice is an important commodity for food security and a source of dietary 
energy throughout the continent but especially in West Africa. It is the fourth 
most important source of calories in Africa, behind maize, wheat and cassava. 
It is a source of livelihood for more than 35 million smallholder rice farmers. 
A crop that can thrive in diverse ecosystems, it is cultivated in 40 out of 54 
countries in Africa (Seck et al. 2012). Cultivation in Africa occurs in four 
ecosystems: dryland (38 per cent of the cultivated rice area), rainfed wetland 
(33 per cent), deep-water and mangrove swamps (9 per cent) and irrigated 
wetland (20 per cent) (Balasubramanian et al. 2007). However, irrigated rice 
production is known to be a contributor to greenhouse gas (GHG) emissions, 
which is a source of concern as it is estimated that land use and forestry emis-
sions accounted for about 40 per cent of Africa’s total emissions, with half of 
this coming specifically from agricultural activities (AfricaRice 2020).

In contrast to cassava and yam production, Africa’s production of rice is 
relatively small, accounting for only 5 per cent of global production in 2020. 
The main African producers are in West Africa (Nigeria, Mali, Guinea, Côte 
d’Ivoire, Senegal and Sierra Leone), East Africa (Tanzania and Madagascar), 
North Africa (Egypt) and Central Africa (DRC). Each produced more than 
1 million MT in 2020.

Rice consumption in Africa outstrips production, as shown in Figure 3.12. 
Demand for rice is estimated to be growing at more than 6  per  cent a year, 

Figure 3.11: Yam production and consumption in Africa, million MT, 
2010–2020

Source: Authors based on data from FAOSTAT.
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making it the fastest-growing food staple in Africa. Population growth and 
urbanisation are the main factors driving this growth.5 The latter has a double 
impact in terms of its pull factor, which drains farm communities of labour and 
produces a strong consumer preference for rice in urban areas. Rice is one of 
the products that drives Africa’s status as a net food importer (see Chapter 2).

Rice yield in Africa is about half of the global average (4.69  tonnes/ha, 
compared to 2.40 tonnes/ha in Africa, in 2020) (Figure 3.13). But productiv-
ity is higher in Egypt, which generates a yield that is more than three times 
the world average, at 9.4 tonne/ha versus 3 tonne/ha. Natural endowments 
such as favourable climatic condition including high sunlight intensity, lim-
ited presence of pests, insects and disease, and the fertile plains of the Nile 
delta contribute to higher productivity in Egypt. But the success of Egyp-
tian rice is also due to investment in well-designed irrigation systems, new 
short-duration, high-yielding varieties, and the use of modern production 
technologies in rice farming. Egypt’s national Rice Campaign programme 
takes an adaptive approach to the monitoring of production constraints and 
challenges, which are promptly addressed by the various agencies that are 
part of the programme.

In other parts of Africa, variable rainfall in upland ecologies, drought, 
flood, extreme temperatures, soil quality and erosion, pests and underinvest-
ment are among the factors accounting for low productivity. Efforts are being 
made to develop rice varieties such as New Rice for Africa (NERICA), with 
early maturity, improved yield and tolerance to major stresses, by Africa Rice 
Center (AfricaRice).

Figure 3.12: Rice production and consumption in Africa, million MT, 
2010–2020

Source: Authors based on data from FAOSTAT.
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Maize

Maize is an important staple food for some 300 million Africans, especially 
those in Central, Eastern and Southern Africa. It is a low-cost source of starch, 
fibre, protein, vitamins and minerals, such as magnesium, zinc, phosphorus 
and copper (Bathla, Jaidka and Kaur 2020). It accounts for 30−50 per cent of 
low-income household expenditure in Africa. Besides human consumption, 
maize is a major input into the manufacturing of animal feed, especially for 
poultry. On average, maize used in animal feeds is about a third (33.3 per cent) 
of the total utilisation in Africa, as depicted in Figure 3.6. Maize is also used in 
the manufacturing sector. For instance, about 20 per cent of maize produced 
in Nigeria is used in brewing beers, industrial flour, corn flakes and other 
confectioneries (PWC 2021, p.20).

Like rice, Africa’s maize production is a relatively small share of global pro-
duction. Maize is widely grown on the continent but West and Eastern Africa 
account for two-thirds of production. The top five African producers of maize 
are Nigeria, Tanzania, Ethiopia, Egypt and South Africa.6

Africa produces more maize than it consumes, as shown in Figure 3.14. 
However, the continent is a net importer of maize as the excess production 
over human consumption is not sufficient to meet demand for other uses 
of maize including feeds for livestock and industrial processing and manu-
facturing. For instance, in 2020, total utilisation of maize was estimated at 
109.04 million MT, compared to 93.89 million MT of domestic production 
(Figure 3.7), leaving a balance of about 15 million MT sourced from inter-
national markets.

Figure 3.13: Estimated rice yields in Africa and the world, tonne/ha, 
2010–2020

Source: Authors based on data from FAOSTAT.
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However, maize yield in Africa, though increasing over the years, is less 
than half the world average yield (Figure 3.15). Regional differences in maize 
yield on the continent are wide. North Africa performed above the global 
average in the last four decades. In 2021, North Africa’s maize productivity of 
6.6 tons/ha was about 111 per cent of the global average.

Figure 3.14: Maize production and consumption in Africa, million MT, 
2010–2020

Source: Authors based on data from FAOSTAT.

Figure 3.15: Estimated maize yields in Africa and the world, tonne/ha, 
2010–2020

Source: Authors based on data from FAOSTAT.
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There have in recent years been productivity improvements in Southern 
Africa, where there was an average yield of 5.0  tonne/ha in 2020. Variable 
weather conditions are among the factors that account for lower yields else-
where in Africa as rainfed agricultural practices dominate.

Wheat

Wheat is an important source of carbohydrates, protein, fat, minerals (zinc 
and iron, selenium and magnesium) and vitamins (thiamine and vitamin B). 
Unlike maize and rice, wheat grows best in a temperate region between 14 
and 18 degrees Celsius. Wheat production in much warmer areas is feasible 
but requires technological support. At around 3 per cent in 2020, the con-
tinent’s share of global production is small. In 2020, 65 per cent of Africa’s 
wheat was produced in North Africa, with East and Southern Africa account-
ing for 25 per cent and 9 per cent, respectively, in 2020. The top six produc-
ers of wheat in Africa are Egypt, Ethiopia, Algeria, Morocco, South Africa  
and Tunisia.7

Africa consumes more wheat than it produces, as shown in Figure 3.16. 
Africa’s average share of global consumption was 11.2  per  cent for the 
period between 2010 and 2020. In 2020, North Africa accounted for almost 
60  per  cent of Africa’s wheat consumption; East and West Africa each 
accounted for around 15 per cent, with Southern and Central Africa making 
up the rest. This is why North Africa and some parts of East and West Africa 
were at risk from the fallout from Russia’s invasion of Ukraine.

Figure 3.16: Africa’s wheat production and consumption, million MT, 
2010–2020

Source: Authors based on data from FAOSTAT.
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Wheat productivity in Africa trends below the rest of the world, as shown in 
Figure 3.17. Closing the yield gap will be a challenge given that global wheat 
yields fell by 5.5  per  cent during 1980–2010 owing to rising temperatures. 
Pequeno et al. (2021) simulated climate change impacts and adaptation strate-
gies for wheat globally using new crop genetic traits. The model projected that 
climate change would lower global wheat production by a further 1.9 per cent 
by 2050. The simulation suggested that most of the negative impacts are likely 
to affect developing countries in the tropical regions. Africa and South Asia 
are expected to bear the brunt of this impact as wheat yields are projected to 
decline by 15 and 16 per cent, respectively, by 2050.

Meat

Meat is a source of protein, iron, vitamin B12 (as well as other B complex vita-
mins), zinc, selenium and phosphorus. It is obtained from different livestock 
types. Africa’s livestock accounts for one-third of the global livestock population 
and about 40 per cent of agricultural GDP in Africa, ranging from 10 per cent 
to 80 per cent in individual countries (African Union – International Bureau for 
Animal Resources (AU-IBAR) 2016; Balehegn et al. 2021; Malabo Montpellier 
Panel 2020). However, the challenge is Africa’s low output of livestock outputs as 
captured in the low yield. Poultry is the largest source of meat, closely followed 
by bovine meat. Mutton and goat meat are also important. Production of pig 
and other meat is smaller. (Figure 3.18). Meat of all types is the focus of this 
section. The next section focuses on poultry specifically.

Figure 3.17: Estimated wheat yields in Africa and the world, tonne/ha, 
2010–2020

Source: Authors based on data from FAOSTAT.
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Africa’s total meat production was 20.5 million MT in 2020 (Figure 3.19), 
or about 6  per  cent of the 337.8  million  MT global production of meat.  
North and East Africa each accounted for about 27 per cent of Africa’s pro-
duction in 2020. West, Southern and Central Africa accounted for 20, 17 and 
9 per cent, respectively.

Africa consumes more meat than it produces (Figure 3.20). This also 
contributes to the continent’s status as a net food importer, as discussed in 

Figure 3.18: Africa’s meat by livestock, million MT, 2020

Source: Authors based on data from FAOSTAT.

Figure 3.19: Africa’s production and consumption of meat, million MT, 
2010–2020

Source: Authors based on data from FAOSTAT.
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Chapter 2. Africa’s annual average meat consumption is consistently below 
20 kg per capita and hovers around 17 to 18 kg, as shown in Figure 3.21. 
It is less than 50  per  cent of the world average of between 41 and 43  kg. 
But North Africa’s average per capita meat consumption of between 25 and 
28 kg is above the African average, while Southern Africa’s consumption of 

Figure 3.20: Africa’s net consumption of meat, thousand MT, 2010–2020

Source: Authors based on data from FAOSTAT.

Figure 3.21: Meat food supply quantity (kg/capita/yr) by African 
subregion, 2010–2021

Source: Authors based on data from FAOSTAT.
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between 54 and 66 kg is not only above Africa’s average but higher than the 
world’s average.

South Africa is the most productive cattle and pig producer in Africa, with 
yields of 231 kg and 86 kg per animal, respectively. The country also ranked 
high as one of the most productive poultry producers in Africa, with a yield 
of 1.94  kg per bird. This performance is attributed to policy interventions 
especially for the maintenance of good animal health, reduction of incidence 
of diseases outbreaks and support for commercialisation of communal farms 
(Balehegn et al. 2021).

The main factors constraining meat production include (1) the quandary 
between husbanding lower-yielding traditional but more resilient breeds and 
productive exotic breeds; (2) informal markets underpinned by sociocultural 
systems; (3) a variety of endemic animal diseases; (4) underinvestment in 
facilities that support downstream and upstream production activities; (5) 
perennial difficulties in accessing animal feed; and (6) climate change, which 
is reducing the grazing land available (Rich et al. 2022).

Climate change is also driving conflicts over land between nomadic pasto-
ralists and crop farmers. Rising temperatures and weather variabilities reduce 
the availability of feeds, forages and grazing areas, all of which contributes 
to lower yields (Figure 3.22). Efforts aimed at meeting projected increase in 
demand for meat must simultaneously address climate change risk.

Figure 3.22: Yield: beef and buffalo meat, primary, kg/animal

Source: Authors based on data from FAOSTAT.



<RH>       PB

WHAT AFRICA EATS – THE BASIC FOODS 51

African livestock has significant impacts on the environment. It is estimated 
that more than 70  per  cent of agricultural GHG emissions in Africa come 
from livestock dominated by enteric methane (CH4) emission. Methane can 
reduce crop yields by contributing to the formation of ground-level ozone and 
rising temperatures (Shindell et al. 2019). It is also estimated that the emission 
per unit of livestock product in Eastern Africa is four times the global average 
(Rich et al. 2022).

Poultry

Poultry meat, like other meat, is a good source of protein. It is rich in  
vitamins C and B6, iron, calcium, magnesium and cobalamin. It is also a good 
source of essential fatty acids. Chicken eggs have been identified to repre-
sent the lowest-cost animal source for proteins, vitamin A, iron, vitamin B12,  
riboflavin and choline and the second-lowest-cost source for zinc and  
calcium (Réhault-Godbert, Guyot and Nys 2019).

In 2020, Africa provided only 5  per  cent of the world’s poultry pro-
duction. In terms of regional breakdown, Southern Africa accounted for 
48  per  cent – almost half of the continent’s production – North Africa 
accounted for 25  per  cent, West and East Africa each accounted for 
12  per  cent and Central Africa accounted for 2  per  cent. As shown in  
Figures 3.23 and 3.24, Africa is a net consumer of poultry meat. But poultry 
meat per capita consumption, at 6  kg, is far below the global average, at 

Figure 3.23: Poultry meat consumption and production in Africa, million 
MT, 2010–2020

Source: Authors based on data from FAOSTAT.
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15  kg. This is consistent with the headline data on undernourishment in 
Africa that was discussed in the Preface.

Africa’s poultry yield trends below the global average (Figure 3.25). Rising 
temperatures and heat stress have been linked to ‘poultry death losses, loss 
of quality and quantity of eggs and reduced growth in intensive production 
system’ (Tabler, Wells and Moon 2021). Heat stress occasioned by climate 
change affects poultry production directly or indirectly in several ways. The 
direct effect includes a negative impact on chicken growth and productivity 

Figure 3.24: Africa’s poultry meat production net consumption by 
subregion, thousand MT, 2010–2020

Source: Authors based on data from FAOSTAT.

Figure 3.25: Poultry yields in Africa and the world, 100g/bird,  
2010–2020

Source: Authors based on data from FAOSTAT.
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(Liverpool-Tasie, Sanou and Tambo 2019), a reduction in the productive effi-
ciency of hens and hence egg production (Mashaly et al. 2004) and a decrease 
in poultry production at temperatures higher than 30°C (Ensminger, Oldfield 
and Heinemann 1990). The indirect effects work through inputs to poultry 
production such as quality and quantity of feed and water. It reduces feed 
intake, weight gain, carcass weight and protein content (Tankson et al. 2001).

Fish

Fish is a source of high-quality and low-cost proteins. It provides essential 
amino acids, omega-3 fatty acids, minerals, especially iron and zinc, and 
vitamins. The three main fish production systems – marine, freshwater  
and aquaculture – account for 58, 27 and 15 per cent, respectively, of Afri-
ca’s production. Thirty per cent of the continent’s population, approximately 
200 million people, consume fish as the main animal protein source (African 
Natural Resources Centre (ANRC) 2022).8 Africa’s fisheries sector employs 
12.3 million people, with 6.1  million (50  per  cent) employed as fishers, 
5.3  million (42  per  cent) as processors and 0.9  million (8  per  cent) as fish 
farmers. The sector is important as a source of not only nutrients but also 
livelihoods (Obiero et al. 2019).

At 8  per  cent in 2020, Africa’s share of world fish production is relatively 
small. In the regional breakdown, North Africa contributed 32 per cent of the 
continent’s production in 2020. This was closely followed by West Africa at 
30 per cent, with East, Central and Southern Africa accounting for 19, 10 and 
9 per cent, respectively. Figure 3.26 shows that Africa consumes more fish than 
it produces. Consumption in West and Central Africa is mainly responsible for 

Figure 3.26: Africa’s fish consumption and production, million MT, 
2010–2020

Source: Authors based on data from FAOSTAT.
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the deficit. Southern Africa consistently produced a significant surplus, while 
Eastern and North Africa produced marginal surpluses (Figure 3.27).

Challenges facing the fish sector in Africa include underinvestment in the 
management of fish stocks, the marine environment and freshwater habi-
tats, illegal unregulated and unreported fishing by foreign fleets as discussed  
in relation to the World Trade Organization (WTO) Fisheries Agreement in  
Chapter 9, and rising sea temperatures. The latter has a disproportionate effect 
on small-scale fishing communities, which make up a large part of Africa’s 
fisheries. As the sea temperature rises, fish stocks migrate towards colder 
waters. This increases pressure on small-scale fishing communities to scale up 
operations by investing in equipment and vessels that can go out further into 
the sea (African Natural Resources Centre (ANRC) 2022; Lovei 2017).

3.4 Climate risks
As noted in Chapter 2, the story of Africa’s food security, agricultural trade 
and climate impacts is complex and cannot be reduced to a simple narrative. 
But it is also clear that climate change has varying effects on production and 
consumption of basic foods. We conclude this chapter by outlining some of 
these effects.

It is well known that surface temperature in Africa is rising faster than the 
global average. Between 1991 and 2021, Africa warmed at an average 0.3°C 
– that is, 0.1°C faster than in the preceding three decades (IPCC 2022; World 
Meteorological Organization 2023). This trend is set to continue in all IPCC 
scenarios, depending on the effectiveness of mitigation and adaptation meas-
ures across the world.

Figure 3.27: Africa’s fish production net of consumption, million MT, 
2010–2020

Source: Author based on data from FAOSTAT.
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The consequences are clear. The sea level along African coastlines is ris-
ing more rapidly than the global mean rate, leading to coastal flooding and 
increased salinity of groundwater. Water stress is mounting as freshwater 
sources dry up. Extreme weather events have become more frequent, more 
severe and more diverse across the continent, with drought in East Africa, 
floods across much of the continent, storms in South East Africa and wild-
fires in North Africa (Emergency Events Database (EM-DAT), cited in World 
Meteorological Organization 2023).

There are several direct risks to production and consumption. These include 
declining crop yields under heat and water stress (FAO Regional Office for 
Africa 2009); shortened crop growing seasons;9 shrinking acreage of arable 
land (Prowse and Braunholtz-Speight 2007; Owusu et al. 2021); higher inci-
dence of crop pests (FAO Regional Office for Africa 2009), such as the desert 
locust invasion in East Africa in 2019 (Stone 2020); inundation of cropland 
and erosion (Müller et al. 2011); and flood-induced damage to agriculture-re-
lated infrastructure (IPCC 2014). The indirect effects are equally impactful. 
They include reduced labour productivity of farm workers, whether due to 
harsh climatic conditions10 or to illness as vector-borne diseases proliferate 
(Fouque 2020) and disincentive effects leading some farmers to abandon their 
farms altogether (though, equally, food scarcity due to declining yields could 
increase food prices and result in farmers earning more).

The International Food Policy Research Institute (IFPRI) has modelled the 
effects of climate risks on food systems (IFPRI 2017). The study uses the Inter-
national Model for Policy Analysis of Agricultural Commodities and Trade 
(IMPACT),11 along with standard assumptions about changes in population, 
income and climate, to make a set of baseline projections on food production, 
consumption and trade, and the prevalence of hunger. Selected findings are 
summarised in Table 3.1. Overall, food production in Africa is forecast to be 
8.6 per cent lower under a representative climate change scenario (relative to 
the counterfactual of no climate change).12 North Africa and Central Africa 

Table 3.1: Impact of climate change on food production by 2050 (as % of 
projected production level without climate change)

Africa
West 

Africa
Central 
Africa

East 
Africa

Southern 
Africa

North 
Africa

Aggregate food −8.6 −7.2 −11.2 −8.8 −3.2 −13.6
Cereals −7.9 −10.0 −5.6 0.0 9.5 −19.4
Fruits and  
vegetables

−13.1 −10.2 −18.5 −11.6 −19.0 −15.4

Oilseeds −6.8 −6.4 −12.5 0.0 −50.0 −14.3
Pulses −6.7 −12.5 0.0 11.1 0.0 0.0
Roots and tubers −7.3 −5.4 −10.0 −15.0 0.0 11.1

Source: Authors’ calculations based on IFPRI (2017).
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would be most severely affected, with aggregate food production declining by 
13.6 per cent and 11.2 per cent, respectively. At the other end, the Southern 
Africa region is projected to be less affected, with agricultural output expected 
to decline by just 3.2 per cent by 2050.

These findings are consistent with a study by Dasgupta and Robinson (2022) 
of 83 countries across four regions, Africa, Americas, Asia and Europe. The 
study finds that climate change has been responsible for reversing some of  
the improvements in food security that would otherwise have been realised, 
with the highest impact in Africa.

Across crops, fruits and vegetables are the most vulnerable to rising tem-
peratures. The output of fruits and vegetables is projected to fall by over 
13 per cent. Cereals are estimated to decline by 7.9 per cent.

Wheat, as discussed in this chapter, is especially sensitive to warming. 
As noted above, at current warming trends, by 2050, wheat yields in Africa 
are expected to fall by 15 per cent from levels over the period 1980 to 2010 
(Pequeno et al. 2021).

Country-level studies show similar dramatic effects on crop yield or output. 
Empirical studies for Angola, Lesotho and Mozambique (Hunter et al. 2020), 
Cameroon (Molua 2008) and South Africa (Calzadilla et al. 2014) illustrate the 
adverse effects of climate change on agricultural yield and food security, although 
the outcomes vary across climate change scenarios, sectors and countries.

As noted above, meat and poultry are also at risk. In a global study, Thorn-
ton et al. (2021) project that livestock species in many parts of the tropics 
and some temperate zones would come under extreme heat stress by 2100, 
challenging the viability of outdoor livestock production systems. Anecdotal 
evidence of farmers switching to more drought-tolerant livestock species or 
breeds in Southern Africa confirms that climate change is already impacting 
livestock in the region (Dzama 2016).

Climate change is also connected to increasing pests. The 2019–2020 locust 
infestations in Ethiopia, Kenya and Somalia, which affected 1.25 million hec-
tares of land, could be a warning of what is to come. It was also noted in 
this chapter that rising sea levels, temperatures and acidity are altering ocean, 
coastal and inland waterbodies ecosystems and displacing fish stocks. A World 
Bank study estimates that West and Central African countries such as Côte 
d’Ivoire, Liberia, DRC, Gabon and Sao Tome and Principe could see their 
maximum catch potential decrease by 30 per cent or more by 2050 (World 
Bank 2019). In East Africa, ocean warming has already destroyed parts of the 
coral reef (Lovei 2017).

Adaptation and mitigation

Emerging adaptation and mitigation efforts were illustrated in our discussion 
of the basic foods. Promising innovations are being developed to support 
adaptation and resilience-building in food systems while increasing agri-
cultural productivity. These strategies could be classified into three groups: 
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autonomous adaptation, adoption of climate-smart technologies and trans-
formational changes, and behavioural changes, including through trade poli-
cies and shifts in diet (Nhamo et al. 2019).

Autonomous adaptation involves incremental approaches based on 
 learning-by-doing at the level of individual farmers or agricultural traders 
(Vermeulen et al. 2018), such as altering inputs (seed varieties, fertilisers) 
to improve resilience to heat or drought; changing the timing or location of 
cropping activities; using water more effectively and managing soil mois-
ture; and adopting better pest, disease or weed management practices (IPCC 
2007). However, incremental adaptation may be insufficient to address rapid 
or unexpected climate-induced shifts in agricultural production. These 
changes call for climate-smart technologies like altering the resource (land, 
labour, capital, technology) mix or the outputs and outcomes (the types and 
amounts of agricultural production) (Vermeulen et al. 2018). Trade can also 
help countries adapt to extreme weather events that destroy crops and reduce 
food supply. As a short-term palliative, food imports can make up for the 
shortfall of production or any nutrient gap (FAO 2018).

A review of nationally determined contributions (NDCs) submitted by Afri-
can countries to the UN Framework Convention on Climate Change reveals 
a spectrum of adaptation and mitigation measures that are related to agricul-
ture.13 Most of the adaptation measures are in the domain of autonomous adap-
tation and relate to four common themes: the implementation of early-warning 
systems (e.g. Angola, Namibia, Zambia, Zimbabwe); water management (e.g. 
Botswana, Eswatini, Madagascar); crop management including diversification 
and adoption of drought-resistant varieties (e.g. Angola, Burkina Faso, Mada-
gascar, Sao Tome and Principe, Zambia, Zimbabwe); and infrastructure devel-
opment, which is included in almost every NDC. In relation to mitigation, the 
renewable energy sector is strongly prioritised in the NDCs.

However, these transitions are expensive, which is why finance has been such 
an important part of global climate discussions. It is estimated that US$2.8   
trillion will be needed from 2020 to 2030 to implement NDCs in Africa, as dis-
cussed in Chapter 4 in the context of resources required to support agricultural 
development. Mitigation accounts for two-thirds of reported climate finance 
needs for the period 2020–2030, distributed across the following four sectors: 
transport (58 per cent), energy (24 per cent), industry (7 per cent) and agricul-
ture, forestry, and other land use (AFOLU, 9 per cent). Adaptation represents 
24 per cent of total climate finance, even though, for Africa, adaptation, rather 
than mitigation, remains the dominant priority. This is why the African climate 
negotiators placed strong emphasis on adaptation finance at the 2023 Confer-
ence of the Parties (COP 28). African governments have committed to con-
tributing 10 per cent of the total cost of climate action. This means that US$2.5  
trillion (or an average of US$250 billion annually) needs to be mobilised exter-
nally. In 2020, Africa’s climate finance flows, both domestic and international, 
came to only US$30 billion, or about 12 per cent of estimated requirements. 
These issues are discussed in greater detail in Chapter 4.
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Summary
This chapter has reviewed the main trends in the production and consump-
tion of eight basic foods, detailing how production of these foods in Africa 
have generally underperformed in relation to global output despite nominal 
growth in production. Food production growth rates have trended below 
population growth. Consumption has outstripped production of every prod-
uct except yams. These insights brought into view the underlying dynamics 
not only on Africa’s status as a net food importer but also on the headline 
data on severe food insecurity and undernourishment. This analysis also 
highlights the regional variations in production and consumption. Similarly, 
distinctions were made between different uses to which five of the basic foods 
– rice, wheat, cassava, maize and yams – are put.

Cassava and yams are tropical crops that are competitively produced in the 
African regions concerned. Unlike rice, wheat and maize or beef and poultry, 
which benefit from significant subsidies in richer countries with trade-distorting 
effect, the comparative advantage of the African cassava- and  yam-producing 
countries remains dominant. The paradoxical effect of subsidies that disin-
centivise production elsewhere while also making food more widely available  
are further discussed in Chapter 9 on the WTO legal framework.

This analysis has further highlighted the varying effects of climate change on 
production of basic foods and in particular rising temperatures and extreme 
weather variations. African countries have prioritised a variety of adaptation 
and mitigation measures in their NDCs, but financing continues to be con-
tentious. At the same time, agricultural activities contribute to Africa’s total 
emissions. For example, enteric fermentation of ruminant livestock and irri-
gated rice farming practices are significant contributors to methane emissions 
and other GHGs. More broadly, land as a central and important input in the 
agricultural value chain is simultaneously a source and a sink of carbon emis-
sions. For cassava, yams, rice, maize and wheat, the result of research into 
adaptation strategies is being applied, although it is also clear that underinvest-
ment in these food systems is a constraint. In the case of livestock, adaptation 
measures include better grazing land management, improved manure man-
agement, higher-quality feed, use of breeds and genetic improvement. Tech-
nology and infrastructure feature prominently among mitigation measures.

Notes
 1 Nevertheless, movement away from agriculture could explain why food 

production is causing the continent’s population (and economic) growth 
to lag. The share of the African labour force employed in agriculture 
shrank from 2011 to 2019, but food prices and yields have been increas-
ing recently (Roser 2023; Okou, Spray and Unsal 2022). This could 
suggest that food production is lagging economic growth because fewer 
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Africans are engaged in it than before, but it is still maintaining its share 
in GDP because of price rises.

 2 We can think of the food balance sheet in terms of the total quantity of 
foodstuffs produced in a country added to the total quantity imported 
and adjusted to any change in stocks that may have occurred since  
the beginning of the reference period. This gives the supply available 
during that period. On the utilisation side, a distinction could be made 
between the quantities exported, fed to livestock, used for seed, put to 
manufacture for food use and non-food uses, losses during storage and 
transportation, and food supplies available for human consumption.

 3 Other uses include seed for the next cycle of production, non-food 
(industrial) uses, processed food, and losses during storage, transporta-
tion and processing.

 4 In Asia, the picture is mixed. Africa has higher yields than Bhutan and 
the Philippines, slightly lower yields than Malaysia (Africa’s yield is 95 
per cent of Malaysia’s) and much lower yields than Japan (which has 
almost three times Africa’s yield). However, Japan’s yam production is 
dominated by the Chinese yam, whereas the rest of the world mainly 
grows the White Guinea yam. This difference in which yams are grown 
may, at least in part, explain the difference in yields (Hamaoka et al. 
2022; IITA n.d.).

 5 Urbanisation apparently contributes to rice demand by providing 
better-paid income-earning opportunities, increasing the opportunity 
cost of time spent on food production. Rice is quick and easy to prepare 
relative to staple foods, which is why urbanisation is contributing to 
increased demand for rice (Rutsaert, Demont and Verbeke 2013).  
For more perspective on rice research and development see:  
https://www.africarice.org. 

 6 According to FAOSTAT they produced 15.3, 12, 10, 7.6 and 6.7 million 
MT of maize, respectively, in 2020.

 7 Other producers include Sudan, Kenya, Zambia, Zimbabwe and Libya.
 8 The NEPAD agency Fisheries and Aquaculture Programme presents  

a comprehensive analysis of issues in the sector: (The NEPAD Agency 
Fisheries and Aquaculture Programme 2022).

 9 Ofori, Cobbina and Obiri (2021) estimate that the growing period may 
be reduced by an average of 20 per cent, resulting in a 40 per cent drop in 
cereal yields.

 10 Rohat et al. (2019) project that the number of people exposed to  
‘dangerous heat’ in Africa could increase by a multiple of 20–52, reaching 
86–217 billion person-days per year by the 2090s.

https://www.africarice.org


60 HOW AFRICA EATS WHAT AFRICA EATS – THE BASIC FOODS

 11 The IMPACT model is an interlinked system of climate, water, crop and 
economic models designed to explore the effects of changes in climate 
and other factors on agricultural production, trade and food security 
(International Food Policy Research Institute 2017).

 12 The climate change scenario assumes the IPCC’s representative concen-
tration pathway (RCP) 8.5 and the Hadley Centre Global Environment 
Model version 2-Earth System general circulation model.

 13 The NDCs are available from the NDC registry:  
https://unfccc.int/NDCREG 
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4. Policy, resources, actors and capacities
Vinaye Dey Ancharaz

Agricultural policies are important determinants of food security outcomes. 
Finance, investment, institutions, actors and capacities interact with policies 
in playing a key role in resource allocation along the food value chain, from 
production to consumption, from supply to demand. Such policies are most 
effective when they are evidence-based and adapt to changing realities.

To coordinate agricultural policies across the continent, a common frame-
work for such initiatives has long been an objective of the member states of 
the African Union and its predecessor, the Organisation of African Unity. The 
2003 African Union (AU) Comprehensive Africa Agriculture Development 
Programme (CAADP) compact responded to this collective aspiration. This 
chapter discusses how effective Africa’s agricultural policies are, as well as how 
far countries have implemented the framework set out in CAADP.

4.1 Agricultural policy and implementation
The effort to provide a continental policy framework on agriculture can  
be traced back to the 1980 Lagos Plan of Action, which recognised the 
need for the sector to be prioritised for economic development and pov-
erty reduction. However, this effort fell short of proposing a continental 
strategy for the agricultural sector and was overshadowed by the struc-
tural adjustment programmes of the era (Badiane, Collins and Ulim-
wengu 2020). With the establishment of the African Union in 2001 and the 
reorientation of its development priorities through the New Partnership 
for Africa’s Development (NEPAD), agriculture came back into focus. In 
2003, the CAADP compact was agreed. The AU’s Agenda 2063 revalidated 
CAADP in 2013 as the continent’s strategy for achieving agricultural devel-
opment and food security.
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CAADP has three key emphases:

• Continent-wide coordination of agricultural policies, with support 
from the AU, that should be market-driven and private sector-led.

• Evidence-based agricultural policymaking underpinned by public 
investment in infrastructure, research and extension services.

• Modernisation of the farming practices of smallholder farmers, who 
constitute the bulk of Africa’s agricultural producers.

In pursuit of these objectives, policymakers committed to two key targets 
under CAADP: achieving an average 6 per cent growth in agricultural out-
put per year and allocating 10 per cent of public expenditure at minimum to 
agriculture. Brüntrup (2011) describes CAADP as ‘Africa’s attempt to reverse 
the negative trends in the agriculture sector’. Examples of these negative 
trends include the sector’s sluggish growth and declines in the shares of public 
spending and official development assistance directed towards the sector.

The CAADP compact included national and regional implementation 
arrangements. At the country level, AU member states were required to 
develop national agriculture (and food security) investment programmes 
(NAIPs). The regional economic communities (RECs) were tasked with 
including regional agriculture investment programmes (RAIPs) in their activ-
ities. In 2014, a CAADP review resulted in the adoption of the AU’s Malabo 
Declaration, which added granular commitments to the original CAADP 
objectives. These were enhancing finance in agriculture; ending hunger; halv-
ing poverty; boosting intra-African trade in agricultural goods and services; 
enhancing agriculture’s resilience to climate variability; and active monitoring 
of actions and results through biennial reviews. Specific goals and targets, to 
be achieved by 2025, were set for each commitment.

Regional and international institutions concerned with agricultural 
development aligned their activities to CAADP and Malabo Declaration. 
This included the Alliance for a Green Revolution in Africa (AGRA), which 
was established in 2006 as an inclusive a consortium of stakeholders to 
build agricultural capacities and provide technical assistance. When the 
African Development Bank (AfDB) launched its High 5 priorities in 2016, 
among which was Feed Africa, a strategy for agricultural transformation in 
Africa for the decade 2016–2025, it broadly aligned with the CAADP’s goals  
and Malabo Declaration commitments. International organisations like  
the Food and Agriculture Organization of the United Nations (FAO) and the  
International Fund for Agricultural Development (IFAD) also operate within  
the CAADP framework.

Assessments of CAADP implementation generally suggest that its impact 
has been limited (Signé 2017). While most countries had made varying 
degrees of progress towards the Malabo goals and targets between the first 
biennial review (BR1) in 2017 and the second (BR2) in 2019, only a handful 
were on track to meet the goals by 2025 (Makombe and Kurtz 2020). The third 
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biennial review (BR3) – in 2021 – reached the same finding. At the time of 
writing, the result of the fourth bilateral review was not available.

Table 4.1 shows the countries that are on track on each of the seven com-
mitment areas of the Malabo Declaration according to BR3, indicating 
whether this represents an improvement over BR2. The seven commitments 
are tracked through 24 targets and 47 indicators. Of the 51 reporting member 
states, only one (Rwanda) was on track. This is a regression from the four 
countries that were on track in BR2. While 19 other countries were classified 
as ‘progressive’, the continent as a whole was deemed off target.

Table 4.1: Progress in achieving the Malabo commitments as assessed  
in BR3

Commitment area
Number and countries 
on track

Compared to previous 
level in BR2

Overall 1: Rwanda Major deterioration 
(from 4)

1.  Recommitment to the 
principles and values 
of the CAADP process

3: Rwanda, Tanzania, 
Zimbabwe

Slight improvement 
(from 2)

2.  Enhancing investment 
finance in agriculture

4: Egypt, Eswatini, Sey-
chelles, Zambia

Major improvement 
(from 0)

3.  Ending hunger by 
2025

1: Kenya No change (from 1)

4.  Halving poverty 
through agriculture 
by 2025

2: Ghana, Morocco Major deterioration 
(from 9)

5. �Boosting�intra-African�
trade�in�agricultural�
commodities�and�
services

4: Botswana, Nigeria, 
Senegal, Sierra Leone

Major deterioration  
(from 29)

6.  Enhancing resilience 
to climate variability

15: Burundi, Cabo 
Verde, Cameroon, Egypt, 
Ethiopia, Gambia, Ghana, 
Lesotho, Malawi, Mali, 
Morocco, Namibia, 
Rwanda, Seychelles, 
Zimbabwe

Slight improvement 
(from 11)

7.  Enhancing mutual 
accountability for 
actions and results

11: Mali, Ethiopia, 
Rwanda, Morocco, 
Mauritania, Tanzania, 
Tunisia, Senegal, Ghana, 
Botswana, South Africa

Slight deterioration  
(from 14)

Source: Author’s compilation based on BR3 and BR2.
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Member states scored especially poorly in commitment areas 1 to 5. Several 
countries registered improvements across the three indicators that constitute 
the first commitment. In general, however, the average score remained below 
50 per cent, and the progress achieved was not robust enough to meet the tar-
gets set for the 2021 BR. On the second goal, of enhancing investment finance 
in agriculture, only four countries were on track. While this is an improve-
ment over BR2, where no country was on track, progress on this critical goal 
is very slow. BR3 confirms that most African countries have fallen short of  
the CAADP goal of achieving 10 per cent. And the picture appears only to 
have got worse – according to estimates from FAO, the agriculture budget’s 
share in Africa’s total public expenditure was even lower for 2019–2021 than 
for 2014–2018 (author’s cross check with ‘SDG Indicators’ n.d.). The target for  
agricultural growth of 6  per  cent per annum has also remained elusive  
(Badiane, Collins and Ulimwengu 2020).

The third goal, the Malabo commitment on ending hunger by 2025, is par-
ticularly ambitious in comparison to the UN’s Sustainable Development Goal 
(SDG) 2, on achieving zero hunger globally. The latter allows for a longer 
time frame of 15 years up to 2030 for ending hunger, compared to just 10 
years in the Malabo Declaration. Only one country (Kenya) appears to be on 
track. The commitment of halving poverty through agricultural development 
by 2025 may be judged to be equally ambitious. Only two countries reported 
to be on track, down from nine countries in the BR2 cycle. Conversely, signif-
icant progress was noted on the target of achieving at least 6 per cent growth 
in agricultural value added per year, with 21 countries meeting the target, 
compared to only three in 2019. This achievement, however, was eclipsed by 
a major lapse on another indicator, namely the proportion of rural women 
empowered in agriculture (target 20 per cent by 2025, for which only 10 out of 
51 member states that reported on this target were on track in 2020, up from 
eight in 2018).1 For the target on creating jobs for 30 per cent of youth in in 
agricultural value chains by 2025, difficulty collecting data on the indicator 
meant that only 34 countries reported on the target, of which 17 were on 
track by 2020 (compared to 13 in 2019 and 14 in 2018). Eleven countries had 
already achieved the target for 2025 by 2020.

The Malabo goal of boosting intra-African trade in agricultural goods and 
services is also closely related to the question of regional food security dis-
cussed in earlier chapters. In this area, too, there is need for greater progress 
since only four countries, and none of the regions, were reportedly on track 
as of 2021. Efforts at improving the conditions for trade are not yet translating 
into higher volumes of formal regional food trade. While 18 countries were 
on track to create an enabling environment for intra-African trade, only one 
country (Nigeria) achieved the target of tripling intra-African trade in agricul-
tural products. The role the African Continental Free Trade Area (AfCFTA) 
could play in intra-African food trade is discussed in Chapters 5 and 6. The 
analysis presented suggest that trade liberalisation under the AfCFTA will 
have only limited impact in boosting intra-African trade. A much stronger 
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impact will be generated by tackling non-tariff barriers through customs, 
trade facilitation and related border reforms.

The results of BR3 are broadly in line with other empirical assessments of 
CAADP that are available. For example, an assessment of CAADP implemen-
tation against the UN Food System Summit carried out an assessment that 
focused on five action tracks, namely (1) access to safe and nutritious food; 
(2) shifting to sustainable consumption patterns; (3) boosting nature-positive 
production; (4) advancing equitable livelihoods; and (5) building resilience to 
vulnerabilities, shocks and stress. These action tracks were triangulated with 
the BR3 performance indicators (Kapuya et al. 2022). The assessment revealed 
that fewer countries were on track in 2021 than had been in 2019, although the  
Covid-19 pandemic may have had an impact (Kapuya et al. 2022).

Another study, based on computable general equilibrium modelling, found 
that the six countries considered – Côte d’Ivoire, Ethiopia, Malawi, Mozam-
bique, Niger and Rwanda – would make only limited progress on the Malabo 
commitments by 2035. While implementing NAIPs would help, this would 
not allow all of these countries to meet all CAADP targets. Even Rwanda, the 
only country found to be on track in BR3, would miss some CAADP targets 
along with its poverty reduction and equity objectives even if it implemented 
its NAIP (Diallo and Wouterse 2023). Other assessments reach similar con-
clusions (Brüntrup 2011; OECD and FAO 2022).

This record engenders scepticism about whether CAADP can live up to its 
goal of transforming African agriculture. According to Action Aid (2013), to 
be more effective in supporting agricultural development, African countries 
could consider programmes targeted to the needs of female and smallholder 
farmers, as well as exploring the potential of sustainable agriculture, which 
can carry greater benefits for food security (Adenle, Wedig and Azadi 2019).

However, CAADP has still been useful as a policy initiative. It has provided 
a comprehensive approach to agricultural development under the auspices 
of the AU and is mainstreamed into planning at the national and REC levels. 
The compact provides a basis for mutual accountability. Some development 
partners including the US are aligning their interventions with CAADP pro-
cesses. The World Bank operates a dedicated CAADP fund and has stepped 
up its awareness and capacity-building support (Benin 2018). These aspects 
are helping CAADP to adapt its implementation experiences and stakeholder 
expectations. It has been observed that CAADP’s foundation on mutual 
accountability and the framework it provides for aligning external support 
are probably why the programme remains a rallying policy tool when some 
other AU initiatives have withered away (Brüntrup 2011).

4.2 Resources
Implementation of the CAADP was initially estimated to require total invest-
ment in the region of US$251 billion, or US$17.9 billion per annum, over the 
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period 2002–2015. More recently, AGRA has estimated that Africa would need 
US$40–77 billion a year in public investment (equivalent to 9–17 per cent of 
fiscal revenues, or 7–13 per cent of public spending, in Africa as of 2019) and 
as much as US$180 billion in private investment between 2022 and 2030 to 
boost agricultural transformation and attain SDGs like ending hunger and 
halving poverty (AGRA 2022; author’s analysis of Economic Commission for 
Africa, African Development Bank Group and African Union Commission 
2021). Reaching these levels of investment calls for ramped-up efforts by gov-
ernments to mobilise investment and to meet or exceed the CAADP target 
of 10 per cent of public expenditure allocated to agriculture. It also calls for 
simultaneous actions on a number of fronts including incentives for the pri-
vate sector to invest in agriculture and agribusiness, including by reducing 
risk and subsidising investment, which are allowed under WTO rules on the 
‘development box’ under the Agreement on Agriculture as discussed in Chap-
ter 9; attracting larger flows of foreign direct investment (FDI) in agriculture; 
and the utilisation of innovative instruments such as risk-sharing, guaran-
tees, quasi-guarantee products like warehouse receipts that enable access to 
finance, public–private partnership schemes, supply-chain financing, leas-
ing facilities and financial technology (fintech). Resources that are provided 
through new approaches to financing sustainability in the context of climate 
change can also be tapped.

Public expenditure

CAADP’s 10 per cent public expenditure is an aggregate requirement. It does 
not distinguish between recurrent spending (such as the cost of providing 
seeds and fertilisers, research and extension, and training and information), 
capital spending (such as infrastructure, machinery and equipment) and 
expenditure on adaptation and mitigation measures related to agriculture in 
nationally determined contributions (NDCs). In practice, the distinction may 
not matter. For instance, fertilisers may also be considered a capital expend-
iture, or investment, since they help restore soil quality and, thus, support 
enhanced yields in the future (Mengoub 2018). However, it is useful to note 
that investment tends to have longer-term impacts on productivity. For exam-
ple, investments in rural infrastructure (roads, transport and storage systems, 
input supply networks, etc.) are known to support agricultural competitive-
ness and generate growth.

Figure 4.1 provides an overview of the average share of public expenditure 
allocated to agriculture during 2017–2021. However, it should be noted that 
the data does not make a distinction between operational or capital expendi-
ture. Some data is also missing for some years for some countries.

On the whole, the share of public expenditure allocated to agriculture 
has remained consistently low. Malawi is the only country where the share 
is above 10 per cent. In Benin, Togo, Central African Republic, Zambia and 
Guinea-Bissau, the share has averaged above 5 per cent in recent years.
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Figure 4.1: Share (in percentage) of public expenditure allocated to 
agriculture, averages for 2017–2021

Source: Author’s calculations based on FAOSTAT data.
Note: Data for 2020 or 2021 is not available for several countries. In these cases, the 
average is calculated on data for 2017–2020 or 2016–2019, respectively.
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The reasons for the low level of public investment in African agriculture are 
complex and go beyond the perennial resource constraint and poor policies. 
Political economy considerations would suggest that the geographically scat-
tered smallholder farmers – the main beneficiaries of agricultural spending 
– generally lack influence on agricultural policy (Beintema and Stads 2017). 
Public goods such as technology adoption, market research and rural infra-
structure are generally underfunded. Agricultural research, in particular, 
tends to be neglected despite its high returns on investment in the long run.

Yet, from a political economy perspective, governments also intervene to 
facilitate food imports to meet food security objectives, as we saw in Chapter 2  
and will discuss further in Chapter 8.

Private investment

Reliable data on domestic private investment in agriculture is not available; 
however, to the extent that the private sector (comprising farms and enterprises 
at various levels of scale) dominates agricultural investment in many coun-
tries, gross fixed capital formation in agriculture (as a share of value added) 
could serve as a rough approximation for investment by the private sector in 
agriculture. In Africa, this share has fluctuated between 10 and 12 per cent for 
much of the past two decades and averaged 10.8 per cent during 2017–2021 
(Figure 4.2). The share is low and does not reflect Africa’s comparative advan-
tage in agriculture. There is also substantial variation across Africa, with a 
higher (20 per cent) share in Southern Africa and a lower (6.7 per cent) share 
in East Africa. Worryingly, since reaching a peak at 12.1 per cent in 2013, the 
trend has been downward, with the decline worsening sharply since 2019.

At the national level, less than one-third of African countries have agricul-
ture investment shares in value added above 10 per cent, and only 12  countries 
have a share higher than the African average (Figure 4.3).  Southern African 
countries like Namibia, South Africa, Eswatini, Zambia, Zimbabwe and 
Mauritius are leaders at the continental level. Some North African countries 
(including Morocco, Tunisia and Algeria) also feature among the top inves-
tors, as do West African countries like Nigeria, Côte d’Ivoire, Cameroon and, 
to a lesser degree, Senegal and Ghana. Conversely, Eastern African countries 
rank much lower. Countries like Kenya (5.7 per cent), Ethiopia (6.2 per cent) 
and Madagascar (5 per cent) boast significant agricultural potential but attract 
low levels of investment in agriculture.

There are typically two sources of financing available to smallholders – per-
sonal savings and commercial loans – both of which are limited. Like micro, 
small and medium-sized enterprises, African smallholder farms face major 
barriers to formal credit (Mengoub 2018). Lacking education, knowledge and 
information, smallholder farmers are typically unable to prepare a viable busi-
ness plan as a basis for obtaining a bank loan. This makes it difficult for banks 
to evaluate and price risk appropriately. This adverse combination of factors 
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along with relatively high levels of inflation generate interest rates as high as 
47 per cent, which was the five-year average across Africa for 2017–2021.

Commercial or middle-scale farmers should, in theory, enjoy better access 
to finance. However, there is a dearth of evidence that mid-scale farmers have 
better access to finance than smaller farmers even if they are better organ-
ised and more educated and try to maximise profits and grow their business 
(rather than just providing a livelihood for themselves and their families).

The share of bank credit going to agriculture varies widely across countries, 
with a few countries, notably Malawi, Sudan and Zambia, posting shares aver-
aging 15 per cent or more during 2017–2021. However, at the level of Africa, 
this share has hovered around 4 per cent, which is a strong indication that very 
little bank credit flows to the agriculture sector – even in countries that are  
known to have a strong agricultural vocation (Figure 4.4).

The excessive caution of banks and other financial institutions in provid-
ing credit has provided an opening for microfinance institutions (MFIs) and 
development finance institutions (DFIs) as credit facilitators. The microfi-
nance movement is gaining ground across Africa. Although agriculture may 
represent a small share of MFIs’ portfolios, they nevertheless serve a key role 
in easing farmers’ access to credit. This supports productivity improvement 
through the acquisition of better-quality seeds, fertilisers and machinery. A 
two-year randomised controlled trial in Chipata, Zambia, suggests that farm-
ing households that had access to microcredit produced on average 8 per cent 

Figure 4.2: Share (in percentage) of agricultural investment in value 
added, 2001–2021

Source: Author’s calculations using FAOSTAT data.



76 HOW AFRICA EATS POLICy, RESOuRCES, ACTORS AND CAPACITIES

Figure 4.3: Share (in percentage) of agricultural investment in 
agricultural value added, averages for 2017–2021

Source: Author’s calculations based on FAOSTAT data.
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more than those in villages without such access (Stewart 2020). MFIs have 
also had a transformative impact on women in agriculture, empowering 
them with financial resources and training, and breaking gender barriers. In 
Uganda, Kenya and Tanzania, for example, the Women’s Microfinance Ini-
tiative has helped aspiring women entrepreneurs in the food supply chain 
to build an income-generating business to improve household living stand-
ards. The initiative has resulted in a fivefold increase in clients’ incomes in 
some cases within a relatively short period of time (World Bank 2018). How-
ever, other studies have found more ambiguous effects of microfinance pro-
grammes in Africa’s agricultural sector (Economic Commission for Africa 
2019, pp.29–32; van Rooyen, Stewart and de Wet 2012). And some MFIs 
have sparked controversy for charging excessive interest rates or demanding 
collateral that borrowers are incapable of providing. Banerjee et al. (2015) 
argue that microfinance borrowers are likely to be subsistence or ‘reluctant’ 
entrepreneurs rather than ‘gung-ho’ or transformational ones, which limits 
the impact of microcredit on entrepreneurship and poverty alleviation.

Moreover, instead of channelling scarce development finance towards 
micro-enterprises that are not always very productive, governments may wish 
to focus on supporting high-potential businesses that have a good chance of 
raising living standards on a much broader scale. These can capture export 
market share, reduce the cost of food for domestic consumers and pay decent 
wages based on high worker productivity (Economic Commission for Africa 
2017; Economic Commission for Africa 2019, pp.29–32).

Figure 4.4: Share (in percentage) of agriculture in total bank credit  
in Africa

Source: Author’s calculations using FAOSTAT data.
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With a mandate to de-risk investments, DFIs are playing a critical role 
in deepening financial services for Africa’s farming community, especially 
smallholder farmers. Some DFIs have attracted significant amounts of donor 
funding while others have departed from their mandate and taken an increas-
ingly commercial route as funding from public sources thinned out. However, 
DFIs face challenges of their own, which significantly limit the support they 
could provide to smallholders. Most of them are urban-based and thereby 
removed from their agricultural constituents. While frequent field visits  
by liaison officers can resolve this problem, DFIs do not invest sufficiently in 
this cadre of personnel, or in specialised investment professionals, who can 
help develop a pipeline of bankable projects. There is scope for DFIs to adopt 
more innovative financial products that are tailored to the unique needs of 
smallholder farmers, and leverage partnerships with donors and community- 
based organisations working closely with farmers (Savoy 2022).

There is emerging evidence of financial flows into African agriculture from 
a variety of nontraditional sources. These include venture capital and private 
equity funds, innovative instruments such as value chain financing, green 
bonds, insurance and credit guarantee schemes, blended finance, impact 
investment funds, and fintech solutions such as crowdfunding, peer-to-peer 
lending, and mobile payment applications. A recent report reveals that ven-
ture capital investment flows doubled in 2021, albeit from a low base in 2020 
(AgFunder 2022). Although, in absolute terms, the amount represented less 
than 1 per cent of global venture capital spending on agriculture, it is never-
theless encouraging since investment of this type was negligible just a decade 
ago and there are signs that it is growing (Grow Further 2022). Private equity 
investment in agriculture is also gaining prominence across the continent, 
with the rise of equity funds, such as the African Agricultural Capital Fund, 
and private equity firms like Phatisa and Sahel Capital. These firms have 
demonstrated success in supporting agribusiness enterprises, emphasising 
sustainable and impactful investments (Phatisa 2021).

Innovative financing instruments play a crucial role in addressing the 
diverse needs of the agricultural sector. Value-chain financing, for instance, 
involves providing financial services to actors along the agricultural supply 
chains such as farmers, processors, and distributors (SME Finance Forum 
2017). Value chain financing can take into account existing relationships in 
the value chain to reduce the perceived risk of the investment (Cuevas and 
Pagura 2016, p.50). A good example is the Partnership for Inclusive Agri-
cultural Transformation in Africa, which utilises value chain financing to 
enhance financial inclusion in the farming sector.

Green bonds have emerged as sustainable financing options for African 
agriculture, aligning with the sector’s growing emphasis on environmen-
tal responsibility and climate-smart practices. Impact investment funds are 
blended finance initiatives that combine public and private funds to achieve 
a financial return along with targeted social or environmental impacts. They 
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focus on projects that contribute to sustainable development, poverty allevi-
ation, and environmental conservation. The FAO (2018) notes that agricul-
tural investment funds have flourished around the world, including in Africa, 
aided by investors’ searching for impact opportunities. Several case studies 
have documented the developmental impacts of these funds, which are ‘fast 
becoming the vehicle of choice for governments and donors looking to invest 
in African agriculture and encourage private sector investors to do the same’ 
(Castell 2019).

Finally, fintech can potentially revolutionise agrifinance by introducing 
digital solutions to traditional challenges. M-Pesa (a mobile money service 
in seven African countries), for instance, has provided smallholder farmers 
with a convenient and secure means of paying and receiving cash in regions 
where access to banking services is limited. However, while numerous stud-
ies have documented the positive impacts of M-Pesa, including on poverty 
and rural women’s empowerment, empirical evidence of the use of mobile 
financial services for agricultural activities has been scant. A rare, recent study 
based on nationally representative data from Kenya reveals that, while more 
than 80 per cent of Kenyan farmers use mobile money, less than 15 per cent 
of them use it for agriculture-related payments. Moreover, mobile loans for 
agricultural investment are used by less than 1 per cent of farmers (Parlasca, 
Johnen and Qaim 2022). This suggests that the use of mobile financial ser-
vices in agriculture is lower than commonly perceived and a transformative 
impact on smallholder farming is yet to emerge. Similarly, innovative financ-
ing models, such as crowdfunding and peer-to-peer lending platforms, have 
opened new possibilities for agricultural start-ups in Africa, but their poten-
tial remains to be harnessed.

Foreign direct investment (FDI)

Data on FDI in Africa’s agriculture sector is patchy. It nevertheless shows that 
agricultural FDI as a share of total FDI inflows is as low as 0.025 per cent for 
Nigeria to 3.9 per cent for Tanzania.2 At the continent-wide level, in 2022, less 
than 2 per cent of FDI to new subsidiaries (‘greenfield’ investments) in Africa, 
and around 3 per cent of incoming international project finance flows into the 
continent, went to agri-food systems (United Nations Conference on Trade 
and Development 2023). It seems that the appeal of the extractive sector in 
some countries has proved a bane for agriculture. Elsewhere, fiscal incentives 
to attract FDI into manufacturing or services have had the effect of crowd-
ing out the agriculture sector. In Mauritius, for example, incentive schemes 
to attract FDI into property development since 2004 have been overly suc-
cessful such that the country receives hardly any FDI in the productive sec-
tors. According to FAO data, only 0.27 per cent of FDI inflows to Mauritius 
between 2017 and 2020 went to agriculture, forestry and fishing.
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According to UNCTAD Stat, aggregate FDI inflows to Africa in 2021 
represented a mere 5.2  per  cent of global FDI flows. At the regional level, 
East Africa received the lowest share of aggregate FDI inflows to Africa  
(an average 15  per  cent during 2017–2021). While FDI was fairly evenly 
distributed among the other four regions of Africa, there is strong evidence  
of concentration in South Africa, which accounts for 96  per  cent of FDI 
inflows to Southern Africa. In Central Africa, Congo, Democratic Republic 
of the Congo and Gabon received 77 per cent of the region’s FDI inflows. At 
the continental level, five countries (South Africa, Egypt, Congo, Ethiopia and 
Ghana) accounted for 56 per cent of all FDI flows during 2017–2021. With the 
exception of Ethiopia, a common feature of these top FDI destinations is that 
they are all major commodity-producing countries, with FDI targeted at the 
minerals sector rather than at agriculture and food production. This suggests 
that much of African FDI is resource-seeking, with the extractive sector as the 
magnet (Gerlach and Liu 2010). However, as of 2022, the majority of ‘green-
field’ FDI and international project finance deals directed to Africa went to 
the continent’s energy sector (i.e. producing energy for use on the continent, 
not extracting fossil fuels form the ground) (United Nations Conference on 
Trade and Development 2023).

There is a dearth of empirical evidence on the impact of FDI on agriculture 
and food security. A review of case studies paints a mixed picture, with the  
impacts varying significantly across countries, depending on the terms of  
the investment, the type of business model and the institutional framework 
in place in the host country. A case study of eight countries – Egypt, Ghana, 
Madagascar, Mali, Morocco, Senegal, Sudan and Uganda – provides some 
 evidence that FDI in agriculture generated benefits such as employment 
 creation, higher productivity, improved access to finance and markets for 
smallholders, and technology transfer. However, these impacts varied across 
countries and across locations within a given country (Gerlach and Liu 2010). 
For instance, job creation was correlated with the capital intensity of invest-
ment projects, but FDI in Mali substituted local labour for foreign (Chinese) 
workers, while farmers displaced by land acquisitions in Madagascar were 
unable to find other employment.

Husmann and Kubik (2019) finds that agricultural FDI flows to Africa tend 
to be positively correlated with the size of the domestic market, the contracted 
plot size, and the quality of infrastructure and institutions, and have posi-
tive impacts on farm and labour income and on technical innovation. There 
is much less evidence on the impact of agricultural FDI on food security.  
A rare study based on panel data from 56 developing countries (not all Afri-
can) found that FDI in agriculture has a mixed effect on food security in the 
host country, but that the impact is more favourable where land governance 
systems are well established (Dogan 2022). The findings suggest that land 
tenure reforms that formalise customary land rights, and mechanisms that 
ensure greater transparency of agricultural investment processes, can enhance 
the impact of FDI on food security.



<RH>       PB

POLICy, RESOuRCES, ACTORS AND CAPACITIES 81

Some investment deals that require land acquisition lacked transparency. 
That is, they were not accompanied by appropriate impact assessments, result-
ing in smallholders being displaced or dispossessed of their land or in other 
adverse impacts on local communities and the rural environment. However, 
there is evidence to suggest that the so-called ‘land grabs’ in Africa have not 
provided the returns that were expected. The continent features the highest 
proportion of ‘failed’ land deals. These are investment contracts or negotia-
tions that were cancelled, partly because of disputes with local communities 
(Feyertag and Bowie 2021). In fact, half of all ‘failed’ transnational agricul-
tural land deals between 2000 and 2020 occurred in sub-Saharan Africa (Lay 
et al. 2021).

Several factors have contributed to the low level of agricultural investment 
in Africa including weak land laws and governance institutions (Maina 2022; 
WEF 2016).

Foreign aid to African agriculture and food security

Official development assistance (ODA) aid disbursement to the agricul-
tural sector in Africa is small and has never surpassed 8 per cent of total aid 
flows to Africa since 2001 (Figure 4.5). After edging steadily up from a low 

Figure 4.5: Aid disbursement to the agriculture sector in Africa as a 
share (in percentage) of total disbursements, 2000–2021

Source: Author’s calculations based on FAOSTAT data.
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of 1.8 per cent in 2006, the share has fallen since 2019 to reach 5.1 per cent 
in 2021. Figure 4.6 shows that, while aid commitments and disbursements 
have generally increased over the years, the gap between the two has  
also widened.

During 2017–2021, disbursements amounted to two-thirds of commitment 
levels, revealing an important gap between what donors promise and what 
they actually deliver. African governments should call for scaled-up and addi-
tional aid to support the agriculture sector.

There are two distinct pathways through which foreign aid (or ODA) is 
channelled to African agriculture and food security. The first pathway provides 
resources for agricultural development and building food security capacities. 
The second pathway is food aid, which is specifically aimed at making food 
available including through cash transfers such as balance of payments sup-
port for financing food imports. This section is on the first pathway, foreign 
aid to African agriculture; the next section is on food aid.

The empirical literature supports the view that development assistance 
to agriculture is beneficial. McArthur and Sachs (2018) use three stylised 
scenarios to show how foreign aid can be targeted to support agricultural 
productivity through optimal input use. They find that ODA can trigger 
an expansion of the agricultural sector and generate permanent productiv-
ity and welfare gains, which could render such aid unnecessary in the long 
run. In the same vein, an econometric study based on 47 African countries 

Figure 4.6: Aid flows to agriculture: Commitment vs. disbursement 
(US$ billion, current prices), 2000–2021

Source: Author’s calculations based on FAOSTAT data.
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finds similar effects of agricultural aid on GDP and productivity. There is 
also some evidence that bilateral aid has bigger productivity effects than 
multilateral aid (Alabi 2014). Some of Africa’s bilateral partners in food and 
agricultural trade have technical cooperation schemes in place alongside 
the mutual trade transactions, as discussed in Chapter 8. Ssozi, Asongu and 
Amavilah (2019) suggest that better host institutions and liberalised mar-
kets are prerequisites for ensuring that the impact of aid on agricultural 
growth and food security is maximised.

At least four distinct aspects of foreign aid to African agriculture can be 
identified. The first is Aid for Trade, an initiative sponsored by the WTO 
and monitored by the Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Devel-
opment (OECD).3 A significant share of Aid for Trade from both bilateral 
and multilateral sources goes to rural infrastructure such as roads, irrigation 
systems and storage facilities. For example, the AfDB’s ‘Feed Africa’ strategy 
has committed to investing US$24 billion in the next decade to agricultural 
infrastructure to boost agricultural productivity, reduce post-harvest losses, 
and support marketing processes.4 Although included in OECD–WTO 
reporting as Aid for Trade, these investments also benefit production for 
local markets.

Second, ODA can support mitigation and adaptation in the agricultural 
sector, enabling farmers to adopt modern best practices. Box 4.1 provides  
a summary of the emerging role of climate finance, which has profound 
implications for agricultural development. Climate-related initiatives through 
specialised bilateral and multilateral sources are increasingly being directed 
to support agricultural development. For example, AGRA is working with 
host governments and local non-governmental organisations (NGOs) to pro-
mote the use of improved seeds, appropriate fertilisers and modern farming 
techniques across the continent. The International Centre for Tropical Agri-
culture collaborates with national agricultural research agencies to develop 
climate-smart solutions such as the implementation of drought-resistant crop 
varieties and soil conservation techniques, enabling farmers to adapt to cli-
mate change. The World Agroforestry Centre is assisting African farmers 
through its Evergreen Agriculture initiative – an approach that combines tree 
planting with agricultural support – to increase crop yields, improve soil fer-
tility and diversify income sources.5

Third, ODA can facilitate access to finance and credit for smallholder 
farmers. For example, the IFAD provides financial support and technical 
assistance to small-scale farmers in Africa, enabling them to improve their 
farming techniques, diversify income sources and, ultimately, achieve food 
security for their households and communities.6

Fourth, foreign aid can empower women in agriculture. Several bilateral 
development partners specifically require that their resources benefit women. 
The UN’s Women’s Entrepreneurship Development Programme is an example 
of an initiative that is aimed at supporting women farmers in Africa through 
training, financial services and access to markets.7
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Box 4.1: Climate finance

It is estimated that uS$2.8 trillion will be needed from 2020 to 2030 
to implement the commitments African countries have made in 
NDCs as part of the implementation of the Paris Agreement. Miti-
gation accounts for two-thirds of reported climate finance needs for 
the period 2020–2030, distributed across the following four sectors: 
transport (58 per cent), energy (24 per cent), industry (7 per cent) and 
agriculture, forestry and other land use (AFOLu, 9 per cent). Adaptation 
represents only 24 per cent of total climate finance, even though for 
Africa adaptation, rather than mitigation, remains the dominant prior-
ity. African governments have committed to contributing 10 per cent of 
the total cost of climate action. This means that uS$2.5 trillion (or an 
average of uS$250 billion annually) needs to be mobilised externally 
from climate funds and donor support. In 2020, Africa’s climate finance 
flows, both domestic and international, totalled uS$30 billion, or about 
12 per cent of the need. The funding gap is significant.

Climate finance remains central to addressing climate change equi-
tably and efficiently, including achieving adaptation goals. Multilat-
eral climate funds, such as the Least Developed Countries (LDC) Fund,  
the Special Climate Change Fund (SCCF), the Adaptation Fund and the  
Green Climate Fund (GCF) are the main global initiatives dedicated 
to combating climate change. Several developed countries have also 
launched climate finance initiatives of their own or are providing cli-
mate finance through bilateral development assistance agencies. 
Examples include the International Climate Fund (united kingdom), 
the Hatoyama Initiative (Japan) and the Global Climate Change Alliance 
(European Commission) (Watson and Schalatek 2020). Complementing 
these channels of climate finance are non-concessional lending by mul-
tilateral development banks; bilateral non-concessional lending (gov-
ernment-to-government loans); and international private finance (e.g. 
equity investments or external loans) (Ahluwalia and Patel 2022, p.317).

At the latest (at the time of writing) Conference of the Parties (COP) 
28 in November 2023, new climate finance commitments were 
made. The second replenishment of the GCF was boosted by new 
pledges, taking total commitments to uS$12.8 billion. New commit-
ments to the LDC Fund and the SCCF amounted to uS$174 million, 
while the Adaptation Fund attracted uS$188 million in pledges. The 
main COP 28 highlight was the agreement on the operationalisation 
of a loss and damage fund that had until then proved elusive. By the 
time of writing, it had received pledges of up to uS$700 million, an 
amount too small when compared to the projected economic costs 
of loss and damage, which should be between uS$290  billion and 
uS$580 billion for developing countries, according to one set of esti-
mates (Markandya and González-Eguino 2019; uNFCCC 2023).

(continued)
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Food aid

Historically, food aid emerged as a response to acute emergencies, such as 
conflicts, natural disasters and famines, with the primary objective of saving 
lives and preventing starvation (WFP 2021a). Over time, food aid efforts have 
evolved to incorporate a developmental dimension aimed at enhancing long-
term food security and fostering sustainable agricultural practices (Barrett 
and Maxwell 2007).

Food aid can be categorised according to its intended objectives and supply 
methods. In relation to objectives, three aspects can be identified. First, pro-
grammatic food aid is provided for balance of payments or budgetary support 
to finance food imports. The second is project food aid, which targets poverty 
alleviation and disaster prevention for specific vulnerable groups or areas. 
And the third is relief aid, provided for distribution to disaster victims. These 
distinctions can be blurred, especially in crises. In relation to supply methods, 
food aid includes direct transfers from donors, exchanges between countries, 
and local purchases for domestic distribution (Organisation for Economic 
Co-operation and Development n.d.).

Given Africa’s vulnerability to food insecurity, the region is a major recip-
ient of food aid, accounting for almost two-thirds (63.3 per cent) of all food 
aid provided to developing countries between 2017 and 2021. After declining 
during the pandemic years, food aid has bounced back, reaching US$1 billion 
in 2022 (Figure 4.7). Eastern Africa attracted 60 per cent of all food aid to 
Africa in recent years, of which a quarter went to Ethiopia alone.

The effect of food aid on food security is mixed. On one hand, food aid plays 
a critical role in mitigating acute food shortages and preventing immediate 
hunger-related fatalities (FAO 2021). For instance, during the 2011 Horn of 

The multilateral climate funds have been criticised for their lack of 
transparency (Transparency International 2022) and limited consul-
tation with the civil society and indigenous communities (kumar 
2015). For example, the GCF does not have a disclosure policy or 
accountability mechanism. The World Bank, which will house the 
Loss and Damage Fund, has also been criticised for failing to account 
for 40 per cent of its reported climate spending (Harvey 2022). Some 
critics have noted that a substantial amount of climate finance flows 
through international institutions and multilateral banks instead of 
being sent directly to the project implementers on the ground. (How-
ever, previous research suggests that there is no clear evidence that 
bilateral aid is better than multilateral aid, or vice versa, and that mul-
tilateral aid earmarked for a specific purpose may achieve the best of 
both worlds (Biscaye, Reynolds and Anderson 2017; Gulrajani 2016).)

(continued)
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Africa drought, food aid helped avert a major humanitarian catastrophe by 
providing essential sustenance to vulnerable populations (Béné, Devereux and 
Sabates-Wheeler 2012). During the 2014 Ebola outbreak in West Africa, food 
aid contributed significantly to the containment of the epidemic by ensuring 
that affected communities received adequate nutrition (FAO 2014). Food aid 
can also provide a safety net and bring about unexpected positive outcomes. 
In Malawi, for example, a school feeding programme to combat malnutri-
tion among children has led to improved school attendance (WFP 2021b). As 
noted in Chapter 1, the WFP was awarded the 2020 Nobel Peace Prize for its 
efforts to combat hunger during the Covid-19 pandemic and more generally 
in conflict-affected areas.

However, the overall effect of food aid on food security is subject to debate. 
Some critics have argued that food aid, if not properly managed, can under-
mine local agricultural production by flooding markets with imported goods, 
which in turn may depress prices and disincentivise local farmers (Barrett and 
Maxwell 2007). This phenomenon is well illustrated by the case of Malawi, 
where the influx of food aid disrupted local markets and discouraged farmers 
from investing in crop production (Jere 2007). In Burkina Faso, the arrival of 
food aid caused a decline in cereal prices, with adverse impacts on producers 
and traders (Béné, Devereux and Sabates-Wheeler 2012). The global implica-
tions of subsidised food production are discussed in Chapter 9 on the WTO 
legal framework and food security.

To move beyond the short-term relief offered by food aid and achieve sus-
tainable food security in Africa, more comprehensive and holistic strategies 

Figure 4.7: Development food assistance to sub-Saharan Africa (SSA)

Source: Author’s calculations based on data from the OECD Creditor Reporting System 
database.
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are needed. Targeted support for both agricultural production and social 
safety nets are strategies that are increasingly being applied (Mogues, Fan and 
Benin 2015). For example, the Purchase for Progress initiative by the WFP 
encourages the procurement of food from local sources, thus boosting agri-
cultural production and the local economy. Moreover, the OECD (2006) esti-
mates that food aid in kind entails efficiency costs in excess of 30 per cent; 
thus, switching to local sourcing of food, where possible, can generate sub-
stantial efficiency gains. Nevertheless, the best approach to procuring food 
aid (local vs. regional vs. long distance) can depend on the context and the 
programme’s objectives (Harou et al. 2013; Lentz, Passarelli and Barrett 2013).

4.3 Actors and capacities
Capacities play a key role in the functioning of food systems that underpin 
food security. It will be recalled that food systems were defined in the Pref-
ace as the sum of actors and interactions along the food value chain – from 
input supply and production of crops, livestock, fish and other agricultural 
commodities to marketing, transportation, processing, wholesaling, retail-
ing, preparation of foods, consumption and disposal (AGRA 2022). Several 
institutions with varying capacities, challenges and opportunities are among 
these actors. These include farmers operating as smallholders or at a larger 
scale, functioning as contract farmers or organised in cooperatives. Actors 
also include market intermediaries, commodity exchanges, marketing boards 
and agribusiness multinationals that mediate markets and trade. This section 
reviews the role of these actors in how Africa eats.

Smallholder farmers

Smallholder farmers, operating on family land plots of less than five hectares, 
provide the foundation for African agriculture and food security. They pro-
duce up to 90 per cent of the continent’s food and therefore play a crucial role 
in how Africa eats (IAASTD 2009). Yet many exist in a perpetual cycle of 
poverty. Over 80 per cent of smallholder farmers produce at the subsistence 
level (Oyewole 2022). Lacking skills and resources, smallholders are often 
unable to take advantage of agribusiness opportunities or fully commercialise 
their output, thereby producing well below their potential (Malhotra and Vos 
2021). Inadequate supporting policies and weak institutions remain overarch-
ing barriers to the transformation of African food systems (Ulimwengu, Nwa-
for and Nhlengethwa 2022). This is one of the main reasons why the ‘green 
revolution’ has largely bypassed Africa.

But this is not to suggest that smallholder farmers are unproductive. There 
is evidence to suggest that small farms can be more productive depending on 
the context and level of technological development (Larson et al. 2014; Fan 
and Rue 2020). Indeed, African smallholders encounter significant challenges 
along the agricultural value chain, at both pre- and post-production stages. 



88 HOW AFRICA EATS POLICy, RESOuRCES, ACTORS AND CAPACITIES

Pre-production, small plot sizes preclude economies of scale and make invest-
ment in equipment and irrigation unviable. Lack of access to credit, limited 
technical knowledge about inputs and poor information about input prices 
are major limitations farmers face in purchasing and using appropriate inputs 
in the right quantity. Post-production, smallholders often fail to obtain a fair 
value for their produce and remain vulnerable to downstream actors and high 
rent extraction. Other challenges include deficient storage facilities, resulting 
in post-harvest losses averaging 30 per cent of production, according to some 
estimates (Oyewole 2022). Lack of information on markets, weak linkages 
to regional markets and product quality are other difficulties (de Brauw and 
Bulte 2021). These privations generate the conditions for informal markets to 
thrive. These markets are a ubiquitous feature of African food markets includ-
ing for cross-border trade as discussed in Chapter 5.

Medium-scale farmers

Medium-scale farmers are very often agricultural entrepreneurs who engage 
in farming as a business. Their rise has been triggered by the opportunity cre-
ated by a surge in food prices (Muyanga and Jayne 2018) and the emergence 
of a mainly urban-based entrepreneurial class (Jayne et al. 2016). Survey evi-
dence from Zambia and Nigeria suggests that medium-scale farmers have 
plot sizes greater than 10 hectares (Goedde, Ooko-Ombaka and Pais 2019; 
Jayne et al. 2014). As better-informed entrepreneurs, medium-scale farm-
ers have better access to inputs, technology and markets. In Tanzania and 
Zambia, medium-scale farmers account for about 40 per cent of agricultural 
output (Jayne et al. 2016). There is evidence to suggest that the activities of 
medium-scale farmers have a positive impact on the rural economy mainly 
through local sourcing for labour, services and other inputs. But there is also 
evidence, notably from Ghana, that the rise of medium-scale farmers dis-
places smallholders (Hall, Scoones at Tsikata 2017).

Contract farmers

Contract farming describes a situation where farmers sign a contract with a 
purchaser, under which the farmer ‘commits to producing a given product 
in a given manner and the buyer commits to purchasing it’ (ActionAid 2015, 
p.3). Compared to smallholder or medium-scale farming, where the farmer 
takes all the risks associated with the production and marketing, under con-
tract farming these risks are substantially transferred to the buyer (Meemken 
and Bellemare 2019). The farmer may also benefit from technical assistance, 
inputs and credit provided by the buyer (Minot 2015). Contract farming is 
essentially based on the out-grower model.

Contract farming has been hailed as a ‘win–win’ business model (Hall, 
Scoones and Tsikata 2017). It provides a ready market for the farmer’s produce 
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at a guaranteed price while ensuring a means of secure supply to the buyer for 
processing and other downstream activities.

Proponents of contract farming argue that engaging famers at different lev-
els of scale, from smallholders to medium-scale farmers, provides them with 
an environment conducive to productivity improvement, growth and diversi-
fication into high-value commodities. Critics argue that the balance of power 
in out-grower schemes is often harmful to smallholders. Large agribusiness 
companies wield substantial monopsony power that allows them to force lower 
prices onto the farmers than they would receive in more open markets. In some 
cases, smallholders may be excluded from contract farming, leading to their 
marginalisation and causing income inequality in rural areas (Minot 2015).

A study of cassava growers in Ghana showed that contracts that simply 
guarantee a market for smallholders’ output are not sufficient to ensure mutu-
ally beneficial outcomes. Inclusive contracts provide welfare benefits and 
embed targeted technical services (Poku, Birner and Gupta 2018). But this 
finding is at variance with results from a field experiment on contract farming 
in the rice sector in Benin, which show that even the simplest contract has 
important impacts since it eliminates commodity price risk, giving farmers 
comfort and confidence to address other constraints on their own (Arouna, 
Michler and Lokossou 2021).

On the whole, the evidence indicates that contract farming comes with 
challenges on both sides of the contract: high rates of turnover of schemes, 
legal restrictions on direct contact between farmers and their contractors, 
side-selling by smallholders in violation of their contracts, risk of default on 
the part of buyers when market prices fall below the contracted price, diffi-
culty of dealing with geographically dispersed farmers (Minot 2015). How-
ever, if contract farming is tailored to the local context and is inclusive in its 
reach, it can be an important contribution towards enabling smallholders to 
increase, diversify and market their production and for fostering agribusiness 
development in Africa.

Farmer organisations or cooperatives

By joining forces, farmers can exercise leverage in input and output markets. 
While the cooperative movement has strong roots in many African countries 
going back to the colonial era, its history has been chequered. After independ-
ence, some cooperatives became instruments of political patronage, which, along 
with food price controls, undermined their effectiveness. Structural adjustment 
reforms of the 1980s and 1990s ridded cooperatives of failed policies, but reve-
nue loss and falls in membership and viability persisted through the mid-2000s 
(FAO 2010). Recent years have seen a revival of cooperatives alongside the pol-
icy framework provided by the CAADP initiative (Mercier 2020).

Agricultural cooperatives vary in form and functionality. Most are focused 
on production, including the purchase and sharing of agricultural inputs and 
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equipment, or marketing, which has been their traditional role, or both. Sav-
ing and credit cooperatives (SACCOs) are also active in rural communities. 
While these may not conform to the traditional understanding of the role of 
farmers’ cooperatives, they are a vital support to agriculture, providing farm-
ers with much-needed funding, both for investment and to sustain house-
hold consumption during the growing season. SACCOs have witnessed rapid 
growth in many countries and are becoming the largest part of the coopera-
tive sector (Mercier 2020).

The evidence on the impact of cooperatives is mixed. On the one hand, 
some studies suggest that cooperatives boosted farmers’ bargaining power, 
empowering them to attract institutional buyers for their products (World 
Bank 2007). UN organisations such as IFAD and NGOs working in agri-
culture report that cooperatives have helped smallholders reduce costs and 
reach larger markets, improving their incomes and food security. In many 
countries, they are used as a conduit by government and NGOs for farmers’ 
training, knowledge transfer, and research and extension services including 
those directed at women and youth (Sifa 2014; UN Women 2020). Evidence 
from South Africa suggests that NGO-supported cooperatives have fared bet-
ter than those controlled by the government (Sikwela, Fuyane and Mushunje 
2016). In Eastern and Southern Africa, cereal marketing cooperatives are seen 
as more effective at inducing commercialisation than macroeconomic and 
trade policy interventions (Barrett and Mutambatsere 2008).

On the other hand, a study of the impact of marketing cooperatives on 
smallholder commercialisation of cereals in rural Ethiopia found that cooper-
atives secured higher prices but did not achieve any significant increase in the 
share of cereal production. It is suggested that farmers reduced their marketed 
output in response to higher prices (Bernard and Taffesse 2012).

Market intermediaries

Market intermediaries or ‘middlemen’ play an important role in agricultural 
marketing in many parts of Africa. They link farmers to traders and final mar-
kets, providing valuable feedback to farmers in addition to critical facilities 
such as warehousing, insurance and finance. However, intermediaries have 
often been described as opportunistic agents who profit at farmers’ expense 
and drive commodity prices up.

This perception is often the result of the inefficiencies in African agricul-
tural market systems, and may be erroneous (Eleta 2020). Examining the  
view that intermediaries exploit farmers by exercising monopsony power, 
Enete (2009) finds that cassava farmers in a sample of African countries typi-
cally sold more through intermediaries than in their absence. Moreover, cas-
sava prices were found to be more stable in Nigeria, where intermediaries 
competed for farmers’ produce, than in other countries where the ‘middleman’ 
culture was lacking. Abebe, Bijman and Royer (2016) provide corroborating 
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evidence from Ethiopia. Although they find that gross profit for farmers was, 
on average, 225 per cent higher without intermediation, they attribute this 
outcome to better-quality inputs and better contractual arrangements, sug-
gesting that the more well-endowed farmers self-selected into trading directly 
with wholesalers.

The Economist (2022) goes in the same direction, describing intermediaries 
as the ‘invisible links’ in African agriculture and the ‘human infrastructure’  
of African economies. Anecdotal evidence from Ugandan coffee farmers  
suggests that they nurture a relationship of trust with ‘middlemen’, who often 
assume the role of non-existent agricultural banks, providing cash when it  
is needed.

Some critics have called for a ‘better class of middlemen’ or cutting them 
out altogether (Cordaid 2021). Mitchell (2019) argues that ‘middlemen’, as 
part of an ecosystem of ‘inclusive intermediaries’, can play a key role in the 
commercialisation and industrialisation of agriculture. But this needs to take 
the form of multi-stakeholder partnerships, involving government and non-
state actors.

Commodity exchanges

Commodity exchanges are organised markets where future delivery contracts 
for specific agricultural products are bought and sold. They range from sim-
ple auctions, providing a platform for small farmers to sell their produce at 
quasi-market-determined wholesale prices, to more sophisticated  derivatives 
markets, allowing participants to hedge commodity price risk. Commodity 
exchanges act as coordination mechanisms, enhancing information flow, 
reducing transaction costs and smoothing short-term price variability. 
They also enhance liquidity by allowing trade in futures contracts (Rashid,  
Winter-Nelson and Garcia 2010).

Africa was home to the world’s first commodity exchange – in Alexandria, 
Egypt, more than 150 years ago. However, it was not until the post-structural 
adjustment era that a renewed focus on liberalised markets brought them 
back into the limelight, with a first wave of ‘modern’ commodity exchanges 
taking hold in Zambia, Zimbabwe and South Africa in the early 1990s. Ethi-
opia established a commodity exchange in 2008 in what may be described 
as the second wave (Rashid, Winter-Nelson and Garcia 2010). A third wave 
may be underway as new national commodity exchanges are being developed 
in Ghana, Tanzania, Nigeria, Kenya and Malawi alongside subregional (e.g. 
the East Africa Exchange) and continental (the Agricultural Commodity 
Exchange for Africa) initiatives (Songwe 2011). The latter is a proposal for 
a network of commodity exchanges complete with warehouse receipt sys-
tems functioning across major commodity-producing countries in Africa.8 
These exchanges could be merged into a single platform to create a virtual 
 continental network.
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An assessment of commodity exchanges in Ethiopia, Kenya, Malawi, 
Uganda and Zambia reveals that all five have ‘drifted far from the original 
model’ and, except for Ethiopia, have fallen short of their objectives (Robbins 
and Catholic Relief Services 2011). They have neither improved farmer link-
ages to formal markets nor generated new opportunities or trading relation-
ships, nor substantively increased farmers’ incomes. Some of the commodity 
exchanges did not develop beyond a platform for disseminating market infor-
mation; others were not linked to a viable warehouse receipt system. Con-
sequently, they failed to attract a critical mass of business on a regular basis. 
Further evidence from Eastern and Southern Africa suggests that commodity 
exchanges in the region had limited success in attracting financial institutions 
both as an agent for settling payments and, crucially, as a lender to exchange 
participants (Jayne et al. 2014).

Mbeng Mezui et al. (2013) provide a checklist of good practices critical to 
the success of a commodity exchange. It proposes a measured role for the 
government, which must provide the regulatory framework, including for a 
warehouse receipt system, and funding for the exchange as a shareholder, and 
demonstration of its commitment to making it work. There is also scope for 
commodity exchanges to utilise digital technologies and enable transactions 
in commodity futures.

Agricultural marketing boards

Agricultural marketing boards (AMBs) are state-controlled or state-sanctioned  
entities vested with quasi-monopoly power over the purchase or sale of agri-
cultural commodities. Once preponderant across Africa, AMBs have waned 
since the structural adjustment era and rarely active in food markets. (Barrett 
and Mutambatsere 2008). This may be because agricultural marketing boards 
often offered a poor deal for farmers, forcing them to accept lower prices 
than if they sold their produce on the open market (Acemoglu, Johnson and 
Robinson 2005; Williams 1985). Some governments have said that the ‘rents’ 
extracted from farmers are used to fund national development, but this has 
often not happened (Manley, Heller and Davis 2022, p.38).

It is telling that best examples of the current functioning of AMBs come 
from the commodity sector rather than the food sector. Studies of cocoa mar-
keting boards in Ghana and Nigeria suggest that these institutions have had 
a positive impact on cocoa production. In Ghana, the state-run marketing 
board, COCOBOD, controls all aspects of domestic cocoa marketing and has 
a de facto monopoly on cocoa exports. However, COCOBOD has demon-
strated stewardship, leveraged its strengths in quality control and export 
management, and implemented effective policies, including a price stabili-
sation mechanism, that protected farmers’ revenues (Matthew et al. 2004). 
Similar best-practice lessons can be drawn from an analysis of the success 
of the Nigeria Cocoa Marketing Board. The board focused on productivity 
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improvement and sustainability of the Nigerian cocoa industry, intervening 
in some unconventional areas, such as disease control, quality assurance and 
research (Ayinde 2014). The experiences of these AMBs and lessons from the 
past offer useful insights that other marketing boards can follow.

Multinational market intermediaries

A wide range of multinational businesses exert various degrees of influence on 
agricultural development and food security on the continent. Their involve-
ment spans the entire agricultural value chain from provision of inputs, 
machinery, equipment, technology transfer and innovation to investment  
in agricultural infrastructure, agricultural export processing and marketing. 
The activities of multinational corporations (MNCs) present both opportu-
nities and challenges, which require careful balancing through strategic part-
nerships, collaborative solutions, and policy interventions to optimise the 
benefits that these actors can bring to African agriculture.

In agricultural commodity and food production, MNCs are important sup-
pliers of agricultural inputs such as seeds, fertilisers, pesticides and machin-
ery. Seed and biotechnology companies like Syngenta, DuPont and Bayer lead 
research and development investments to develop improved seed varieties 
that are adapted to local conditions. For example, the Water Efficient Maize 
for Africa project, a partnership between Monsanto and the African Agricul-
tural Technology Foundation, has developed drought-tolerant maize varie-
ties that have shown promising results in countries like Kenya and Uganda 
(Oikeh et al. 2014). Other MNCs, such as Nutrien, Yara International and 
BASF, are global suppliers of fertilisers and agrochemicals to African coun-
tries and collaborate with African governments and farmer organisations to 
promote effective fertiliser use across the continent (AFAP 2021). Partner-
ships between MNCs and local agricultural research institutions also yield 
context-specific solutions that cater to Africa’s unique challenges.

MNCs are further active in agricultural mechanisation, with entities like 
John Deere and AGCO providing tractors, combine harvesters and other 
agricultural machinery to African farmers. These technologies can enhance 
farm productivity and reduce the labour-intensity of agricultural activities 
(FAO and UNIDO 2008), making them attractive to the youth.

In agricultural processing, marketing and export, MNCs like Olam Inter-
national have established processing plants across Africa, notably in Ghana 
and Nigeria (Olam 2021). Local processing activities can reduce post-harvest 
losses and carry other benefits for producing countries (Urugo et al. 2024). 
They help to build local capacities to meet sanitary and phytosanitary stand-
ards and norms. In the horticultural sector, Syngenta’s technologies for pest 
and disease management have enabled farmers to produce higher-quality and 
safer products for export, enhancing the reputation and competitiveness of 
African fruits and vegetables in international markets (Arimond et al. 2013).
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However, the involvement of MNCs in African agriculture is not with-
out controversy. One contentious aspect of such involvement has been the 
acquisition by foreign entities of large tracts of land, or ‘land grab’, which has 
raised concerns about land rights, displacement of local communities, and 
environmental sustainability (Chung and Gagné 2021). While Chinese enti-
ties have attracted attention in land deals, entities from other countries have 
been involved too. For example, land leases by a Saudi Arabian company for 
the cultivation of rice in a water-scarce region of Ethiopia mainly for export 
have raised questions about sustainability implications for food security in a 
country where rice is not widely consumed (Vidal 2010).

MNCs’ proprietary control over seeds and biotechnology products can 
limit farmers’ access to critical inputs, perpetuate seed dependency, hinder 
(sometimes more collaborative) traditional farming practices and undermine 
agro-biodiversity (Greenberg 2024, p.175; Kloppenburg 2010; Wynberg 2024, 
p.346). The combination of input market concentration, power imbalances 
in supply chains, and intellectual property rights provides MNCs with strong 
advantages over African farmers. African governments have an important 
role to play in regulating markets, ensuring fair competition and protecting 
the interests of farmers.

Summary
In CAADP, Africa has a policy blueprint for boosting agricultural develop-
ment and trade. CAADP requires governments to allocate at least 10 per cent 
of public expenditure to agriculture and to aim for 6 per cent annual growth in 
the sector. These goals are reiterated periodically, notably in the 2014 Malabo 
Declaration. Reviews, however, suggest that only one country – Rwanda – is 
on track to achieving the CAADP goals. Financial resources remain a major 
constraint. While there are some good examples of the impact of agricultural 
financing, there is scope for scaling up private investment, farmers’ access 
to credit, FDI, foreign aid and climate finance. Development partners pro-
vide relatively little foreign aid to agricultural development in Africa despite 
the clear understanding that this sector is critical for achieving international 
goals on poverty and hunger. Food aid needs to be carefully managed in order 
not to disincentivise local production. It has been noted that capacities vary 
among actors and institutions that mediate production, markets and trade 
such as farmers, ‘middlemen’, cooperatives, commodity exchanges and agri-
cultural marketing boards.

With the bulk of African agriculture still in the hands of small-scale farm-
ers, any measures to boost investment must necessarily focus on small-
holders. However, the rise of contract farming and a class of medium-scale 
farmers are promising developments especially since this class of farmers 
have stronger commercial ambitions than the smallholders. Agricultural 
commercialisation is arguably the most viable pathway for smallholders to 
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increase their output, income and food security, but there are huge chal-
lenges as regards imperfect or missing markets and institutions. Alterna-
tively, some smallholder farmers can seek employment outside agriculture 
(Fan and Rue 2020). Partnerships with MNCs can be beneficial where local 
interests are well safeguarded.

Notes
 1 Being ‘on track’ does not mean that the target has already been achieved. 

Rather, it means that the African Union has assessed that the target 
would be met by its specified timeline if progress from the baseline to the 
target is linear (African Union n.d., p.16).

 2 The data is from FAOSTAT. The data is not available consistently for a 
common period. The averages are computed for the most recent four 
years for which data is available for a given country.

 3 See, for example, the WTO-OECD Aid for Trade at a Glance 2022 report 
(OECD and WTO 2022).

 4 The bank has presented this as Aid for Trade (World Trade Organization 
2023, pp.1–2). 

 5 See World Agroforestry (2024).
 6 See IFAD (n.d.).
 7 See ESCAP (n.d.).
 8 Warehouse receipt systems are ‘[a] process where owners of commodities 

deposit their commodities in a certified warehouse and are issued with 
documents known as Warehouse Receipt as proof of ownership’ (Ware-
house Receipt System(WRS) n.d.).
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5. Intra-African food trade
David Luke, William Davis and Vinaye Dey Ancharaz

This chapter, on the intra-African food trade, builds upon the synopsis 
presented in Chapter 2 that situated Africa’s agriculture and food trade in 
Africa’s overall trade. Intra-African exports are second only to those to the 
European Union (EU) in importance as a market for exports of food and 
agricultural commodities and are dominated by trade in food products, 
while involving less trade in agricultural commodities. In contrast, agricul-
tural commodities comprise a large share of Africa’s agricultural exports to 
countries in Asia, the Americas and elsewhere in the world. Intra-African 
trade also includes a large informal component in which trade in food prod-
ucts is correspondingly dominant.

This chapter further builds on Chapter 3 on production and consumption 
of the basic foods. Eight products that make up the ‘basic foods’ basket were 
identified: cassava, yams, rice, maize, wheat, meat, poultry and fish. While 
trade was not the focus of that chapter, the general underperformance of pro-
duction of most of these foods in relation to global output provided insights 
into the underlying dynamics of Africa’s status as a net food importer. A major 
implication is that intra-African trade, although dominated by trade in food 
products, remains relatively small. This is why, as we saw in Chapter 4, agricul-
tural transformation is the overriding objective of the Comprehensive African 
Agriculture Development Programme (CAADP) and boosting the food com-
ponent of intra-African trade is a specific Malabo Declaration commitment. 
The African Continental Free Trade Area (AfCFTA), which came into force 
in 2019, is an even more ambitious effort to increase trade flows, including 
on food, within the continent. Intra-African food trade and its composition, 
regional patterns and informal trade are the focus of this chapter. The likely 
impact of the AfCFTA is examined in Chapter 6.

Comprising three main sections, the chapter reviews the overall trends in 
intra-African food trade, followed by a focus on food trade at the regional 
level including the trade patterns of the basic foods and concluding with an 
outline of the main features of informal cross-border food trade.
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5.1 Trends in intra-African food trade
The value of intra-African imports of basic foods (and conversely exports) 
have grown over the last 10 years, albeit with fluctuations as shown in  
Figure 5.1. Growth in intra-African imports of basic food tails off after 2015. 
This appears to be only partly explained by trends in the average price per kg 
of basic food (either within individual foods or due to a shift to more expen-
sive foods – see Figure 5.2). A rapid rise in demand for fish up to 2015 (as 
shown in Figure 5.6), which also tails off after 2015, could also explain the 
trend. This could be linked to a boom in prices of commodities that Africa 
exports that lasted from 2004 until 2014, which may have supported higher 
consumption of fish on the continent linked to higher incomes for some per-
sons, with prices bottoming out in 2016 (Cust and Zeufack 2023, p.101; Inter-
national Monetary Fund 1992).

Cereals, vegetables and fruits, and fish and fish preparations are the major 
intra-Africa food imports (see Figure 5.3).1 However, African countries 
import almost twice as many cereals from the rest of the world than they 
do from each other. Figure 5.4 provides a breakdown of intra-Africa cereal 
imports compared to cereal imports from the rest of the world.

Figure 5.1: Intra-African imports of basic foods (US$ billion at 2022 
prices), 2012–2021, and average price per kg of traded food (US$)

Source: Authors’ calculations based on uN Comtrade and GDP deflator (base year varies 
by country) (2023). Owing to fewer countries reporting in 2022 than in 2021, we present 
only data up to 2021. Data on traded volumes is not available for all countries in 2015, 
which is why data on average prices is not available for that year.
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Figure 5.2: Share (in percentage) of basic foodstuffs in total intra-African 
trade in basic foods, by value, 2012–2021

Source: Authors’ calculations based on based on uN Comtrade.
Note: For each basic foodstuff shown in this chart, shares in intra-African basic food 
trade include the contribution of products derived from that basic food. The only excep-
tion is yams.

Figure 5.3: Intra-African and world imports of food products by group (in 
percentage), 2017–2021 averages, by value

Source: Authors’ calculations using data from uNCTADSTAT.
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5.2 Regional food trade
Intra-African trade mainly occurs within the regional economic commu-
nities rather than between them. The AU recognises eight of these regional 
organisations as building blocks of economic integration on the continent. 
Four of the eight (the Common Market for Eastern and Southern African 
(COMESA), the East African Community (EAC), the Economic Community 
of West African States (ECOWAS) and the Southern African Development 
Community (SADC)) have working preferential trade arrangements in the 
form of free trade areas and have active trade development programmes. Of 
these, COMESA, EAC and ECOWAS also have customs unions. The Arab 
Maghreb Union (AMU), the Intergovernmental Authority on Development 
(IGAD) and the Community of Sahel–Saharan States (CEN-SAD) do not 
have their own regional trade agreements, while the Economic Community of 
Central African States (ECCAS) does but it is not fully implemented (United 
Nations Economic Commission for Africa et al. 2019, p.11; Rettig, Kamau 
and Muluvi 2023). Figure 5.5 shows membership of the continent’s regional 
economic communities.

As noted in Chapter 3, CAADP requires the regional economic commu-
nities (RECs) to have regional agriculture investment programmes. To this 
end, the RECs are also included in the mutual accountability framework for 
reporting on progress required by the Malabo Declaration. This recognised 

Figure 5.4: Shares (in percentage) of various cereals in Africa’s overall 
imports of cereals, intra-Africa vs. total imports, 2017–2021 averages

Source: Authors’ calculations using data from uNCTADSTAT.
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the role that the RECs are expected to play in the continental effort to build 
a thriving intra-African food market by designing and implementing pro-
grammes aimed at boosting agricultural production, supporting research and 
catalysing investment into a regional food industry (Pasco 2019).

The development plans of RECs such as ECOWAS, SADC and EAC include 
regional initiatives on sustainable agriculture (MacLeod, Luke and Gue-
pie 2023). RECs such as COMESA and EAC have pioneered simplified trade 
regimes with minimal customs and border checks to enable smallholder farm-
ers to integrate into regional value chains through cross-border trade. In spite of 
this, the African Union’s most recent review under CAADP’s mutual accounta-
bility mechanism found that none of Africa’s subregions was on track to meet its 
commitments under the Malabo Declaration (African Union n.d.).

Table 5.1 presents averages of intra-REC export (and conversely imports) 
shares of all goods and of the basic food products for two periods, 2010–2015 
and 2016–2021. Trade flows in both categories are relatively high in SADC and  
EAC. ECCAS and AMU have the lowest trade flows in all goods but ECCAS 
performs strongly in trade in basic foods. Indeed, all the RECs have higher 
trade flows in basic goods than they do in all goods. It should further be noted 
that the higher trade flows in basic foods were maintained during the Covid-
19 pandemic in most of the RECs. This is in line with the initiatives taken at 
country and regional levels to introduce and harmonise ‘safe trade’ measures 
to facilitate trade and goods transit (MacLeod and Guepie 2023). It is also 
known that ‘groupage’ arrangements emerged during the pandemic, whereby 
traders banded together to transport larger consignments of goods across 
borders (McCartan-Demie and MacLeod 2023).

Table 5.1: Intra-REC export shares of all goods and of basic foods, by 
value, period averages (%)

REC

All goods Basic food
Average 

2010–2015
Average 

2016–2021
Average 

2010–2015
Average 

2016–2021
AMU 3.3 3.3 8.2 5.9
CEN-SAD 6.5 7.4 17.5 14.0
COMESA 8.3 10.3 19.6 20.4
EAC 18.2 18.0 23.4 31.6
ECCAS 2.3 2.5 29.6 30.6
ECOWAS 8.0 9.1 25.5 20.0
IGAD 10.9 19.6 12.9 19.7
SADC 19.1 21.4 38.6 33.3

Source: Authors’ calculations using data from uNCTADSTAT.
Note: Since most African countries are members of more than one REC, the same trade 
flows will be counted in the intra-regional trade of several RECs.
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Cassava

Each of the basic foods tends to be traded within Africa in its own way. The 
vast majority of trade in cassava takes place in Eastern Africa,2 with the sub-
region accounting for 90 per cent of intra-African imports of that crop. This is 
somewhat surprising given that the continent’s largest producers are in West 
and Central Africa, as shown in Chapter 3. This may reflect the fact these 
producers find it easier to export to North America and Europe, given their 
location on the Atlantic Ocean.3 Indeed, in 2022, over 75 per cent of cassava 
exports by value from the continent’s largest producers (Democratic Republic 
of the Congo, Ghana and Nigeria) went to the EU and North America, with 
only 11 per cent being exported to Africa.4

Rwanda alone imported around 80 per cent by value (but 53 per cent by 
volume) of total intra-African trade in cassava, while Tanzania was the largest 
intra-African exporter (with around 90 per cent of the total). Exports from 
the latter to the former accounted for 40 per cent of the total intra-African 
trade in cassava by value in 2022.5

Rwanda uses cassava primarily for food. Although Rwanda consumes far 
less cassava than many other African countries, as of 2021 the continent’s 
main consumers tended to meet their needs through domestic production, 
importing only small amounts (whether from Africa or outside the continent) 

Figure 5.6: Intra-African imports of basic food products (US$ million at 
2022 prices), 2012–2022

Source: Author’s calculations based on united Nations (n.d.).
Notes: Adjustment to constant prices is based on World Bank (2023).
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(author’s analysis of FAOSTAT 2023b). Aside from Eastern Africa, there is 
also significant intra-African trade in cassava in several countries in Cen-
tral, Western and Southern Africa, but very little in Northern Africa (which 
accounts for just 0.2 per cent of intra-African imports).6 This is not surprising 
since cassava hardly features in the North African diet.

Fish

Intra-African trade in fish is more evenly split. Western Africa accounts for 
47 per cent of intra-African fish imports (of which Côte d’Ivoire alone accounts 
for almost three-quarters), with Eastern Africa accounting for 14 per  cent, 
Central Africa for 18 per cent, Southern Africa for 9 per cent and Northern 
Africa for 11 per cent (all figures are by value). Three of the four countries 
that import the most fish from the rest of Africa (Côte d’Ivoire, Algeria and 
South Africa) are coastal but have relatively high per capita incomes. Fish 
trade in these cases may be driven by an ability to afford a higher level of  
fish in the diet. Also, among the countries importing the most fish from the 
rest of Africa (by value) are Zambia (seventh), which is landlocked, and Dem-
ocratic Republic of the Congo (fifth), which is almost landlocked (authors’ 
analysis of UNCTAD 2023a).

Western Africa exports more fish than any other subregion on the conti-
nent (accounting for 54 per cent of exports), and around three-quarters of its 
intra-African fish imports come from within the region (authors’ analysis of 
United Nations n.d. and UNCTAD 2023a). This is followed by Southern Africa 
(25 per cent), Northern Africa (14 per cent), Eastern Africa (5 per cent) and 
Central Africa (2 per cent). By far the largest intra-African exporters of fish 
are Mauritania, Namibia and Senegal, all of which are located on the Atlantic 
Ocean, which suggests strong demand for its fish varieties (UNCTAD 2023a). 
Despite this, most of the fish that Africa imports comes from outside the con-
tinent, and a substantial share of the continent’s exports go to non-African  
countries. For example, Spain was the leading importer of African fish in 
2022, primarily from its neighbour Morocco but also from other African 
countries (Chatham House 2021).

Maize

Intra-African trade in maize is concentrated in Eastern and Southern Africa, 
which account for 60  per  cent and 29  per  cent of intra-African imports, 
respectively. They also account for 49 per cent and 47 per cent of intra-African 
exports of this product, respectively. As these figures imply, the trade occurs 
between countries of Eastern and Southern Africa trading with one another; 
only a small share involves either imports from or exports to the other subre-
gions (authors’ analysis of United Nations n.d.).
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As with cassava, some of the largest producers of maize (Nigeria and Egypt) 
are found in other subregions, even though Eastern and Southern Africa are 
the location of most of the continent’s trade in this product. But, unlike the 
case of cassava, the apparent discrepancy (Egypt and Nigeria are leading pro-
ducers but small players in the intra-African market) is not because these 
countries export their product outside Africa – it is because they use it for their 
domestic markets (authors’ analysis of United Nations n.d. and FAOSTAT 
2023b). Indeed, in 2021, Egypt exported only 2  per  cent of its total maize 
production, while Nigeria exported less than 1 per cent (authors’ analysis of 
FAOSTAT 2023b). Overall, Africa still has a deficit in maize (authors’ analysis 
of FAOSTAT 2023b). As was seen in Chapter 2, most of the major partners for 
African countries’ food imports and exports are outside the continent. West-
ern Africa imports a substantial share of its maize from Latin America, while 
South Africa (which accounts for most of the continent’s exports by itself) 
sends most of its maize exports to Asia and Italy (Chatham House 2021).

Meat and poultry

Intra-African trade in meat and poultry also occurs predominantly within and 
between Eastern and Southern Africa. In 2022, Southern Africa accounted 
for 44  per  cent of intra-African imports and Eastern Africa accounted for 
28  per  cent by value. Southern Africa accounts for around two-thirds of 
intra-African exports of meat and poultry, with South Africa by itself export-
ing around half of the continent’s meat and poultry by value. In neither of 
these two subregions does a single country dominate demand for imports. 
It is unclear whether this is due to higher volumes of meat being traded in 
Southern Africa, or higher values, as information on volumes of intra-African 
trade in meat and poultry is not available (authors’ analysis of United Nations 
n.d.). Moreover, Southern Africa’s exports are not predominantly driven by 
bovine meat or processed meat (which can be more expensive than other 
meats) (authors’ analysis of UNCTAD 2023a).

Eastern Africa actually exports more meat by value than does Southern 
Africa, but around 80  per  cent of its exports by value go to Western Asia, 
which may be explained by its geographical proximity and high demand 
from higher-income countries in that region (authors’ analysis of UNCTAD 
2023a). At the same time, most of Africa’s meat imports are sourced from 
outside the continent (authors’ analysis of Chatham House 2021). Africa has 
a deficit in both meat and poultry products (FAOSTAT 2023b).

Rice

Eastern Africa also dominates intra-African trade in rice. As of 2022, the 
subregion imported 56 per cent of total intra-African rice imports by value. 
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Almost nine-tenths of this rice came from within the subregion (rather from 
the rest of Africa). No single country dominates this share, though Uganda 
accounts for more than a third of the subregion’s intra-African rice imports 
by itself. Central and Western Africa each accounted for 13  per  cent of 
 intra-African rice imports, while Southern Africa accounted for 16 per cent 
and Northern Africa less than 1 per cent. This is not because Eastern Africa 
imports the most rice. Western Africa imports over three times the level that 
Eastern Africa does, but it sources most of this rice from Asia, as do all of 
Africa’s subregions (UNCTAD 2023a). Africa’s exports of rice are overwhelm-
ingly to other African countries, although some of these same countries also 
import rice from outside the continent, suggesting that some re-export but 
also that there could be potential to increase intra-African exports of rice 
at the expense of imports from the rest of the world (authors’ analysis of 
Chatham House 2021).

Wheat

Intra-African imports of wheat are relatively evenly split between  
Southern Africa (31 per cent), Eastern Africa (22 per cent) and Northern and 
Western Africa (21 per cent each). Central Africa accounts for only 5 per cent 
of these imports. In Southern and Western Africa, most of these imports 
come from within the same subregion, but for the continent’s other subre-
gions this is not the case (though for Northern Africa significant trade flows 
may be missing from the UN Comtrade database for 2021 and 2022 as there 
is no data for Libya and Sudan, which are significant intra-African import-
ers of wheat).7 Central Africa’s marginal role in intra-African trade may be 
partly explained by the fact that the region uses the least wheat (and prod-
ucts derived therefrom) than of any of the continent’s other subregions. As of 
2021, that subregion had the lowest domestic food supply of wheat and wheat 
 products per capita basis of any subregion (author’s analysis of FAOSTAT 
2023b). Northern Africa’s modest share in intra-African trade in wheat may 
seem surprising given that it produces more wheat and wheat products than 
any other region in Africa, accounting for 70 per cent of the continent’s pro-
duction in 2021. This could be because much of North Africa’s wheat exports 
are sold outside the region, largely to Western Asia. Overall, most wheat that 
is traded in Africa comes from the rest of the world, even though African 
countries also export wheat outside the continent (Chatham House 2021). 
This suggests that reducing intra-African trade barriers could allow African 
producers to capture more business from the continental market (and costs 
of wheat may fall for producers and consumers if the costs of trading wheat 
within the continent can be brought below those of trading it with the rest 
of the world). Indeed, research published in 2022 suggests that reductions 
in intra-African trade costs have historically driven substantial increases in  
intra-African trade (Olney 2022). In 2022, African Development Bank 
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launched an initiative aimed at boosting the continent’s production of wheat, 
rice and other crops. This included plans to improve transport links between 
African countries, cutting the cost of trading (Ibukun 2022).

Yams

Intra-African imports in yams were dominated in 2022 by Southern Africa 
(accounting for around 73 per cent) and Western Africa (20 per cent).8 West-
ern Africa exports almost 98 per cent of the yams that are traded in the con-
tinent (and also accounts for an estimated 97 per cent of the continent’s yam 
production) (authors’ analysis of FAOSTAT 2023a; United Nations n.d.). This 
reflects the fact that Western Africa has much higher domestic food supply 
of yams per capita than any other subregion (75  kg per year, compared to 
7 kg in central Africa and less than 1 kg in all other subregions) (FAOSTAT 
2023b). Southern Africa accounts for a significant share of intra-African trade 
in yams. But intra-African trade in yams accounted for less than 0.02 per cent 
of the continent’s production by volume in 2022 and reported world trade 
accounted for less than 0.2  per  cent of the continent’s production in 2021 
(authors’ analysis of FAOSTAT 2023a; United Nations n.d.). Yams produced 
in Africa are therefore overwhelmingly consumed within the country of pro-
duction rather than being traded within the continent or internationally. Yam 
imports into Southern Africa may be linked to the crop’s use for traditional 
healing in that subregion (Beinart 2020).

For many of these products, aside from fish, intra-African trade occurs 
between countries of the same subregion, often Eastern and Southern Africa 
and to a lesser extent Western Africa. This may reflect the fact that there are 
functioning regional free trade areas within these subregions. The fact that 
Eastern and Southern Africa dominate trade in most of these products (ahead 
of Western Africa) suggests that these RECs may be more effective in pro-
moting intra-regional trade in these foods. This aligns with research findings 
vis-à-vis general trade (Kassa and Sawadogo 2021).

5.3 Informal cross-border food trade
Informal cross-border trade (ICBT) is ubiquitous in Africa but defining it has 
proved to be elusive. The term ‘informal’ often evokes an allusion to illegal 
activities. In practice, however, informal cross-border traders use both formal 
and informal routes. In the latter case, the intent may not necessarily be to 
evade customs control or border taxes but rather to avoid cumbersome border 
procedures, especially when the value of the consignment is small. High and 
arbitrary charges levied at borders, social marginalisation from formalisation 
efforts and closure of official borders are some reasons why  cross-border trad-
ers use informal routes (Nakayama, 2022; Nkendah, 2020; Wiseman, 2022). 
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As previously noted, some RECs have adopted simplified trade regimes for 
small consignments.

Estimates of the extent of ICBT vary according to the methodology that is 
used but suggest that it accounts for a significant proportion of intra-African 
trade (Bouët, Pace and Glauber 2018; Walkenhorst 2020; Gaarder, Luke and 
Sommer 2021). Gaarder, Luke and Sommer (2021) suggest that the average 
value of ICBT lies between US$10.4 billion and US$24.9 billion, representing 
7–16 per  cent of total intra-African trade or 30–72 per  cent of formal trade 
between neighbouring countries. This is comparable with estimates for SADC 
and for COMESA, where ICBT was assessed to be up to 40 per cent of recorded 
intra-REC trade (Afrika and Ajumbo 2012; Nshimbi and Moyo 2017).

The Famine Early Warning Systems Network (FEWS NET), an initiative 
established by the US Agency for International Development, collects data on 
informal cross-border trade at selected border posts across Eastern, Northern 
and Southern Africa.9 Analysing this data for the eight basic food products 
discussed in this book suggests that informal trade (by volume) could account 
for a significant share of total trade, depending on the product, as shown in 
Table 5.2 below.

In relation to ICBT food composition, the World Bank (Walkenhorst 2020) 
found that for Uganda and Rwanda nine of the top 10 ICBT products are food 
products. Engel and Jouanjean (2013, p.13) found cereals, tubers like cassava 
and yam, fruits and vegetables, and livestock products to be widely traded in 
West Africa.

Table 5.3 shows that, for several food products, small-scale cross-bor-
der trade is the main channel through which these goods are imported and 
exported. These figures may be higher for Uganda and Rwanda than for some 
other countries since both are landlocked, eliminating seaborne trade, which 
is more likely to be formal as it must pass through a port.

With food products accounting for the largest share of ICBT, it remains an 
important source of affordable food for many households, not only in rural 

Table 5.2: Lower-bound estimated shares of informal cross-border trade 
in total trade between 14 countries in Eastern, Northern and Southern 
Africa for selected food products, 2022

Food product
Cassava and 

derivative 
products Fish

Maize and 
derivative 
products

Rice and 
derivative 
products

Wheat and 
derivative 
products Yams

Share of 
informal 
trade 

4% 48% 21% 18% 1% 1%

Source: Authors’ calculations based on Chatham House (2021); FEWS NET Famine Early 
Warning Systems Network (n.d.); united Nations (n.d.).
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areas (Zarrilli and Linoci 2020) but also across African cities (Skinner and 
Watson 2020, p.127).

Summary
The role of intra-African trade in meeting basic food supply varies from 
commodity to commodity. In some cases (fish), it may perform well, play-
ing an indispensable role in transferring food from countries that are sizeable 
exporters, perhaps due to geographical advantages, to others that may not 
be able to meet domestic demand, either due to being landlocked or having 
higher-income economies where higher wages and stronger currencies may 
mean that it is more affordable to import fish from other countries across the 
continent. For commodities like yams and for some of Africa’s largest pro-
ducers of maize, intra-African trade and indeed international trade may be 
of marginal importance, and needs are met through domestic supply. This 
appears to be true even when data on informal trade is considered. While 
African demand for cassava is largely met through domestic production, Afri-
ca’s supply of this crop exceeds its demand, and the balance is exported outside 
the continent (author’s analysis of FAOSTAT 2023b; Silva et al. 2023; Yuan  
et al. 2024). For wheat, maize, meat and poultry, substantial shares of Africa’s 
imports come from outside the continent, while at the same time exports go 
in the other direction, suggesting that a reduction in costs of intra-African  

Table 5.3: Shares of small-scale cross-border trade in total trade,  
food products where the former accounts for at least 50 per cent of  
the latter, 2017

Uganda imports Uganda exports Rwanda imports Rwanda exports
Bananas, 100% Dried fish, 98% Preserved fish, 100% Swine meat, 100%
Wheat flour, 91% Live bovine  

animals, 92%
Coffee, 99% Bovine meat, 100%

Cassava, 89% Bananas, 94% Live poultry, 100%
Vegetable oil, 89% Beer, 86% Dried fish, 97%
Fruit juice, 85% Potatoes, 55% Milk and cream, 94%
Dried legumes, 69% Dried leguminous. 

vegetables, 54%
Prepared fish, 92%

Leguminous  
vegetables, 69%

Cereal flour, 50% Swine meat, 100%

Dried fish, 66% Sugar, 64%
Onion and garlic, 
60%

Cereal flour, 64%

Source: Adapted from Walkenhorst (2020, p.12).
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trade could allow producers to capture greater market share. Even with  
fish, where intra-African trade has an important role, Africa imports more 
from the rest of the world than within the continent, while at the same time 
exporting much of its catch to non-African countries, although it is not 
known how much of what is recorded as African fish exports is via illegal 
fishing (see Chapter 9).

In addition to reducing intra-African trade costs and boosting produc-
tion, a shift towards crops in which Africa has high potential could also help  
the continent to close its food trade deficit. For example, cassava is one of the 
most productive crops in the world (Danino 2023). African countries have 
the opportunity to significantly increase their production of yams, another 
crop in which the continent has (almost) no trade deficit (Owusu Danquah  
et al. 2022; FAOSTAT 2023b). Aquaculture has the potential to reduce Africa’s 
fish imports (Eyayu, Getahun and Keyombe 2023; Ragasa et al. 2022), along 
with better controls over coastal and offshore fishing.

Notes
 1 Based on averages for the period 2017–2021. Data is from UNCTADSTAT.
 2 In this chapter, we use regional and subregional classifications following 

the UN Statistics Division’s classification (UNSTATS n.d.).
 3 Interestingly, the Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Devel-

opment (OECD) estimates that the costs of insurance and freight for 
Ghana, Nigeria and Democratic Republic of the Congo of trading 
cassava and other similar products with the United States and Europe 
are similar to the cost of trading these products within Africa. This may 
suggest that there are other reasons for these producers to prefer the 
European and North American markets. These could be the difficulty in 
using trade preferences within Africa (Author’s analysis based on OECD 
n.d.). On the challenges of using preferences, see UNCTAD (2023b).

 4 Authors’ analysis of United Nations (n.d.). Accessed via World Bank 
World Integrated Trade Solution.

 5 Authors’ analysis of United Nations (n.d.). Accessed via World Bank 
World Integrated Trade Solution.

 6 Authors’ analysis of United Nations (n.d.). Accessed via World Bank 
World Integrated Trade Solution.

 7 While the overall picture of intra-African trade in wheat being domi-
nated by Eastern, Northern, Southern and Western Africa had been the 
case already in 2021, the specific shares changed and Intra-African trade 
in wheat and wheat products declined around one-third from 2021 to 
2022. The fact that fewer countries reported trade data for 2022 accounts 
only for three percentage points of this decline. A decline in Africa’s total 
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wheat production accounts for around 10 percentage points. A possible 
explanation for the remaining decline is that Africa’s wheat exports to the 
rest of the world increased as other countries sought wheat from alterna-
tive sources as Russia’s invasion of Ukraine disrupted supplies from those 
countries, meaning that there was less wheat to trade within the conti-
nent. For example, this appears to have affected Sudan’s wheat exports but 
political instability in that country could also be part of the explanation 
(Authors’ analysis of United Nations n.d.; Chatham House 2021).

 8 In 2021, Central Africa accounted for 7 per cent of intra-African yam 
imports. Data for Cameroon and Gabon, the two countries in Central 
Africa with the highest intra-African yam imports in 2021, was missing 
in 2022, so these calculations add in figures for these two countries based 
on 2021 import levels.

 9 The border posts are in Djibouti, Ethiopia, Kenya, Malawi, Mozambique, 
Rwanda, Somalia, South Africa, South Sudan, Sudan, United Republic of 
Tanzania, Uganda, Zambia and Zimbabwe. 
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6. Expected impact of the African 
Continental Free Trade Area on food 
security
Jamie MacLeod

Intra-African trade is a highly important component of Africa’s agricultural 
trade. Much of this trade comprises goods such as vegetables, fish, vegetable 
oils, fruits and diary (which tend to have greater earning potential than other 
agricultural or food products), as detailed in Chapter 5. Intra-African trade 
in agricultural machinery and fertilisers is also significant while that in staple 
foods, such as millet, sorghum and rice, is relatively limited according to offi-
cial trade flows, though likely higher once small-scale informal trade is taken 
into account. The effort to establish a continent-wide free trade area in the  
form of the African Continental Free Trade Area (AfCFTA) is driven by  
the recognition that a liberalised trade regime across the continent could drive 
further growth in intra-African trade including informal trade formalisation 
as tariffs not already covered by regional trade agreements and non-tariff bar-
riers fall.

This is the background against which this chapter estimates the potential 
impact of the AfCFTA on the agriculture sector by means of a detailed partial 
equilibrium model using recently available tariff schedules for African coun-
tries. The impact is forecast to be relatively small over the short-run timespan 
that is covered by the modelling approach. Intra-African trade in the sector 
as a whole is expected to increase by 5.4 per cent, equivalent to $1,015 million 
annually, in a scenario of full tariff liberalisation under the AfCFTA. These 
results are modest, but consistent across all tests of the model to param-
eter sensitivity analyses, and reflect a scenario in which all trade is liberal-
ised, without recourse to product exclusions (in reality some of this trade 
may be excluded from liberalisation and the impact of the AfCFTA may be  
limited further).
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Why are the results modest? The technical answer is that trade modelling, 
such as that deployed in this chapter, relies on amplifying existing trade and 
there is simply not that much existing formal trade between African coun-
tries. Intra-African suppliers account for just 16 per cent of Africa’s imports 
of agricultural and food products. Most of that existing trade already flows 
through Africa’s pre-existing free trade arrangements of the regional eco-
nomic communities (RECs), so the tariffs faced by that trade are also already 
low, averaging just 2.9 per cent (on an import-weighted basis).

Nevertheless, where the AfCFTA will have most impact, in the immediate 
term, is on trade in relatively higher unit-value products including fish and 
seafood, vegetables, preparations of cereals, vegetable oils, fruits and dairy. 
There are also relatively sizeable opportunities for exports of sugar and coffee. 
In the upstream part of the value chain, there are important opportunities for 
exporters of agricultural machinery and fertilisers.

What these results suggest is that, if the AfCFTA is going to substantially 
boost the agriculture sector and food security in Africa, it needs to go far 
beyond merely reducing tariffs. This aligns with the results of other model-
ling assessments, such as those by the World Bank (2020), the IMF (2019), 
and the ECA (2021). While less detailed or focused on agriculture specifi-
cally, those complementary assessments suggest that much of the impact of 
the AfCFTA will arise only if it can be effectively used as a tool for reducing 
non-tariff barriers and stimulating investment. Such non-tariff barriers are 
found to be higher in the agriculture sector than in other sectors on aver-
age (UNECA et al. 2019). Yet, unlike reducing tariff barriers, these benefits  
of the AfCFTA are not automatic and will require much more work to unpeel 
the layers of non-tariff challenges facing African traders. Chapter 7 identifies 
and discusses pathways for the AfCFTA to discipline non-tariff barriers, one 
aspect of this work.

6.1 Assessing the impact of the African Continental Free 
Trade Area on the agriculture sector
The analysis uses a partial equilibrium modelling approach (a full elaboration 
of the model is included in Appendix A). Partial equilibrium models special-
ise in providing detail on one part or sector of the economy over the short to 
medium term. They can incorporate the latest tariff schedules and trade flows 
and provide detailed analysis, which makes them suitable for assessing prod-
uct-specific impacts within the agriculture sector. This also allows the analysis 
to use the most recently available tariff schedules for African countries and 
recent trade data. It should nevertheless be considered as best reflecting short-
run first-order effects, after which general equilibrium effects are likely to be 
increasingly important.

Examples of partial equilibrium models in the context of the AfCFTA 
include those by Mulugeta (2020) on Ethiopia, Bayale, Ibrahim and 
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Atta-Mensah (2022) on Ghana, Fouda Ekobena et al. (2021) on Central 
Africa, Oyelami (2021) on Nigeria, Seti and Daw (2022) on the South African 
agricultural sector, Lunenborg and Roberts (2021) on the Economic Com-
munity of West African States (ECOWAS) region and Ossadzifo Wonyra and 
Bayale (2022) on Togo. Like those assessments, this one focuses on the short 
run and does not account for broader economy-wide linkages that would tend 
to be more important over a longer time horizon, including linkages between 
factor incomes and expenditures and broader macroeconomic adjustments, 
such as changes to the exchange rate, investment rates, or constraints within 
 endowment markets.

The model simulates the response of imports and other variables to 
changes in the tariff rate. The underlying model assumes imperfect substi-
tution between different import sources (what is known as the Armington 
assumption). Goods imported from different countries, although similar, are 
imperfect substitutes (maize from Kenya is an imperfect substitute for maize 
from Uganda). Within this assumption the representative consumer deter-
mines the level of imports of a good through a two-stage process. First, given  
an import price index, they choose the level of total spending on a ‘compos-
ite import good’ (say, imported maize). The relationship between changes in  
the import price index and the impact on total imports is determined by a 
given ‘demand elasticity’. Then, within this composite good, they allocate 
spending among the different sources of the good, depending on the rela-
tive price of each source (say, choose more rice from Tanzania and less from 
Egypt). The extent of the between-source allocative response to a change in 
the relative price is determined by the ‘substitution elasticity’. A full specifica-
tion of the model is given in Appendix A.

The model is designed to reduce tariffs only on intra-African trade that is 
not covered by pre-existing free trade arrangements, such as those of the RECs. 
In other words, Article 19 of the AfCFTA, Conflict and Inconsistency with 
Regional Arrangements of the Protocol on Trade in Goods, is fully applied, 
meaning that trade under pre-existing intra-African preferential trade agree-
ments will continue to be governed by those pre-existing arrangements.1

6.2 Structure of existing African trade and tariffs
The results of the model are driven primarily by the shape and form of pre-ex-
isting tariffs and trade flows. Table 6.1 shows what these are.2

To understand the eventual results of the model, it is important to appre-
ciate a differentiation between two types of intra-African trade. The first is 
intra-African trade in its entirely. This involves both trade within pre-existing 
regional trade arrangements, such as that between Kenya and Uganda within 
the East African Community (EAC), as well as trade between regional arrange-
ments, such as from Kenya in the EAC to Ghana in ECOWAS. The second is 
the subset of intra-African trade that is not already covered by pre-existing 
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regional trade agreements. This would concern only the latter, that is, to use 
our example, trade between Kenya in the EAC and Ghana in ECOWAS.

If we consider intra-African trade in its entirety, the average imported- 
weighted tariffs on intra-African trade are relatively low, at 1.9 per cent, com-
pared to 9 per cent faced by imports from outside the continent. This is because 
the majority of intra-African trade already flows through pre-existing regional 
trade arrangements. Kenya (currently) trades much more with its East African 
neighbours than with African countries further afield, like Ghana.

If we consider instead only intra-African trade that is not already covered 
by regional trade agreements, tariffs are much higher. The average import-
weighted tariff faced by intra-African exports outside of regional trade 
agreements is considerably higher, at 18 per cent for vegetable products and 
19 per cent for foodstuffs. These tariffs are substantial and it is this trade that 
is scheduled to be liberalised by the AfCFTA and which will drive the results 
of the modelling.

The intra-African tariffs for the Harmonised System (HS) sector headings 
associated with agriculture are among the highest of the different sector head-
ings. Tariffs on intra-African trade of ‘foodstuffs’ are the highest.

Those on vegetable products are fourth highest, behind the textiles and 
apparel and miscellaneous sections. Nevertheless, tariffs are not especially 
high, on an import-weighted basis, for any of this trade.

Table 6.1 also shows existing trade flows. These are important for the results 
of the modelling because what such models do is to effectively scale up (or 
down) existing trade flows, in line with the impact that the model estimates 
that tariff reforms will have on those flows. The more pre-existing trade there 
is, the more there is for the model to scale.

What the model cannot do is predict the creation of wholly new trade flows. 
In the 2017–2019 reference period for the model, total intra-African trade aver-
aged $87 billion a year, while total imports from external suppliers outside the 
continent amounted to $513 billion. This puts intra-African trade as a share of 
total African imports at around 14.5 per cent, consistent with other estimates 
(ECA 2021). Intra-African trade flows in the foodstuffs section amounted to 
$6.8 billion, while those of vegetable products amounted to $5.2 billion. This 
means that the intra-African share of trade in these sections is 25 per cent and 
11 per cent, respectively. To put that into context, intra-African trade is stronger 
than for the average across all trade (which was 14.5 per cent) in foodstuffs, 
and weaker in trade in vegetable products. In the context of the model, this 
means that there is both ample demand that could be met and replaced by 
 intra-African suppliers but also that scaling up production to meet this demand 
could prove more difficult for vegetable products.

Table 6.2 narrows down the focus to the different parts of the agricul-
ture value chain (as introduced in Chapters 2 and 3). As a reminder, foods 
include products like grains, tubers, meats and fish. Agricultural raw mate-
rials include cocoa beans, cotton, coffee, spices, wood and rubber. Agricul-
tural inputs are mostly fertilisers and herbicides. Agricultural capital goods 
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are tractors, agricultural machinery (such as seeders, harvesters and dryers) 
and agricultural tools.

The agriculture sector faces higher tariffs than other HS sections on aver-
age. The average import-weighted tariff on intra-African imports (in their 
entirety, including both those within and outside regional trade agreements) 

Table 6.1: Tariffs and existing trade flows, by HS section, 2017–2019

Simple 
average 
tariffs 

(%)

Average import-
weighted tariffs (%)†

Existing trade 
flows (US$bn)

Intra- 
African* External

Intra- 
African External

Animal and animal 
products 16.7 2.8 13 3.1 13
Vegetable products 14.7 3.1 8 5.2 41
Foodstuffs 25.1 3.8 22 6.8 21
Mineral products 5.4 0.8 2 23.6 71
Chemicals and allied 
industries 5.6 1.8 6 7.7 47
Plastics/rubbers 10.2 2.6 10 2.8 27
Raw hides, skins, 
leather and furs 13.1 1.9 22 0.1 2
Wood and wood 
products 11.1 2.2 10 2.4 16
Textiles and apparel 17.3 3.2 19 2.7 30
Footwear/headgear 20.0 2.9 20 0.5 4
Stone/glass 14.2 1.4 15 7.3 10
Metals 10.4 1.4 11 10.8 42
Machinery/electrical 7.0 2.3 7 6.2 109
Transportation 8.3 2.3 12 6.4 60
Miscellaneous 11.9 3.6 11 1.3 19
TOTAL 11.6 1.9 9 87 513

Source: Author, based on the Centre d’études prospectives et d’informations internation-
ales’s (CEPII) Base pour l’Analyse du Commerce International (Database for the analysis 
of international trade) (BACI) trade dataset and tariffs reported in the World Trade 
Organization (WTO) Integrated Database and International Trade Centre (ITC) MAcMap 
database for the latest available years.
Notes: * If intra-African tariffs seem unusually low, it is because it includes intra-REC free 
trade area (FTA) trade which for the purpose of the model is simulated as being zero, i.e. 
it will be unaffected by the AfCFTA in accordance with Article 19.
† Average import-weighting is used here as an intuitive and transparent aggregation 
method but, being endogenous, should not be interpreted as indicative of effective 
protection. This does not affect the modelling, which is conducted at the HS6 level of 
disaggregation.
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within the agriculture sector is 2.9 per cent (compared to 1.9 per cent for all 
imports). As would be expected, given that most tariff schedules aim to sup-
port productivity, average tariffs are lower on agricultural inputs and capital 
goods and higher on final consumption goods.

Data on existing trade flows shows that total African import demand is 
largest for foods. Intra-African imports of foods are 11 times that of intra-Af-
rican imports of agricultural raw materials. This is the part of the value chain 
where most value currently exists and where, in the modelling results, we will 
expect to see the largest nominal potential value in the AfCFTA.

Africa is highly reliant upon capital imported from outside the continent. 
Intra-African suppliers account for only 9 per cent of all imports of agricul-
tural capital (such as tractors, agricultural machinery and tools) imported by 
African countries (Figure 6.1). In contrast, 28 per cent of import demand for 
agricultural inputs, 18 per cent of import demand for agricultural raw mate-
rials and 16 per cent of import demand for food is met with intra-African 
suppliers. By comparing these shares with the average intra-African share in 
total trade, which as mentioned above was 14.5 per cent, we determine that 
African countries trade more among themselves in agricultural goods than in 
other products.

Table 6.3 provides further disaggregation by the main products traded 
under each part of the agriculture value chain. Cells are shaded in green or 
blue according to their relative values.

The AfCFTA will have the greatest effect where it will be reducing high 
tariffs on intra-African trade, where there exists some intra-African trade to 
scale up, and where there is ample external trade to substitute away from. We 
can already identify where the AfCFTA is likely to have most impact. This 

Table 6.2: Tariffs and existing trade flows, by segment of the agricultural 
sector, 2017–2019

Simple 
average 
tariffs 

(%)

Average import-
weighted tariffs (%)

Existing trade flows 
(US$bn)

 Intra- 
African External

Intra- 
African External

All food 17.9 3.3 13 13.5 71
Agricultural raw 
materials 9.8 3.4  9  2.2  9
Agricultural 
capital 4.9 1.5  6  1.0 10
Agricultural inputs 2.3 1.0  3  2.1  5
TOTAL 2.9 11 19 96

Source: Author, based on the CEPII-BACI trade dataset and tariffs reported in the WTO 
Integrated Database and ITC MAcMap database for the latest available years.
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Source: Author, based on the CEPII-BACI trade dataset and tariffs reported in the WTO 
Integrated Database and ITC MAcMap database for the latest available years.

Figure 6.1: Africa’s agricultural trade by source (US$ billion, current 
prices), 2017–2019

includes products with relatively high existing intra-African tariffs and exist-
ing intra-African trade flows. Prime examples are fish and seafood, vegeta-
bles, sugar, coffee and fruits.

We can also identify where intra-African trade is unlikely to be substan-
tially affected by the tariff reductions under the AfCFTA. This is the case with 
products where either tariffs on intra-African trade are already very low or 
existing intra-African trade is too small to be substantially scaled up. For 
instance, wheat is one of the most important imports yet intra-African trade 
is very small, despite low prevailing intra-African tariffs. Tariff reductions 
under the AfCFTA are unlikely, in themselves, to remedy such circumstances. 
Similarly, tariffs are already low (on average) on intra-African trade in millet, 
soya beans, animal food and fodder, tea, agricultural capital and inputs.3

The key points of this section are threefold. First, average import-weighted 
tariffs on intra-African trade are low because most of this trade is already cov-
ered by Africa’s pre-existing regional free trade arrangements (such as those 
of the EAC or ECOWAS). Second, within the agriculture value chain section, 
tariffs are highest on final consumption goods, including fish and seafood, 
vegetables, sugar, coffee and fruits. We will expect the AfCFTA to have the 
strongest impact on these products. Third, Africa is also, in general, highly 
dependent on imports from outside the continent of food security crops like 
wheat and maize. Low prevailing tariffs on these products suggest that tariff 
reductions under the AfCFTA will have little impact, however, on boosting 
intra-African trade in these products.
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Table 6.3: Tariffs and existing trade flows, by segment of the agricultural 
sector, 2017–2019

Average import-
weighted tariffs (%)

Existing trade flows 
(US$bn)

Intra- 
African External

Intra- 
African External

All food

Vegetables 2.9 17 0.7  3
Wheat 2.6 6 0.4 15
Beef 1.3 13 0.2  2
Dairy 1.7 9 0.5  4
Fish and seafood 6.4 12 1.9  4
Fruits 6.6 27 0.8  1
Maize 3.1 4 0.5  4
Millet 1.0 9 0.01  0.04
Palm oil 1.0 14 0.6  5
Preparations of 
cereals 3.4 15 0.7  3
Sorghum 0.9 7 0.1  0.1
Soya beans 0.1 2 0.03  1
Vegetable oils 2.5 9 0.5  3
Beverages 2.6 63 0.9  2
Sugar 3.1 17 1.4  5
Citrus fruit 6.8 20 0.1  0
Tobacco 4.3 19 1.0  2
Nuts 5.9 21 0.0  0
Poultry 1.7 25 0.2  2
Rice 0.2 8 0.3  6
Other food 1.8 16 2.7  9
All foods 3.3 13 13.5 71

Agricultural 
raw  
materials

Coffee 10.0 13 0.3  1
Tea 0.7 9 0.4  1
Cocoa 5.9 18 0.2  1
Wood 1.1 4 0.4  3
Flowers 6.6 24 0  0
Fibres 4.2 12 0.2  3
Cotton 0.2 1 0.2  0

(Continued)
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6.3 Impact of the African Continental Free Trade Area
Aggregate results are presented in Table 6.4 for all HS section headings. The 
AfCFTA is estimated to have the potential to boost total intra-African trade 
by 5.7 per cent, equivalent to almost $5 billion, in the short term. All exports 
within the continent must by definition be equal to all imports from within 
the continent; therefore, intra-African trade here can be considered equiva-
lently to exports or imports.

The relatively low impact of the AfCFTA from tariff elimination alone is 
consistent with estimates from other partial equilibrium models (Bayale, Ibra-
him and Atta-Mensah 2022; Fouda Ekobena et al. 2021; Lunenborg and Rob-
erts 2021; Mulugeta 2020; Oyelami 2021; Seti and Daw 2022). These focus on 
the shorter to medium term and tend to forecast somewhat lower magnitudes 
of impact than general equilibrium models. Assumptions on the impact of the 
AfCFTA on non-tariff barrier reductions and trade facilitation improvements 
account for much of the much larger estimated effects of the AfCFTA in the 

Table 6.3: (Continued)

Average import-
weighted tariffs (%)

Existing trade flows 
(US$bn)

Intra- 
African External

Intra- 
African External

Agricultural 
raw  
materials

Other  
agricultural raw 
materials 3.4 7 0.5  2
All agricultural 
raw materials 3.4 9 2.2  9

Agricultural 
capital

Machinery 1.8 5 0.7  7
Tools 0.3 12 0.01  0.1
Tractors 0.5 9 0.2  3
All agricultural 
capital 1.5 6 1.0 10

Agricultural 
inputs

Fertilisers 1.0 2 1.8  3
Insecticides 1.3 5 0.3  2
All agricultural 
inputs 1.0 3 2.1  5
TOTAL 2.9 11 19 96

Source: Author, based on the CEPII-BACI trade dataset and tariffs reported in the WTO 
Integrated Database and ITC MAcMap database for the latest available years.
Notes: Table is shaded with darker cells showing larger values. Green denotes cells relating 
to intra-African trade and blue denotes cells relating to imports from outside the continent.
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general equilibrium models of the IMF (2019), the World Bank (2020; 2022) 
and the ECA (2021).4

Not all increases in trade brought about by the AfCFTA are ‘new’. In many 
instances, the intra-African trade boosted by the AfCFTA arises from trade 
diverted away from other suppliers – what is known as ‘trade diversion’. This 
includes both suppliers within the continent (such as intra-REC trade that 

Table 6.4: Impact of the AfCFTA, by HS section

AfCFTA impact
Increase in 

intra-African trade Trade diversion

Total 
change 

in 
imports 
(US$m)

Nominal 
(US$m)

Per cent 
(%)

from 
existing 
intra- 

African 
suppliers 
(US$m)

from 
world 
sup-

pliers 
(US$m)

Animal and animal 
products 152 4.9 −23 −81 71
Vegetable products 281 5.4 −34 −184 97
Foodstuffs 411 6.0 −32 −228 183
Mineral products 764 3.2 −51 −552 212
Chemicals and allied 
industries 432 5.6 −46 −271 161
Plastics/rubbers 287 10.3 −12 −200 88
Raw hides, skins, 
leather and furs 9 7.8 −0.2 −6 3
Wood and wood 
products 155 6.4 −13 −94 62
Textiles and apparel 286 10.7 −14 −186 99
Footwear/headgear 43 9.3 −2.1 −27 16
Stone/glass 222 3.0 −88 −94 127
Metals 535 5.0 −25 −354 181
Machinery/electrical 759 12.3 −21 −572 187
Transportation 427 6.7 −118 −255 173
Miscellaneous 194 15.5 −5 −137 57
TOTAL 4957 5.7 −485 −3241 1716

Notes: The model and data used to generate these results are outlined in Appendix A. 
The results show the impact of full liberalisation across all products and countries, rather 
than make assumptions about the products that some countries may exclude from 
liberalisation. Elasticity sensitivity analysis is shown in Appendix B.
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would now face competition from other African suppliers from outside these 
RECs) and ‘world suppliers’ from outside the continent.

Table 6.4 shows the estimated degree of trade diversion. This is the amount 
of trade that switches from a previous importing partner to a new partner 
as a result of the change in tariffs making new intra-African suppliers more 
competitive. In this context, trade diversion is split to show the trade that has 
been diverted away from intra-African and world suppliers, by HS section. 
For instance, some maize imports from Uganda to Kenya might be replaced 
by new imports of maize from South Africa as a result of the AfCFTA, which 
would be counted as trade diversion from existing intra-African suppliers. 
Other maize imports into Kenya from India might also be replaced by South 
Africa, which would be considered to have been diverted from world sup-
pliers. Though the AfCFTA is expected to result in trade diversion between 
African suppliers, this is small.

About two-thirds of the increase is expected to come from trade diverted 
from outside the continent and the remainder (22 per cent) from trade creation. 
The relatively small share of trade diversion between African suppliers owes to 
the relatively small share of African suppliers in current import flows. In other 
words, there is little pre-existing intra-African trade to be diverted away from.

Consistent with modelling efforts by other authors (ECA 2021; IMF 2019; 
World Bank 2020; World Bank 2022), this model forecasts that the AfCFTA 
will stimulate the largest increases in intra-African trade in manufacturing. 
This importantly helps the AfCFTA to contribute to Africa’s structural trans-
formation and industrialisation, an explicit objective of the Agreement Estab-
lishing the African Continental Free Trade Area.5 The forecast impact on the 
agricultural sector is nevertheless still important, with intra-African trade in 
foodstuffs, vegetable products and animal and animal products increasing by 
6 per cent, 5.4 per cent and 4.9 per cent, respectively.

Impact of the African Continental Free Trade Area on the agriculture 
sector by value chain segment

A detailed breakdown of the results for each segment of the agriculture value 
chain is shown in Table 6.5. In absolute terms, the AfCFTA boosts intra-African 
trade most in the downstream part of the value chain concerned with foods. 
The gains to trade in food are larger, in absolute terms, than all other parts of 
the value chain combined. The reason the gains are so much higher in this part 
of the value chain is that it is the part of the value chain that currently faces the 
high tariffs, where the value of imports is largest, and where African producers 
already have some capacity and existing trade flows to scale up.

Intra-African trade gains are smallest, in absolute terms, for trade in inputs 
and capital. Tariffs are already relatively low in these parts of the value chain 
so the benefit of tariff liberalisation under the AfCFTA will be less noticeable. 
Nevertheless, in percentage terms, the impact on agricultural capital is quite 
large, at 8.2 per cent.
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Impact by main agricultural products

Table 6.6 further disaggregates results for the agriculture value chain by 
main products. This helps to identify the key products driving the impact of  
the AfCFTA.

The most substantial potential for intra-African trade gains is found in the 
foods part of the value chain. Within this part of the value chain, there is most 
potential for the AfCFTA to boost intra-African trade in fish and seafood, 
sugar, fruit, tobacco, preparations of cereals, vegetables, vegetable oils, bever-
ages and dairy. There are also relatively sizeable opportunities for exports of 
coffee. Among the more value-added products there are important opportu-
nities for exporters of agricultural machinery and fertilisers.

What is also of note is the relatively small impact the AfCFTA is forecast to 
have on trade in staple/food security crops, including wheat, maize, millet, 
sorghum and soya beans. This is because these are products for which aver-
age tariffs are already low, meaning that tariff reductions resulting from the 
AfCFTA can only have a minimal effect. Only other interventions, such as 
reducing non-tariff barriers, could have the potential to have a transformative 
impact on intra-African trade in such goods.

Table 6.5: Impact of the AfCFTA, by segment of the agriculture  
value chain

AfCFTA impact
Increase in intra- 

African trade Trade diversion

Total 
change in 
imports 
(US$m) 

Nominal 
(US$m)

Per cent 
(%)

from 
existing 
intra- 

African 
suppliers 
(US$m)

from 
world 

suppliers 
(US$m)

All foods 715 5.3 −84 −402 313
Agricultural 
raw materials

160 7.5 −8 −111 50

Agricultural 
capital 81 8.2 −3 −62 19
Agricultural 
inputs

58 2.8 −4 −34 24

TOTAL 1015 5.4 −99 −609 406

Notes: The model and data used to generate these results are outlined in Appendix A. 
The results show the impact of full liberalisation across all products and countries,  
rather than make assumptions about the products that some countries may exclude 
from liberalisation.
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Table 6.6: Impact of the AfCFTA on the agriculture sector,  
by main products

AfCFTA impact
Increase in intra- 

African trade Trade diversion

Total 
change 

in 
imports 
(US$m)

 

Nominal 
(US$m)

Per cent 
(%)

from 
existing 
intra- 

African 
suppliers 
(US$m)

from 
world 

suppliers 
(US$m)

Vegetables 31 4.1 −3 −18 12

Wheat 15 3.6 −8 −8 8

Beef 6 4.2 −0.4 −4 3

Dairy 25 4.7 −1 −15 10

Fish and seafood 147 7.8 −23 −62 85

Fruit 54 7.0 −9 −26 28

Maize 16 3.3 −6 −7 9

Millet 0 1.0 −0.1 −0.1 0

Palm oil 17 2.6 −2 −12 5

Preparations of 
cereals 48 7.0 −3 −31 17

Sorghum 1 1.8 −0.1 −1 0

Soya beans 0.05 0.1 −0.2 −0.02 0

Vegetable oils 38 8.3 −1 −29 9

Beverages 28 3.2 −3 −12 16

Sugar 107 7.6 −8 −72 35

Citrus fruit 3 5.1 −1 −1 3

Tobacco 48 4.6 −4 −18 30

Nuts 4 10.2 0 −2 2

Poultry 16 10.1 −1 −12 4

Rice 3 0.9 −1 −3 1

Other food 108 4.0 −10 −70 37

All foods 715 5.3 −84 −402 313

(Continued)
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AfCFTA impact

Increase in intra- 
African trade Trade diversion

Total 
change 

in 
imports 
(US$m)

 

Nominal 
(US$m)

Per cent 
(%)

from 
existing 
intra- 

African 
suppliers 
(US$m)

from 
world 

suppliers 
(US$m)

Coffee 73 25.9 −1 −58 16

Tea 5 1.3 −1 −3 2

Cocoa 15 7.8 −1 −8 7

Wood 7 1.8 −2 −3 5

Flowers 1 10.2 0 −1 0

Fibres 28 16.4 0 −19 9

Cotton 1 0.5 −1 −1 0
Other agri-
cultural raw 
materials 29 5.9 −1 −18 11
All agricultural 
commodities 160 7.5 −8 −111 50
Machinery 75 10.0 −3 −57 17
Tools 0.2 1.7 −0.02 −0.1 0
Tractors 6 2.7 −0.2 −5 1
All agricultural 
capital 81 8.2 −3 −62 19
Fertilisers 42 2.3 −3 −22 20
Insecticides 16 5.6 −0.2 −12 4
All agricultural 
inputs 58 2.8 −4 −34 24
TOTAL 1015 5.4 −99 −609 406

Notes: The model and data used to generate these results are outlined in Appendix A. 
The results show the impact of full liberalisation across all products and countries, rather 
than make assumptions about the products that some countries may exclude from 
liberalisation. Elasticity sensitivity analysis is shown in Appendix B. Table is shaded, with 
darker cells showing larger values.

Table 6.6: (Continued)
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6.4 Country-level impacts
This section breaks down the results at the country level, showing the potential 
impact of the AfCFTA on intra-African imports by the segments of the agricul-
ture value chain. These results are driven by the prevailing structure of tariffs 
and trade. The greatest impact is seen in countries (and value chain segments) 
where both existing intra-African trade and tariffs are large. This makes sense; 
it is exactly those tariffs on that trade that the AfCFTA will liberalise.

East Africa

In East Africa, the impact of the AfCFTA on the agriculture sector is forecast 
to be largest in absolute terms in Ethiopia. Ethiopia does not fully implement 
any of the REC FTAs (it reportedly applies just a 10 per cent reduction to tariffs 
on imports from Common Market for Eastern and Southern Africa (COMESA) 
members), and so has much higher average tariffs on intra-African trade 
than most other countries in the region. It also has, in general, higher tariffs than 
many other countries and is a relatively large economy by regional standards.

Much of the relatively large forecast increase in imports into Kenya are prod-
ucts from South Africa, including fruits, sugar and agricultural machinery, 

Notes: The model and data used to generate these results are outlined in Appendix A. 
The results show the impact of full liberalisation across all products and countries, rather 
than make assumptions about the products that some countries may exclude from 
liberalisation. We use the regional classification provided by united Nations Department 
of Economic and Social Affairs (uN DESA n.d.).

Figure 6.2: Forecast increase in intra-African imports as a result of 
the AfCFTA in Eastern Africa, by country and value chain segment 
(US$ million)
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Notes: The model and data used to generate these results are outlined in Appendix A. The 
results show the impact of full liberalisation across all products and countries, rather than 
make assumptions about the products that some countries may exclude from liberalisation.

Figure 6.3: Forecast increase in intra-African imports as a result of 
the AfCFTA in Central Africa, by country and value chain segment 
(US$ million)

but also maize from Egypt. Kenya is a gateway to the region that already has 
trade flows existing with other parts of the continent. For Tanzania, the main 
increases in imports are sugar, vegetable oils, preparations of cereals, machin-
ery, and insecticides from Egypt.

The impact of the AfCFTA is forecast to be marginal on agriculture imports 
for the other countries of East Africa, as shown in Figure 6.2 (which comprises 
all countries based on the UN definition of East Africa). This is because most 
of their intra-African trade already occurs through pre-existing REC FTAs 
(especially the EAC and COMESA) or because, in the case of the Seychelles 
and Mauritius, they already have very low most-favoured nation (MFN) tar-
iffs on these products.

Central Africa

In Central Africa, the AfCFTA is forecast to have the most potential for 
increasing agriculture imports into Democratic Republic of the Congo (DRC) 
and Cameroon, two of the larger markets in the region that both trade with 
their neighbours outside the Economic Community of Central African States 
free trade area, as shown in Figure 6.3. A large share of this increase would 
be imports from South Africa because, while the DRC is a member of the 
Southern African Development Community (SADC), it does not implement 
the SADC FTA, which would otherwise cover this trade.
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Much of the potential new agriculture imports to Central Africa is fish and 
seafood, especially from West Africa but also Southern and North Africa. 
Other important imports are preparations of cereals, vegetables, fruits and 
sugar, also from Southern and North Africa.

North Africa

In North Africa, most of the potential for increased intra-African agriculture 
trade is in Algeria (see Figure 6.4). The AfCFTA would see a reduction in 
tariffs applied by Algeria on products from several of its neighbouring North 
African countries, but also other countries around the continent, from which 
it imports coffee, fruits, fish and seafood and tobacco.

For Morocco, Sudan and Tunisia, the increases in imports come from around 
the continent and involve coffee, fish and seafood, agricultural machinery, 
fruits, beef, sugar and coffee.

Increased imports into Egypt might seem surprisingly low, given the size of the 
Egyptian economy. This is because many agriculture imports into Egypt from 
other African countries are already duty-free, owing to its participation in both 
the COMESA agreement or the Agadir and Pan-Arab FTA arrangements with 
its North African neighbours. As such, the AfCFTA does little to boost agricul-
ture imports into Egypt. Libya has very low tariffs to begin with, and so there is 
little scope for improvements in market access offered through the AfCFTA. As 
a result, the AfCFTA does little to boost intra-African trade to Libya.

Notes: The model and data used to generate these results are outlined in Appendix A. The 
results show the impact of full liberalisation across all products and countries, rather than 
make assumptions about the products that some countries may exclude from liberalisation.

Figure 6.4: Forecast increase in intra-African imports as a result of the 
AfCFTA in North Africa, by country and value chain segment (US$ million)
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Southern Africa

South Africa is by far the largest economy in the Southern Africa region and 
unsurprisingly accounts for most of the potential for agriculture imports 
under the AfCFTA (Figure 6.5). Important potential for new imports into 
South Africa includes fruit, fish and seafood from North Africa, coffee and 
vegetables from East Africa, and fish and seafood from West Africa. Never-
theless, the impact of the AfCFTA on imports into South Africa is surprisingly 
modest, possibly owing to how highly competitive its domestic economy is.

Eswatini, Namibia, Lesotho and Botswana already import most of their 
intra-African agriculture goods from South Africa duty-free under the  
Southern African Customs Union trading arrangements. As a result,  
the AfCFTA does very little to increase their intra-African imports. For 
these countries, the AfCFTA also does not appear to create substantial trade 
diversion away from imports from South Africa to other economies else-
where in the continent.

West Africa

Increases in imports to West Africa driven by liberalised trade with other 
parts of the continent will be significant (Figure 6.6). Although Nigeria is by 
far the largest economy in West Africa, increases in intra-African imports 

Notes: The model and data used to generate these results are outlined in Appendix A. 
The results show the impact of full liberalisation across all products and countries, rather 
than make assumptions about the products that some countries may exclude from 
liberalisation.

Figure 6.5: Forecast increase in intra-African imports as a result of 
the AfCFTA in Southern Africa, by country and value chain segment 
(US$ million)
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are only forecast to be marginally larger for Nigeria than for other West 
African countries, such as Ghana, Mauritania, Côte d’Ivoire and Senegal. 
This stems from the pre-existing intra-African trade flows, which are rel-
atively limited for Nigeria. Most Nigerian food imports are sourced from 
outside the continent, for instance.

Important new intra-Africa imports into West Africa include sugar, fruits, 
dairy, vegetables and agricultural machinery from South Africa, and dairy, 
fish and seafood and fertiliser from North Africa.

Summary
A detailed partial equilibrium model was used to simulate the impact of the 
AfCFTA. This allowed its effects to be forecast at a highly detailed level of 
disaggregation to show likely implications for different segments of the agri-
culture value chain and for specific products.

The impact of the AfCFTA on intra-African trade is relatively modest. That 
is because much of that trade is already liberalised through pre-existing sub-
regional trade agreements across the continent, such as those of the EAC, 
COMESA, SADC, ECOWAS, the Pan-Arab FTA and the Agadir Agreement. 
It is through these subregional arrangements that most of Africa’s current 
intra-African trade in the agriculture sector flows.

Notes: The model and data used to generate these results are outlined in Appendix A. 
The results show the impact of full liberalisation across all products and countries, rather 
than make assumptions about the products that some countries may exclude from 
liberalisation.

Figure 6.6: Forecast increase in imports as a result of the AfCFTA in West 
Africa, by country and value chain segment (US$ million)
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What the AfCFTA is really doing is liberalising the (currently) smaller 
shares of intra-African trade that flow between regions, such as from 
Southern Africa to West Africa, or North Africa to Eastern Africa. Tar-
iffs on these goods are high, averaging 18 per cent for vegetable products 
and 19 per cent for foodstuffs, for instance. It is the liberalisation of this 
trade that drives the modelled estimates and for which we will expect the 
AfCFTA to have most impact.

Where the impact of the AfCFTA is expected to be largest in the agriculture 
sector, in the immediate term, is in the downstream consumable food part 
of the value chain, and especially with higher-unit-value foods like fish and 
seafood, vegetables, preparations of cereals, vegetable oils, fruits and dairy. 
There are also relatively sizeable opportunities for exports of sugar and coffee, 
within agricultural commodities. Though the opportunities for trade  creation 
in the upstream part of the value chain are smaller in total, there are impor-
tant opportunities for exporters of agricultural machinery, fertilisers and 
 pesticides. We might expect South Africa to begin supplying more of the con-
tinent’s needs for agricultural machinery, while more fertilisers and pesticides 
could be expected from North Africa.

The AfCFTA is likely to have less of an impact on trade in staple/food 
security crops, including wheat, maize, rice, millet, sorghum and soya beans. 
These products already have, on average, low tariffs or are traded through 
informal cross-border trade, as well as by suppliers outside the continent. As a 
result, the AfCFTA is expected in the short term to have little direct impact on 
food security through an accessibility channel unless it can go beyond merely 
reducing tariffs. To improve food security, the AfCFTA will need to do more 
to address non-tariff barriers, attract investments, and facilitate a broader 
coordination of relevant policies.

It is also worth raising an inherent limitation of almost all ex ante trade 
models, which is that they must (necessarily) be fed with data on current 
trade flows. They are able to scale up, and down, those trade flows to show 
where demand is created and substituted between import suppliers. However, 
they are unable to simply create new trade flows where they did not previously 
exist. This inherent feature of such modelling might be compared to driving 
looking only in the rear-view mirror, failing to see a possible turning in the 
road ahead. Identifying, and seizing, such wholly new opportunities would be 
at the heart of a more impactful AfCFTA on the agriculture sector and will 
require bold vision by African leaders.

The main conclusion is exactly that. If the AfCFTA is to have a transform-
ative impact on Africa’s agriculture sector it must entail much more than just 
tariff liberalisation (though tariff liberalisation is a starting point that would 
certainly help). The AfCFTA will need to stimulate the creation of wholly new 
patterns of trade through enticing investments, coordinating policies and 
addressing non-tariff barriers, which are often more burdensome than merely 
tariffs for agricultural trade. Part of the solution can also entail leveraging 
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informal cross-border trade, which exists in substantial quantities (Gaarder, 
Luke and Sommer 2021) but is, by its definition, unrecorded and does not 
flow between countries through typical formal trade routes. Chapter 5 dis-
cussed the magnitude of such trade.

Notes
 1 Article 19, paragraph 2 reads: ‘State Parties that are members of other 

regional economic communities, regional trading arrangements and 
custom unions, which have attained among themselves higher levels of 
regional integration than under this Agreement, shall maintain such 
higher levels among themselves.’

 2 Note that when aggregated, as in Table 6.1, import-weighted tariffs may 
underestimate the restrictiveness of the tariffs when comparing different 
products (since the variance of the tariffs and the import demand elastic-
ities can be different within each grouping). Intuitively, this owes to busi-
nesses importing less of products that are tariffed highly. That does not, 
however, affect the underlying modelling (which is undertaken at the more 
disaggregated HS-6 level, where tariffs are not aggregated to this extent).

 3 However, other measures that are foreseen in the AfCFTA (tackling 
non-tariff barriers and improving preference utilisation) could have a 
significant effect, even where tariffs are low (De Melo, Sorgho and Wag-
ner 2023; United Nations Conference on Trade and Development 2019).

 4 In fact, heroic assumptions about non-tariff barriers, trade facilitation 
and other measures, account for almost 97.5 per cent of the estimated 
impact of the AfCFTA in the models of the World Bank (2022) and the 
IMF (2019).

 5 See Article 3 (e) and (g) of the Agreement Establishing the African Con-
tinental Free Trade Area.
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Appendix A. Model, data and reform scenario
Reform scenario

The reform scenario simulates the AfCFTA with a focus on the agriculture 
sector. In so doing, it intends to show the potential of tariff liberalisation 
under the AfCFTA, rather than other aspects such as decisions over exclusion 
lists, trade facilitation assumptions, reductions in non-tariff barriers, or efforts 
in the areas of trade in services, investment, competition policy, intellectual 
property rights or other areas.1 These supplementary aspects require stronger 
assumptions and researchers use a different approach to model them.

The reform scenario reflects full implementation of the AfCFTA once the 
complete course of any incremental tariff reductions has been applied. It 
applies tariff liberalisation to all goods rather than make assumptions over 
sensitive product and exclusion lists.

What trade models like that used here can do is to scale up, or down, exist-
ing trade flows in proportion to changes in other variables such as tariffs. 
They cannot create wholly new trade flows from nothing. As such, modelling 
exercises such as this one may fail to identify where brand new trade flows 
may emerge between trading partners that did not previously trade certain 
products. That is more likely to happen in instances where a trade agreement 
results in a very large change in some tariffs.

Structure of the dataset

Trade flows data is taken from the BACI dataset of reconciled trade flows pre-
pared by CEPII, which is in turn based on data reported by countries to the 
United Nations Statistical Division Comtrade dataset.

Both exporting and importing countries report data for Comtrade. The 
CEPII-BACI dataset reconciles these two mirror sources of reported trade 
data into a single dataset. This is done through an approach that reflects  
the reliability of different reports of the same trade flows while stripping 
out insurance and freight costs to express all trade data in terms of their 
 free-on-board price. Doing so uses all available information to maximise data 
coverage in instances where reporting may be incomplete or of varying qual-
ities of reliability. This is particularly valuable in trade, such as intra-African 
trade, that comprises flows between less-developed countries, many of which 
have less well-resourced data collection systems in place. It also makes our 
work easier and results more intuitive; what Ghana exports to Kenya becomes 
exactly which Kenya imports from Ghana.

A three-year average of trade flows from 2017 to 2019 is used. These years 
are the most recent consecutive three-year period that can be considered 
to represent ‘normal’ trade flows unaffected by the economic volatility 
of the Covid-19 pandemic. These were also the three years at the time of 
writing with the highest number of observations (distinct combinations  
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of importer–exporter–product with at least one non-zero trade flow) in the 
BACI dataset (CEPII n.d.), indicating superior reported data coverage.

HS revision 2002 was used. Why not the more recent HS revisions 2007, 
2017 or 2022? A number of African countries do not yet report trade 
flows data in more recent HS revisions, meaning that they are excluded  
from data that includes only more recent formats (CEPII n.d.). Using an 
older revision allows the maximum amount of reported trade data to be 
used in the analysis.2 HS revisions are backward-compatible, meaning that 
data captured in more recent versions can be transposed into older ver-
sions (but not vice versa).

The CEPII-BACI dataset that was chosen for this study results in compre-
hensive coverage of countries and products and relatively reliable coverage 
for countries with less well-resourced reporting systems. It allows analysis at 
the subheading level of the HS, which in turn allows its reconstitution into 
appropriate levels of aggregation for the presentation of our results, including 
at each segment of the agriculture value chain.

Tariff data is drawn from two sources. Where available, data was taken from 
countries’ submissions to the WTO integrated database of applied tariffs for 
all WTO members as well as some countries that have submitted tariff infor-
mation to the WTO but are not WTO members, for instance during ongoing 
accession negotiations.

The most recent year of submitted tariff data was used for each country. 
Typically, this was for the year 2020 or 2021, allowing a highly up-to-date 
analysis of tariff information, although, where unavailable, older tariff sched-
ules were used for a few countries. Such data was available in the HS 2017 
nomenclature for 43 countries and in earlier nomenclatures for a further four 
countries. UN Trade Statistics correspondence tables were used to convert  
all tariff schedules into the 2002 revision in alignment with the trade flows 
data used.

Not all members of the AfCFTA are members of the WTO or have other-
wise submitted tariff schedules to be reported in the WTO integrated data-
base. Tariff data for a further four countries was taken from ITC’s MAcMap 
tariff database.3

No publicly available tariff data was available for four AfCFTA partic-
ipating countries (Eritrea, Sahrawi Republic, Somalia and South Sudan). 
The impact of the AfCFTA on imports into these countries could there-
fore not be calculated. However, exports from these countries into other 
AfCFTA member countries is captured and included in the analysis through  
mirror reporting.

Model specification

In order to calculate the percentage change in the price of good k from 
exporter i due to a change in tariff t, the model uses the following formula:
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where superscripts ‘new’ and ‘old’ denote the prices and tariffs before and after 
the policy reform.

The import response is calculated in two consecutive steps. The first step is 
the substitution between different exporters due to changes in their relative 
tariff rates. A given expenditure for imports of good k is reallocated across 
different exporters following the change in relative prices as follows:
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where ES
iM  stands for the imported quantity from i after exporter substitution, 

old
iM  is the imported quantity from i before reform, and γ ES

i  is the exporter 
substitution elasticity for imports from country i.

The second step is the demand effect. It depends on the price change for 
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Structural parameters

The values of exporter substitution and demand elasticities are subject to 
some uncertainty. Three versions of the model were therefore prepared using 
different values for these parameters. In the first ‘low elasticity’ model, lower 
end estimates of exporter and demand elasticities are used. In it, importers are 
less sensitive in their sourcing decisions to tariff-price changes. This results 
in a much smaller estimated impact of the AfCFTA. A second ‘high elastic-
ity’ model was developed for comparison. Finally, a third model relying on 
the elasticities used in the standard Global Trade Analysis Project (GTAP) 
model was developed. In this third model, exporter substitution elasticities 
vary across sectors and demand elasticities change depending on the coun-
try that is doing the importing, which is more realistic. The GTAP elasticity 
parameters are closer to, and in fact on average exceed those of, the ‘high 
elasticity model’. This is because they consider a longer time horizon in which 
consumer decisions have had better chance to adjust to changing prices.

The ‘low elasticity’ and ‘high elasticity’ models benefit in that their results 
are determined entirely by differences in the structure and shape of tariffs 
and trade flows, rather than assumptions over relative differences between 
products and countries’ elasticity parameters (since these are uncertain, 
using a model in which they drive the results in different countries could 
lead to erroneous conclusions being drawn). Their results might be argued 
to be more transparent and are used in different ways by a number of 
authors (Brenton, Hoppe and von Uexkull 2007; ECA, AU and AfDB, 2017; 
Lunenborg and Roberts 2021; MacLeod and von Uexkull 2016; Andria-
mananjara et al. 2009).4 However, to improve relative comparability with 
most of the existing literature, the results in this paper (unless otherwise 
specified) rely on the third model, which uses the GTAP elasticities. These 
have the advantage of more realistically varying by product and importer 
country though at the cost of making the model somewhat more complex 
and less intuitive. Comparative results for the ‘low elasticity’ and ‘high 
elasticity’ models are included in Appendix B and details of all elasticity 
parameters included in Appendix C.

In the partial equilibrium model, a preferential liberalisation of a given 
tariff affects not only the overall price level of the good but also the relative 
prices of the different varieties. Through the import demand elasticity and 
the substitution elasticity, this will lead to changes in the aggregate level of 
spending on that good, as well as changes in the composition of the sourcing 
of that good. Both channels affect bilateral trade flows. The model estimates 
the potential impact of a given tariff reform scenario on both source specific 
and total imports, at the HS 6-digit level. This level of disaggregation reduces 
the risk of biases in calculating and operating with average tariff rates across 
groups of products and allows the results to be reconstituted into intuitive 
product categories for the value chain and for the decisions that negotiators 
are making.
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Appendix B. Elasticity sensitivity analysis: comparative low 
and high elasticity models, by HS section

Table 6.7: Low elasticity parameters: Impact of the AfCFTA, by HS section

AfCFTA impact
Increase in intra- 

African trade Trade diversion

Total 
change in 
imports 
(US$m)

 

Nominal 
(US$m)

Per cent 
(%)

from 
existing 
intra- 

African 
suppliers 
(US$m)

from 
world 

suppliers 
(US$m)

Animal and  
animal products 63 2 −8 −25 38
Vegetable products 117 2 −12 −47 69
Foodstuffs 190 3 −13 −80 111
Mineral products 160 1 −10 −73 87
Chemicals and 
allied industries 120 2 −10 −57 63
Plastics/rubbers 74 3 −2 −41 33
Raw hides, skins, 
leather and furs 2 2 −0.1 −1 1
Wood and wood 
products 46 2 −3 −22 24
Textiles and 
apparel 73 3 −2 −35 38
Footwear/headgear 11 2 −0.4 −5 6
Stone/glass 69 1 −17 −22 48
Metals 136 1 −5 −67 69
Machinery/ 
electrical 158 3 −3 −90 68
Transportation 122 2 −20 −54 68
Miscellaneous 45 4 −1 −24 20
TOTAL 1385 2 −106 −642 743

Notes: Low elasticities: substitution elasticity = 1.5, demand elasticity = 0.5, High elastici-
ties: substitution elasticity = 5, demand elasticity = 1. See Andriamananjara et al. (2009).
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Table 6.8: High elasticity parameters: impact of the AfCFTA, by HS section

AfCFTA impact
Increase in intra- 

African trade Trade diversion

Total 
change in 
imports 
(US$m) 

Nominal 
(US$m)

Per cent 
(%)

from 
existing 
intra- 

African 
suppliers 
(US$m)

from 
world 

suppliers 
(US$m)

Animal and  
animal products 167 5 −28 −84 83
Vegetable products 315 6 −39 −159 156
Foodstuffs 522 8 −43 −275 247
Mineral products 458 2 −35 −276 182
Chemicals and 
allied industries 344 5 −35 −204 140
Plastics/rubbers 225 8 −9 −150 75
Raw hides, skins, 
leather and furs 6 6 −0.3 −4 2
Wood and wood 
products 132 5 −11 −79 54
Textiles and 
apparel 211 8 −9 −123 88
Footwear/headgear 30 7 −1.4 −17 13
Stone/glass 181 2 −57 −75 106
Metals 397 4 −18 −243 154
Machinery/ 
electrical 490 8 −12 −336 153
Transportation 348 5 −71 −198 149
Miscellaneous 136 11 −3 −89 47
TOTAL 3962 5 −371 −2312 1650

Notes: Low elasticities: substitution elasticity = 1.5, demand elasticity = 0.5, High elastici-
ties: substitution elasticity = 5, demand elasticity = 1. See Andriamananjara et al. (2009).
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Appendix C. Elasticity parameters

Table 6.9: Substitution elasticity parameters

GTAP 
Sector Description

GTAP Sub-
stitution 
elasticity 

(γ)

Low sub-
stitution 
elasticity 

(γ)

High sub-
stitution 
elasticity 

(γ)
pdr Paddy rice 10.1 1.5 5
wht Wheat 8.9 1.5 5
gro Cereal grains n.e.c. 2.6 1.5 5
v_f Vegetables, fruit, nuts 3.7 1.5 5
osd Oil seeds 4.9 1.5 5
c_b Sugar cane, sugar beet 5.4 1.5 5
pfb Plant-based fibres 5 1.5 5
ocr Crops n.e.c. 6.5 1.5 5
ctl Bovine cattle, sheep and 

goats, 
4 1.5 5

oap Animal products n.e.c. 2.6 1.5 5
rmk Raw milk 7.3 1.5 5
wol Wool, silk-worm cocoons 12.9 1.5 5
frs Forestry 5 1.5 5
fsh Fishing 2.5 1.5 5
coa Coal 6.1 1.5 5
oil Oil 10.4 1.5 5
gas Gas 34.4 1.5 5
omn Minerals n.e.c. 1.8 1.5 5
cmt Bovine meat prods 7.7 1.5 5
omt Meat products n.e.c.4.40 8.8 1.5 5
vol Vegetable oils and fats 6.6 1.5 5
mil Dairy products 7.3 1.5 5
pcr Processed rice 5.2 1.5 5
sgr Sugar 5.4 1.5 5
ofd Food products n.e.c. 4 1.5 5
b_t Beverages and tobacco 

products 
2.3 1.5 5

tex Textiles 7.5 1.5 5
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GTAP 
Sector Description

GTAP Sub-
stitution 
elasticity 

(γ)

Low sub-
stitution 
elasticity 

(γ)

High sub-
stitution 
elasticity 

(γ)
wap Wearing apparel 7.4 1.5 5

lea Leather products 8.1 1.5 5

lum Wood products 6.8 1.5 5

ppp Paper products, publishing 5.9 1.5 5

p_c Petroleum, coal products 4.2 1.5 5

crp Chemical, rubber, plastic 
products 

6.6 1.5 5

nmm Mineral products n.e.c. 5.8 1.5 5

i_s Ferrous metals 5.9 1.5 5

nfm metals n.e.c. 8.4 1.5 5

fmp Metal products 7.5 1.5 5

mvh Motor vehicles and parts 5.6 1.5 5

otn Transport equipment n.e.c. 8.6 1.5 5

ele Electronic equipment 8.8 1.5 5

ome Machinery and equipment 
n.e.c. 

8.1 1.5 5

omf Manufactures n.e.c. 7.5 1.5 5

ely Electricity 5.6 1.5 5

Average 7.0 1.5 5

Note: GTAP 6 elasticity parameters available from Dimaranan, McDougall and Hertel 
(2006).
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Notes (appendices)
 1 Though several states have now submitted tariff schedules under the 

AfCFTA, not all have, so it would not make sense to apply tariff sched-
ules for only some countries. 

 2 In test results using HS17, as much as a fifth of intra-African trade was 
missing from the data as compared to the results using HS02, for example.

 3 These countries are Ethiopia, Libya, Sao Tome and Principe and Sudan.
 4 Lunenborg and Roberts (2021) use product-specific demand elasticities 

but common exporter substitution elasticities.





7. Food security in the African Continental 
Free Trade Area legal framework
Colette Van der Ven

The AfCFTA is expected to play a catalysing role in bringing about more 
intra-African agriculture and food trade. But, as we saw from the findings of 
the partial equilibrium modelling exercise in Chapter 6, its overall impact on 
intra-African food trade is projected to be modest. While the AfCFTA legal 
instruments contain only minimal references to food security, implementa-
tion of provisions on non-tariff barriers (NTBs) in its annexes and protocols 
can have a stronger impact on achieving food security outcomes across the 
continent.1 As we also saw in Chapter 6, attending to NTBs will bring about 
substantial gains to intra-African food trade, unlike reductions in tariffs since 
these are already relatively low, thanks to trade liberalisation within the con-
tinent’s regional economic communities (RECs).

It is to this end that we review the provisions in the AfCFTA on NTBs. The 
first part of the chapter highlights where the AfCFTA Agreement, protocols 
and annexes explicitly refer to food security and agriculture and what these 
provisions entail. Comparisons are made with the WTO Agreement on Agri-
culture, which is discussed in Chapter 9. The second part of the chapter turns 
the spotlight on NTB provisions in the AfCFTA legal instruments. Finally, 
in line with an underlying theme of this book that considers the intersection 
between trade, food security and climate, the third part of the chapter consid-
ers environmental provisions in the AfCFTA legal framework.

7.1 Food security provisions in the African Continental Free 
Trade Area
Direct references to food security in the African Continental Free Trade 
Area legal instruments

The AfCFTA legal instruments consist of the Agreement Establishing the 
African Continental Free Trade Area (‘the Agreement’) and various protocols, 
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covering trade in goods, services and dispute settlement, as well as competi-
tion policy, intellectual property, investment, e-commerce and women and 
youth (see Box 7.1). The Protocols on Trade in Goods and Trade in Services 
are accompanied by several annexes, but notably there is no annex dedicated 
to agriculture or food security. However, the legal instruments that comprise 
the AfCFTA make various direct – and indirect – references to food security.

The preamble to the Agreement reaffirms the commitment of the member 
states2 to the aspirations of Agenda 2063, which includes boosting food secu-
rity. More substantively, Article 3 (g) of the Agreement specifies that promot-
ing agricultural development and food security is one of the objectives of the 
AfCFTA (Agreement Establishing the African Continental Free Trade Area, 
2018, art 3 (g)). While these references signal that food security is an impor-
tant objective of the AfCFTA, they do not establish legally binding obligations.

The AfCFTA Protocol on Intellectual Property Rights also contains direct 
references to food security, without conferring a legal obligation. Article 4, 
which sets out ‘general guiding principles’, highlights the ‘promotion of the 
public interest in sectors of vital importance to socio-economic and tech-
nological development, including … agriculture, food security and nutri-
tion’ (Protocol to the Agreement Establishing the African Continental Free 
Trade Area on Intellectual Property Rights, 2023, art 4). The section that 
sets out priority areas of cooperation also provides for ‘facilitating the use 

Box 7.1: Overview of the architecture of the AfCFTA

The AfCFTA architecture consists of the Agreement and a set of proto-
cols, some accompanied by annexes, adopted in relation to negotia-
tion phases. Phase I (concluded in 2018 and which entered into force 
in 2019 following ratification by the required number of member 
states) is made up of the Protocol on Trade in Goods, the Protocol on 
Trade in Services and the Protocol on Rules and Procedures on the Set-
tlement of Disputes – each of them accompanied by various annexes. 
At the time of writing, 98 per cent of the negotiations on rules of ori-
gin had been completed. Tariff schedules and specific schedules of 
commitment in services had been completed for almost all member 
states. Phase II (concluded in 2023 but which has not entered into 
force, with the required number of ratifications outstanding at the 
time of writing) consists of Protocols on Competition Policy, Intellec-
tual Property Rights, and Investment. Phase III comprises a Protocol 
on Digital Trade and a Protocol on Women and youth (concluded in 
2024 but which have also not entered into force, with ratification out-
standing at the time of writing). A diagrammatic representation of 
the AfCFTA’s legal architecture is provided in Figure 7.1.
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of flexibilities under international instruments for the protection of public 
health, food security, agriculture and nutrition’ (Protocol to the Agreement 
Establishing the African Continental Free Trade Area on Intellectual Prop-
erty Rights, 2023, art 23 (f)). Similar to the references to food security in the 
Agreement, these provisions signal the important link between food security 
objectives and the AfCFTA but are not enforceable.

Other provisions have more teeth. For example, the Protocol on Trade in 
Goods contains stipulations that allow member states to take measures to 
advance food security that would otherwise be inconsistent with the AfCFTA 
trade liberalisation objectives. For instance, Article 9 allows member states to 
introduce quantitative restrictions on imports and exports if needed, incor-
porating by reference Article XI of the General Agreement on Tariffs and 
Trade (GATT) (see Chapter 8 on the WTO).

However, and again similar to Article XI of GATT, it exempts ‘export prohibi-
tions or restrictions temporarily applied to prevent or relieve critical shortages 
of foodstuffs or other products essential to the exporting party’ (GATT 1947, art 
XI.2(a)). As is discussed in more detail in Chapter 8, while export restrictions 

Source: This figure is modified and updated, based on a figure originally published by 
Tralac in “African Continental Free Trade Area: Questions and Answers.” Available at: 
https://www.tralac.org/documents/resources/faqs/2377-african-continental-free-trade 
-area-faqs-june-2018update/file.html. 

Figure 7.1: The AfCFTA’s legal framework and phases
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can temper domestic price increases, they also risk accelerating price spikes  
that can have a broader destabilising effect on international markets.

Article 26 of the Protocol on Trade in Goods sets out general exceptions, 
which allows member states, under certain circumstances, to adopt meas-
ures that would otherwise be inconsistent with the trade liberalising objec-
tives of the Protocol on Trade in Goods. This includes measures that are 
‘essential to the acquisition or distribution of foodstuffs or any other prod-
ucts in general or local short supply’ (Agreement Establishing the African 
Continental Free Trade Area, Protocol on Trade in Goods, 2018, art 26 (j)). 
While this exceptions clause mirrors the exceptions clause set out in Arti-
cle XX(j) of GATT, the emphasis on ‘foodstuffs’ with regard to products 
in short supply is unique to the AfCFTA. Indeed, Article XX(j) of GATT 
refers more broadly to products in short supply. Legally, the AfCFTA refer-
ence to foodstuffs in the context of products in short supply compared to the 
lack thereof in Article XX(j) of GATT is mostly insignificant, given that  
the broader language in Article XX(j) of GATT encompasses foodstuffs. 
Nevertheless, the direct reference to foodstuffs is significant in that it signals 
the importance that AfCFTA negotiators gave to food security considera-
tions (Kuhlmann and Dall’Agnola 2023).

Ultimately, the extent to which member states can invoke Article 26 to jus-
tify measures that would otherwise be inconsistent with the Protocol on Trade 
in Goods depends on how an AfCFTA adjudicatory body would approach the 
issue (van der Ven and Signé 2021). Within the context of the WTO, exceptions 
have generally been difficult for member states to invoke successfully. In the 
context of interpreting ‘products in general or local short supply’, WTO adjudi-
catory bodies have examined the ‘extent to which a particular product is “avail-
able” for purchase in a particular geographical area or market, and whether this 
is sufficient to meet demand in the relevant area or market’ (WTO Appellate 
Body 2016). In doing so, the Appellate Body stressed not only the importance of 
looking at the domestic production of a product but also that ‘due regard should 
be given to various factors, including the total quantity of imports that may be 
available to meet demand’ (WTO Appellate Body 2016). Should the AfCFTA 
adjudicatory body adopt a similar interpretation, it would arguably set a high 
bar to invoking the ‘food security’ exception.

Agricultural disciplines that are absent in the African Continental  
Free Trade Area

In addition to identifying what is covered in the AfCFTA legal texts, it is 
equally important to identify what is not covered. In contrast to many regional 
trade agreements3 and the WTO, as shown in Table 7.1, the AfCFTA includes 
neither a chapter on agriculture nor provisions directly relevant to agricul-
tural production and food security, such as agricultural subsidy disciplines, 
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or provisions on public stockholding programmes that governments utilise to 
purchase, stockpile and distribute food when needed.

While agriculture was considered for inclusion at the AfCFTA drafting 
stage, it was later dropped given the lack of a compelling reason to have one 
(Desta 2023). Indeed, adopting disciplines on agricultural subsidies – the 
main objectives of the WTO Agreement on Agriculture – makes little sense if  
excessive subsidies are not a key problem. Most African countries lack the 
fiscal space to significantly subsidise their agricultural production. Indeed, 
the Agreement on Agriculture is especially concerned with generous amounts 
of domestic support in large agricultural producers such as China, the United 
States and the European Union. It aims to discipline these subsidies to cur-
tail market distortions and price fluctuations that can destabilise the global 
agricultural market. Moreover, 44 out of 54 AfCFTA member states are also 
WTO members and therefore parties to a more extensive legal framework on 
agriculture in the WTO. Thus, the decision not to include a WTO-style proto-
col or annex on agriculture in the AfCFTA seems to have been a sensible one.

However, AfCFTA negotiators could have considered including additional 
food security provisions focused on enhancing regional cooperation to 
enhance food security and increase resilience.

This approach has been adopted by some of the RECs.5 For example, the 
Treaty Establishing the East African Community (EAC) provides for initiating 
and maintaining ‘strategic food reserves’. The Revised Treaty Establishing the 
Common Market for Eastern and Southern Africa (COMESA) and the Eco-
nomic Community of West African States (ECOWAS) Revised Treaty allow for  
the conclusion of agreements on food security at the regional level (Treaty  
for the Establishment of the East African Community, 1999, art 110;  
Treaty Establishing the Common Market for Eastern and Southern Africa, 
2012, art 131; Economic Community of West African States Revised Treaty, 
1993, art 25).6 COMESA also emphasises the importance of cooperation on 
the management of drought and desertification, whereas the EAC focuses  
on cooperation regarding the management of irrigation and water catchments, 
which can positively contribute towards achieving food security within these 

Table 7.1: Overview of agricultural provisions set out in the AfCFTA  
and the WTO

AfCFTA WTO 
Agricultural chapter 7 3

Agricultural subsidies 7 3

Public stockholding 7 3

Special safeguard mechanism4
7 3
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regions. Furthermore, COMESA sets out cooperation for the supply of staple 
foods including through investment, infrastructure provision, prevention of 
pre-and post-harvest losses, and an early-warning system to assess and sup-
ply information regarding food security, among others. The Intergovernmen-
tal Authority on Development (IGAD) also cooperates on supporting food 
security, through conducting research, supporting the development of sus-
tainable agriculture in its member states, collaborating on the management 
of transboundary water and land governance, taking common measures to 
deal with transboundary pests (which can harm agricultural production) and 
supporting market access and policymaking in favour of resilient food sys-
tems (IFRAH IGAD Food Security Nutrition and Resilience Analysis Hub 
n.d.; IGAD 2024; IGAD n.d.).

Going beyond cooperation, the EAC also focuses on developing a mecha-
nism for the exchange of information on demand and supply, surpluses and 
deficits, forecasting, and state of food nutrition, and to develop modalities to 
have timely information on market prices (Treaty for the Establishment of the 
East African Community, 1999, art 110). Moreover, it requires its member 
states to harmonise quality and standards of inputs and products, including 
on additives, as well as food supply, nutrition and food security policies and 
strategies, and to cooperate on the development of marine and inland aqua-
culture and fish farming (Treaty for the Establishment of the East African 
Community, 1999, art 110). EAC member states (officially referred to within 
the bloc as ‘partner states’) are encouraged to adopt good nutritional stand-
ards and the popularisation of indigenous foods (Treaty for the Establishment 
of the East African Community, 1999, art 118).

While many of the food security provisions in the examples provided from 
COMESA, EAC, ECOWAS and IGAD focus on cooperation and do not 
contain enforceable legal obligations, they provide insights into the types of 
food security provisions that the AfCFTA negotiators could have considered 
to strengthen the direct link between the AfCFTA and the continent’s food  
security agenda.

Although African countries have continental frameworks for promoting 
food security (such as CAADP, Agenda 2063 and support for the African 
Union Commission’s work on African agriculture), these are in some areas 
not as specific as the aforementioned REC agreements. This is particularly 
the case regarding the joint management of transboundary issues, such as the 
management of drought and desertification, water resources and pest control.

In sum, the AfCFTA’s commitments on food security are limited, especially 
compared to relevant agriculture and food security provisions in the WTO 
and the RECs. While the absence of a WTO-style agriculture agreement is 
sensible, it is more difficult to see why REC-style cooperation provisions on 
food security did not find their way into the AfCFTA. Nonetheless, there are 
still significant ways in which the strategic implementation of the AfCFTA 
can prove essential to advancing food security in Africa, as we will see in the 
next section.
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7.2 Implementing the African Continental Free Trade Area: 
removing non-tariff barriers critical for food security
As already noted, tariffs are generally low except for some peaks, such as in 
Somalia, where tariffs and other taxes on food are as high as 25 per cent (Men-
dez-Parra and Ayele 2023). Tariffs on agricultural inputs such as fertilisers and 
pesticides are also relatively high (Mendez-Parra and Ayele 2023). On the other 
hand, and as discussed in Chapter 5, results from several studies that model the 
AfCFTA’s expected impact on food security emphasise that the greatest gains 
will come from tackling NTBs – defined in the AfCFTA as ‘barriers that impede 
trade through mechanisms other than the imposition of tariffs’ (Agreement 
Establishing the African Continental Free Trade Area, 2018, art 1(r)).

NTBs cover a diverse set of measures in terms of purpose, legal form and 
economic effect, and could include food safety regulations, elaborate testing 
requirements, rules of origin, and inefficient and costly border procedures.7 
By tackling NTBs, the AfCFTA can help galvanise intra-African trade in agri-
food products, expand agricultural production, support food processing and 
value chain development, facilitate access to food, and develop more robust 
distribution networks. This will have knock-on effects in reducing Africa’s rel-
ative dependence on food imports, while shielding the continent from severe 
supply-chain shocks.

This section assesses how the implementation of AfCFTA can reduce NTBs, 
with a focus on the Sanitary and Phytosanitary (SPS) Annex, the Technical 
Barriers to Trade (TBT) Annex, and various trade facilitation provisions. The 
assessment will be complemented in Section 7.3 with an overview of how 
implementation of some aspects of the Agreement on Trade in Services and 
the Phase II and Phase III protocols – including the AfCFTA’s provisions on 
investment, digital trade, competition policies and intellectual property rights 
– will be instrumental to achieving food security in Africa.

Sanitary and phytosanitary measures in the African Continental Free 
Trade Area

SPS measures are critical for food security and public health. They ensure that 
minimum standards of safety are upheld, in order to protect human, plant or 
animal life or health. For example, food safety standards ensure that the food 
we eat do not contain harmful toxins, while governments and international 
organisations develop standards and guidelines to prevent spread of animal 
pests or diseases. At the same time, SPS measures can become significant bar-
riers to trade, given their high compliance costs, which small producers and 
traders are often not able to meet. Indeed, the Food and Agriculture Organiza-
tion of the United Nations has noted that domestic food prices in  sub-Saharan 
Africa are 13 per cent higher, on average, as a result of SPS measures (Food 
and Agriculture Organization of the United Nations n.d.).
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Annex 7 of the AfCFTA Agreement on Trade in Goods focuses on SPS meas-
ures (AfCFTA SPS Annex). From a food security perspective, four specific 
provisions set out in the AfCFTA SPS Annex will be particularly important: 
harmonisation, equivalence, cooperation and technical assistance. Harmo-
nisation addresses the fragmentation of regulatory approaches by requiring 
member states to base their SPS measures on common standards. The AfCFTA 
SPS Annex provides that states ‘shall cooperate in the development and har-
monisation of sanitary or phytosanitary measures based on international 
standards, guidelines and recommendations taking into account the harmo-
nisation of sanitary and phytosanitary measures at the regional level’ (Agree-
ment Establishing the African Continental Free Trade Area, 2018, art 8).  
Mirroring the WTO SPS Agreement, the AfCFTA SPS Annex refers to three 
international standard-setting bodies: the CODEX Alimentarius, the Interna-
tional Plant Protection Convention (IPPC) and the World Organization for 
Animal Health (formerly the International Office of Epizootics). Respectively, 
these organisations establish international rules for the use of toxic pesticides, 
invasive alien species, and veterinary medicines and animal diseases (Agree-
ment Establishing the African Continental Free Trade Area, 2018, Annex 
7, art 8).8 Requiring AfCFTA member states to use international standards 
as the basis of their SPS measures reduces the compliance costs that traders 
face and therefore facilitates more food trade and increases consumer welfare 
(Mendez-Parra and Ayele 2023). Box 7.2 provides an example of the applica-
tion of the harmonisation of maize standards in the EAC.

Another example concerns seed regulatory systems. Within the Southern 
African Development Community (SADC), different approaches to national 
seed regulation, including with regard to certification and quality control and 
quarantine measures for seed, made it difficult for seed to be traded within 
the region. Specifically, for a seed variety to be released in a SADC country, it 
would have to be tested for at least three seasons in different agro-ecological 

Box 7.2: Harmonising maize standards in the EAC

Examples of food safety standards harmonisation can be found at 
the REC level. For instance, prior to 2005, EAC countries kenya, Tan-
zania and uganda applied different specifications for maize – includ-
ing with regard to moisture content, aflatoxin levels, foreign matters 
and insect-damaged grains (see Table 7.2). In 2005, the EAC adopted 
harmonised standards for maize grains based on the Codex Alimen-
tarius (and, in some cases, going beyond the standards set out in the 
codex). Doing so significantly facilitated maize trade within the EAC, 
as countries no longer had to ensure they complied with different SPS 
standards when trading with different countries. 
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zones. The adoption of SADC’s Harmonized Seed Regulatory System reduces 
the release procedure time, by allowing for any seed variety already approved 
in two SADC member states to be freely tradeable throughout the SADC 
region.9 This facilitates access to, for instance, higher-yielding or drought-re-
sistant seed varieties for farmers, to boost food production.

An alternative, less demanding approach to harmonisation is the concept 
of equivalence, which requires that an importing party accepts the SPS stand-
ards of another member state as equivalent to its own if the exporting party 
objectively demonstrates that the standards achieve the same level of SPS pro-
tection as the importing party – even if the requirements are not identical. 
For example, an importing country could consider equivalent an exporting 
country’s approach to certifying organic agricultural products – allowing the 
product to be labelled in accordance with its own standards.10

Mirroring the WTO SPS Agreement, Article 7 of the AfCFTA SPS Annex 
requires that an importing party shall accept SPS measures of the export-
ing party as equivalent to its own if such equivalence can be objectively 
demonstrated. To advance food security within the African continent, it is 
recommended that the AfCFTA member states implement these provisions, 
including for food labelling, food safety practices and seed variety testing. The 
effective implementation of regionalisation provisions (Article 6) could also 
facilitate food security, given that, in the situation of a disease-outbreak, they 
allow for trade to continue from the country’s disease-free zones.

A prerequisite to many of the provisions set out in the AfCFTA SPS Annex 
is that member states have in place a functioning SPS system. In many African 

Table 7.2: Comparison of maize SPS standards before and after EAC 
harmonisation and CODEX Alimentarius

2003 (before EAC  
harmonisation)

After  
harmonisation

Codex  
Alimentarius 
(international 

standard)Kenya Tanzania Uganda Grade 1 Grade 2
Moisture 
content

13.5% 14% 13% 13.5% 13.5% 15%

Aflatoxin 10 ppb 10 ppb 10 ppb 10 ppb 10 ppb Set by CODEX 
Commission

Foreign 
matter

1% 0.5% 1% 0.5% 1% 1.5%

Insect- 
damaged 
grains

3% 1% 2% 1% 2% 7%

Source: Reproduced and modified from John keyser, Regional Quality Standards for Food 
Staples in Africa: Harmonization not Always Appropriate. July 2012.  
https://documents1.worldbank.org/curated/ar/357541468192844868/pdf/728540BRI0 
Box30onal0Standards0FINAL.pdf

https://documents1.worldbank.org/curated/ar/357541468192844868/pdf/728540BRI0Box30onal0Standards0FINAL.pdf
https://documents1.worldbank.org/curated/ar/357541468192844868/pdf/728540BRI0Box30onal0Standards0FINAL.pdf
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countries, the SPS system is significantly underdeveloped. Member states 
should invest in and upgrade their SPS systems, including by taking advan-
tage of the cooperation and technical assistance opportunities (Agreement 
Establishing the African Continental Free Trade Area, 2018, art 14), which 
include information sharing, developing and harmonising SPS measures at 
regional and continental level, developing infrastructure of testing laborato-
ries, and developing centres of excellence could have significant gains to food 
security (Chinyamakobvu 2020).11 Upgrading SPS systems will be critical to 
respond to environmental threats to crop production, including through pest 
disease outbreaks, which are expected to become more acute as a result of 
climate change.

The AfCFTA further contains various provisions that seek to streamline 
audit and verification (Article 9) as well as border check procedures related 
to import or export inspections and fees (Article 10), to ensure they are not 
more trade restrictive than necessary. These provisions can facilitate intra- 
African trade in food products, and are particularly important for agricul-
tural and perishable goods, given their vulnerability to trade disruptions 
(Mendez-Parra and Ayele 2023). Other provisions of importance are those 
that seek to enhance transparency and the exchange of information (Article 
11) and those that seek to ensure that traders have information as to the reg-
ulatory requirements.

Some progress has been made to harmonise food safety standards through 
the RECs, and to some extent across RECs through the African Organiza-
tion for Standardisation (ARSO), of which 42 African countries are mem-
bers. However, there is more to do to harmonise them at the continental level. 
This is where there is opportunity for effective implementation of AfCFTA 
SPS provisions (ARSO n.d.; Diop n.d., p.3; Economic Commission for Africa 
2020, p.2).

Technical barriers to trade in the African Continental Free Trade Area

Similar to SPS measures, technical regulations and conformity assessment 
procedures can play a critical role in advancing legitimate policy objectives. 
At the same time, they have the potential to obstruct trade, including in agri-
food products critical for food security. While technical regulations encom-
pass most SPS measures, they are broader in scope and include regulations 
that go beyond protecting animal, plant or human life or health, and establish 
norms for packaging, technological specifications, labelling standards, the 
regulation of hazardous waste, and related issues. With regard to food secu-
rity specifically, TBT standards can impact, for example, the way in which fish 
is caught, animals are treated, food is labelled, and what kind of technology is 
used in agricultural production.

Also, in line with the SPS Annex, the AfCFTA TBT provisions can facili-
tate intra-African trade in agri-food products by reducing the heterogeneity 
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of technical and regulations and standards, which often create significant 
compliance burden and costs for exporters.12 Annex 6 of the AfCFTA cov-
ers Technical Barriers to Trade. The Annex, which is based on the WTO 
TBT Agreement, aims to reduce NTBs by encouraging (1) cooperation in 
 standards-setting, technical regulations, conformity assessments, accredi-
tation and metrology; (2) the elimination of unnecessary and unjustifiable 
 technical barriers to trade (Article 4); and (3) the promotion of mutual rec-
ognition of results in conformity assessments.13 Similar to the AfCFTA SPS 
Annex, the implementation of these provisions could facilitate intra-African 
trade, including by streamlining standards and certification regarding ware-
house storage, production, waste management, technology use, and other 
areas with implications for food security, impacting the quality, availability 
and affordability of food products.14 In particular, the development of regional 
standards under ARSO and the AfCFTA Secretariat in areas relevant to the 
food supply chain could have important benefits to facilitating intra-African 
trade in agri-food products, as can the application of good regulatory prac-
tices (Article 7), transparency provisions (Article 11) and technical assistance 
and capacity-building (Article 12). A 2020 study by Economic Commission 
for Africa found that harmonisation of standards through the AfCFTA had 
potential to promote intra-African trade agri-food products and proposed a 
list of commodities for which this could be prioritised (Economic Commis-
sion for Africa 2020).

Trade facilitation in the African Continental Free Trade Area

Onerous document requirements and long export and import times are often 
a significant hindrance to trade across borders (Valensisi and Bacrot 2019). 
The following NTBs to trade are routinely experienced at many African bor-
ders: a lack of transparency in the rules and regulations, often resulting in 
discretionary decisions; delays and costs associated with border procedures; 
excessive bureaucracy; limited and uncoordinated working hours for customs 
personnel; the application of discriminatory taxes and other charges; cum-
bersome procedures for verifying containerised goods; and unpredictability 
in the requirements for product standards. These NTBs hinder intra-African 
food trade and increase the cost and time spent at borders. The latter can be 
particularly problematic for food products that are perishable.

Three AfCFTA Annexes to the Protocol on Trade in Goods contain pro-
visions that seek to address high transaction costs of international trade. 
These are Annex 4 on Trade Facilitation – which is modelled on the 2013 
WTO Trade Facilitation Agreement (TFA) – Annex 3 on Customs Coop-
eration, and Annex 8 on Transit – the latter two go beyond the TFA. These 
three annexes seek to streamline border crossing procedures, including 
by establishing a framework for the simplification and harmonisation of 
national customs legislation. They further require AfCFTA member states 
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to establish modern data processing systems, use internationally accepted 
standards for customs automation, and set out provisions for communica-
tion and interpretation.

In particular, Annex 4 on Trade Facilitation contains provisions that are 
relevant to advancing food security objectives. These include publication of 
border requirements, enquiry points, advanced rulings, pre-arrival process-
ing, transparent duties and charges, risk management, post-clearance audit, 
expedited shipments, and the exchange of information. It also contains a 
specific provision on perishable goods, defined as ‘goods that rapidly decay 
due to their natural characteristics, in particular in the absence of appro-
priate storage conditions’ (Agreement Establishing the African Continental  
Free Trade Area, 2018, Annex 4, art 1). Accordingly, the Trade Facilitation 
Annex recognises that perishable goods are more vulnerable than non-per-
ishable goods to trade disruptions at international borders. For perishable 
goods, the Annex requires that AfCFTA member states release these goods 
within the shortest possible time under normal circumstances, and, excep-
tionally, outside the business hours of a customs authority (Agreement Estab-
lishing the African Continental Free Trade Area, 2018, Annex 4, art 15). It 
further requires that the member states ensure that perishable goods are given 
priority when scheduling examinations and that importing states arrange or 
allow for appropriate storage while perishable goods are being processed at 
the border.

These provisions in the Trade Facilitation Annex will enable member 
states to build upon good practices that are already emerging as a result of 
recent reforms. For instance, trade facilitation provisions at the REC level in 
the EAC require EAC member states to implement one-stop border posts at 
their common borders, to prevent dealing with customs at both the export-
ing country and importing country’s border posts. According to a study by 
ODI, one-stop border posts in East Africa established through the support 
of TradeMark Africa have reduced total border crossing idle time between 
62 per cent and 87 per cent, mainly due to time reductions in customs pro-
cedures. The study also found that this improvement in border crossing  
procedures had a direct impact on food prices: it reduced the price of maize 
by 9 to 12.3  per  cent for maize sourced from Busia on the Uganda–Kenya 
border and 4.5 to 6.8 per cent for maize sourced from Taveta on the Kenya–
Tanzania border. The study found similar results for rice, although with lower 
gains (Mendez-Parra and Ayele 2023).

In sum, implementing the provisions set out in the SPS, TBT and Trade 
Facilitation Annexes can play a critical role in achieving food security on the 
continent. A unique feature of the AfCFTA that can further facilitate the imple-
mentation of the AfCFTA NTB chapters is that under Annex 5 on Non-Tariff 
Barriers the AfCFTA provides for the establishment of a web-based NTB mech-
anism, which enables member states and economic operators (traders) to file 
complaints related to NTBs (see Box 7.3). The effective implementation and 
usage of this complaint mechanism could prove a game-changer to removing 
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NTBs on the continent. Indeed, specifically for situations involving perishable 
goods, it requires that, upon request by a member state, a specific complaint 
must be dealt with within 10 days and that, pending the final resolution, other 
interim solutions should be considered (Agreement Establishing the African 
Continental Free Trade Area, 2018, Annex 5, art 2.1.10–11).

Box 7.3: The NTB mechanism under the AfCFTA

Annex 5 of the Agreement Establishing the African Continental 
Free Trade Area (2018) uniquely provides for the establishment of a 
web-based NTB mechanism in which both member states and eco-
nomic operators can file NTB-related complaints. The AfCFTA further 
requires member states to establish institutions to resolve NTBs 
through bilateral, pre-litigation dispute resolution. In doing so, it pro-
vides an opportunity for businesses located in any of the AfCFTA state 
parties to report NTBs encountered and set in motion a process for 
their resolution in a fast and cost-free manner.

Traders experiencing NTBs related to food security can submit com-
plaints through this mechanism. Two web-based mechanisms already 
exist in Africa, covering four RECs: the Tripartite Free Trade Area (TFTA) 
NTB mechanism, hosted on tradebarriers.org, and the reporting and 
monitoring mechanism organized by Borderless Alliance, a private 
sector organisation in Ghana, hosted on tradebarrierswa.org. For a 
complaint to be submitted, member states must indicate whether the 
NTB concerns: (1) government measures that are trade and restrictive  
practices; (2) customs and administrative entry procedures; (3) tech-
nical barriers to trade; (4) sanitary and phytosanitary measures;  
(5) specific limitations; or (6) charges on imports. 

Web-based NTB mechanisms are credited with increasing awareness 
of the challenges posed by NTBs. They provide a useful overview of 
the types of NTB that businesses in the region consider to be most 
problematic. NTB mechanisms have also been credited for their quick 
resolution of a significant percentage of complaints. For instance, the 
TFTA NTB mechanism resolved 597 complaints out of 663 that were 
registered. Among registered complaints were an SPS complaint by a 
Zambian company about having to submit a fumigation certificate 
for molasses; a TBT complaint by a Tanzanian company that Burundi 
had changed its labelling requirements after the company had sub-
mitted an export application; and a complaint related to specific lim-
itations by Egypt about an import ban in Zimbabwe on soya bean oil 
packaged in bottles. 

Source: www.tradebarriers.org; Agreement Establishing the African Continental 
Free Trade Area (2018), Annex 5.

http://tradebarriers.org
http://tradebarrierswa.org
http://www.tradebarriers.org
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7.3 The role of services, investment, digital trade, 
competition policy and intellectual property rights
Liberalising services and its implications for African food security

The Protocol on Trade in Services sets out principles for enhancing continental 
market access and service sector liberalisation (Tralac 2020). Some  services, 
including financial, logistics, information and communication technologies, 
insurance, distribution and transport services, are intrinsically linked to food 
systems through agricultural production, distribution and trade, and through 
these channels to food security. Inter-African liberalisation of these ser-
vices could attract investment and enhance competition with transformative 
impacts on agricultural production, value chains and food security.

Services negotiations under the AfCFTA follow an opt-in approach, which 
means that AfCFTA member states are only required to liberalise those ser-
vices sectors in which they have made specific commitments. Five priority 
sectors have been adopted for services liberalisation: financial services, trans-
port, communication services, business services, and tourism and travel. 
Commitments can be made for each of these sectors for different modes of 
supply, as is elaborated upon in the context of agricultural production and 
food security in Box 7.4.

Box 7.4: Modes of services commitments relevant to 
agricultural service/food security

Following the WTO General Agreement on Trade in Services, market 
access commitments in services are scheduled per service ‘mode’ of 
supply. Specifically, AfCFTA member states can use four different ser-
vices modes in their schedules:

• Mode 1: Cross-border supply, e.g. a farmer from country A 
gets crop insurance from a company based in country B. 

• Mode 2: Consumption abroad, e.g. a consumer from country 
A travels to country B to access repair services to fix a broken 
smart technology weather app on a phone. 

• Mode 3: Commercial presence/foreign direct investment, e.g. 
an agricultural drip irrigation technology company from coun-
try A opens a branch office in country B to install the techno-
logical equipment.

• Mode 4: Presence of natural persons, e.g. a veterinary official 
from country A travels to country B to check on a farmer’s  
cattle. 
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Among the five services that are prioritised, commitments in financial ser-
vices, communication services and transport will have most impact for Afri-
can food security. Financial services are integral to the development of the 
agricultural sector. This includes financial services such as credit, deposits, 
payment, insurance and risk management services (Chandra and Kinasih 
2012). As was seen in Chapter 3, African farmers have very low levels of finan-
cial inclusion. Only 17 per cent use a formal financial institution for savings 
and only 10 per cent for borrowing (Madden 2020). Increasing access to finan-
cial services, including through the liberalisation of financial services on the 
continent, could increase the uptake of financial services utilisation, includ-
ing in the agricultural sector (Madden 2020). It would similarly be critical to 
increase the digitisation of agribusiness payments, for which implementing 
the Protocol on Digital Trade, including provisions on financial technology, 
discussed in more detail below, will be critical. It is, however, not automatic 
that the liberalisation of financial services will trickle down to smallholder 
farmers – as this is not necessarily guaranteed (Dube 2012).

Logistics services, including transport, and information and communica-
tion technology are critical to reduce the costs and uncertainty in agricul-
tural trade. A systematic review of the literature published in 2016 found that 
improving rural road infrastructure leads to higher agricultural production 
and, as a result, higher incomes (Hine et al. 2016). More recent evidence 
mostly corroborates these findings.15 Similarly, studies have found a positive 
correlation between reforms in distribution services and the transformation 
of food systems for farmers, increased food security, and decrease in rural 
poverty (Chandra and Kinasih 2012). Well-functioning logistics services can 
also shorten supply chains and improve the availability, quality, safety, price 
and variety of food products.

The liberalisation of services under the AfCFTA can positively impact food 
security in Africa, given that it will open these sectors to competition making 
provision of these services more effective. At present, many services sectors 
on the African continent are underdeveloped, highly regulated, and mostly 
monopolised by government parastatals, resulting in high costs and ineffi-
ciencies (Dube 2012). AfCFTA member states should aspire to make ambi-
tious commitments in these areas, subject to country-specific contexts.

Leveraging the Protocol on Investment to advance food security

As discussed in Chapter 3, public and private investment in equipment and 
infrastructure including irrigation systems, storage facilities and the mech-
anisation of production is far from optimal (Petrack n.d.). According to a 
study by McKinsey & Company, countries south of the Sahara will require 
investment of US$8 billion for improved storage, and US$65 billion for irri-
gation, for the continent to achieve its agricultural potential (Goedde, Ooko- 
Ombaka and Pais 2019). To enhance production efficiencies, farmers require 
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eight times more fertiliser and six times more quality seeds than current levels 
(Petrack n.d.). Investment is also required for transport infrastructure and, 
more generally, for cross-border value chain development (African Union 
Commission and OECD 2022).

The Protocol on Investment promotes intra-African investments in these 
and other areas relevant to food security, as it contains provisions to reduce 
the risks associated with cross-border investment, along with provisions to 
promote and facilitate investment, while balancing this with sustainabil-
ity considerations and carve-outs. For instance, the Protocol on Investment 
includes provisions that protect investors from discriminatory treatment vis-
à-vis other African investors (Article 11 on national treatment and Article 13 
on most-favoured nation treatment); provisions that provide investors and 
their investments physical protection and security (Article 16); provisions 
that protect investors from expropriation (Article 17); and provisions that 
enable the transfer of profits and other returns from investment (Article 19). 
For each of these provisions, the Protocol on Investment has crafted excep-
tions and carve-outs related to sustainability concerns.

In addition, investor protection provisions are balanced with provisions 
that establish investor obligations, including compliance with national 
and international law, business ethics, human rights and labour standards, 
 environmental protection, indigenous peoples and local communities; soci-
opolitical obligations; anti-corruption; corporate social responsibility; and 
investor liability. These provisions ensure that the investments that fall within 
the scope of the Protocol on Investment respect basic human rights and  
sustainability requirements.

Other provisions set out in the Protocol on Investment that could con-
tribute to facilitating intra-African investments, including in agriculture, 
are those on investment promotion and facilitation (Chidede 2019). With 
regard to investment promotion, the Protocol on Investment enables mem-
ber states to adopt incentives to ‘encourage preferential markets schemes 
and specific investors within the region’ as well as incentives to provide 
for technical assistance and technology transfer requirements  (Protocol 
on Investment to the Agreement Establishing the African Continental 
Free Trade Area, 2023, art 24). At the same time, investment facilitation 
 provisions could address issues such as excessive bureaucracy, lack of 
transparency about investment-related information, corruption, and lack 
of coordination of relevant institutions, which are key issues that hinder 
intra-African investment flows.

In sum, the Protocol on Investment could play a catalytic role in enhancing 
intra-African investment, including with regard to the agricultural sector. The 
benefits, however, will not be automatic, and require adopting a proactive and 
strategic approach to enhancing intra-African investment. In addition, the 
continent will still rely heavily on investment from outside Africa, especially 
in areas related to high-yielding seed varieties or mechanisation of agricul-
ture. These investors are not directly covered by the Protocol on Investment 
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but in some cases covered by bilateral investment treaties between individual 
African countries and foreign partners.

Scaling up digital agricultural solutions through the Protocol  
on Digital Trade

The Protocol on Digital Trade can help to create a digital enabling environ-
ment that can boost the uptake of digital technologies that are critical to 
increasing agricultural yields and enhancing food preservation. For instance, 
this includes mobile phone applications that can used to buy and sell seeds 
and inputs, or that set out early-warning systems regarding weather events; 
digital technologies that enable up-to-date tracking of commodities that are 
being transported to markets; access to real-time product prices; automated 
drip-irrigation technologies; or optimise crop pests/disease mitigation strate-
gies (AUDA-NEPAD African Union Development Agency 2021).

Digital agricultural solutions being used in Africa include the Hello Tractor 
app, also known as the ‘Uber for tractors’, which enables farmers in 13 coun-
tries, including Nigeria, Kenya and Tanzania, to rent tractors and equipment 
at affordable rates (Bhalla 2021), or DigiFarm in Kenya, which serves as a one-
stop shop that enables farmers to bypass middlemen to access low-cost seeds 
and fertilisers, loans, insurance and so on, and many others. Yet scaling these 
solutions remains a challenge.

The implementation of the provisions set out in the AfCFTA Protocol on Dig-
ital Trade can further facilitate the use of digital solutions for smart  agriculture 
across borders, with positive impacts along the food system’s value chain. In 
particular, the protocol requires member states to refrain from imposing cus-
toms duties on digital products that are transmitted  electronically,  introduces 
several trade facilitation provisions, including digital contracts, electronic 
invoicing, digital payments, and paperless trading and last-mile delivery. It 
also requires that the member states allow for the cross-border transfer of 
data (Article 20), including personal data, and to refrain from requiring to 
use or locate computing facilities in a member’s territory as a condition for 
engaging in digital trade, both of which will be critical to scaling up smart 
agricultural solutions and applications. However, this obligation is subject to 
exceptions, to achieve a legitimate public policy objective or protect essential 
security interests. Provisions that seek to enhance data innovation, including 
by collaborating on various data-sharing projects and sharing best practices, 
could also catalyse digital innovation across the continent, including smart 
agriculture applications.

Uniquely, Part VI of the Protocol contains provisions relevant to digital 
trade inclusion, which seeks to promote the inclusion and participation of 
women, youth, indigenous people and rural and local communities in digital 
trade. This is also directly relevant to enhancing the uptake of digitalisation 
in agricultural production in rural areas and as regards agricultural activities 
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predominantly carried out by women. It also includes provisions directed 
at the inclusion of micro, small and medium-sized enterprises (MSMEs) by 
focusing on financing and skills development and provisions that seek to 
facilitate the adoption, development and collaboration in relation to emerging 
and advanced technologies. These provisions, if applied strategically vis-à-vis 
MSMEs active in agriculture and agricultural technologies that can enhance 
production efficiency, could be critical in facilitating Africa’s transition to 
becoming a food-secure continent.

Mainstreaming women and youth in trade activities

The provisions in the Protocol on Digital Trade are reinforced in the Proto-
col on Women and Youth, which aims to enhance intra-African trade par-
ticipation among women and youth entrepreneurs and business owners by 
addressing a number of challenges that women have historically faced such 
as access to trade finance, participation in trade policymaking, support to 
enhance export capacity, and a range of trade facilitation measures that have 
been gender-blind.

Addressing anticompetitive behaviour in food sectors through the 
Protocol on Competition Policy

Both globally and within the African continent, there is an increasing eco-
nomic concentration in the production and trading of agriculture and food 
products (Roberts 2023). While such consolidation enhances vertical and 
horizontal integration, providing, for instance, farmers with bundles of goods 
and services across food systems, it also means that large firms can exert mar-
ket power to raise prices to consumers, while restricting the participation 
of smaller players (Roberts 2023). A study of maize and soya bean market 
dynamics in Eastern and Southern Africa identified price fluctuations that 
can be traced back to excessive mark-up at trader level, government inter-
vention, and poor options with regard to storage and logistics (Roberts 2023). 
These findings highlighted that smallholder farmers in a subset of East and 
Southern African countries received unfairly low prices for their maize prod-
ucts, while fish and poultry farmers, who buy soya beans as feed, were not able 
to compete with imported frozen fish and chicken (Roberts 2023).

The implementation of the AfCFTA Protocol on Competition Policy could 
play an important role in addressing anticompetitive behaviour in the food 
sector. While the Protocol on Competition Policy does not directly refer to 
food security or agriculture, it highlights among its objectives the promotion 
of economic integration and sustainable development in the AfCFTA market 
(Article 2). It notes practices such as abuse of dominant position in the mar-
ket, mergers or acquisitions that restrict or prevent competition, and abuse 
of economic dependence (Article 5). Importantly, it establishes a continental 
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authority, with an investigative body, to administer and enforce the provisions 
set out in the Protocol on Competition Policy, with the ability to impose sanc-
tions where it finds anticompetitive behaviour to exist.

By addressing and sanctioning anticompetitive practices, the Protocol 
on Competition Policy seeks to ensure that the benefits associated with the 
 creation of the AfCFTA would not be undermined by anticompetitive behav-
iour, including in the food industry. In practice, the real impact of the Pro-
tocol on Competition Policy will depend on (1) whether a member state has 
a functioning competition authority in place and (2) the extent to which 
member states will be using the continental authority and investigative body  
on competition.

Protections through the Protocol on Intellectual Property Rights

The AfCFTA Protocol on Intellectual Property Rights will apply to all catego-
ries of intellectual property right, including plant varieties, geographical indi-
cations, genetic resources and traditional knowledge. The protocol can have 
important implications for food security. As part of its ‘guiding principles’, it 
includes the ‘promotion of the public interest in sectors of vital importance 
to socio-economic and technological development including … agriculture, 
food security, and nutrition’.16 Similarly, under the heading ‘areas for coopera-
tion’ it includes a direct reference to ‘the use of flexibilities under international 
instruments for the protection of food security, agriculture, and nutrition’ 
(Protocol to the Agreement Establishing the African Continental Free Trade 
Area on Intellectual Property Rights, 2023, art 23).

Various provisions will have particular relevance for agricultural produc-
tion and food security. Nearly half of all African countries already have an 
intellectual property system in place for seeds, most of them following the 
model of the 1991 Convention of the International Union for the Protection 
of New Varieties of Plants. Article 8 of the AfCFTA Protocol on Intellectual 
Property Rights on the protection of new plant varieties will put in place a sui 
generis or unique system that includes farmers’ rights, plant breeders’ rights 
and rules on access and benefit sharing across the continent. Exactly what this 
would look like will be further developed as part of an annex that will be added 
to the protocol. Putting such protections in place can incentivise investment 
in innovation in the development of new, higher-yielding or drought- and 
heat-tolerant plant varieties. In developing the annex on the protection of new 
plant varieties, it would be important to ensure that incentives for investment 
in new varieties are balanced by adequate access and benefit sharing provi-
sions, to ensure that farmers are not prevented from using new plant varieties.

The AfCFTA further provides protection for geographical indications (GIs), 
including for agricultural products that are connected to geographic areas, 
which can enhance food security by preserving and promoting traditional 
products both in local and international markets. Specifically, the protocol 
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aims to provide protection of geographical indications and establish a data-
base and information portal of registered geographical indications – with an 
annex setting out additional obligations to be further developed (Protocol 
to the Agreement Establishing the African Continental Free Trade Area on 
Intellectual Property Rights, 2023, art 9). There are a large number of tradi-
tional products that can benefit from GI protection, including penja pepper 
and rooibos tea in South Africa, Casamance honey in Senegal, teff from Ethi-
opia, Maferinyah pineapple from Guinea, and Bondoukou Kponan yarn from 
Côte d’Ivoire (African Union n.d.). Including geographical indications in the 
AfCFTA enhances global recognition of the protected products.

The protocol further includes a provision protecting genetic resources 
and traditional knowledge. Each provision requires that applications for an 
intellectual property right that is drawn from genetic resources or traditional 
knowledge must provide various types of information, including disclosure 
of source, proof of prior informed consent, and proof of fair and equitable 
benefit sharing. More generally, the protocol sets out a number of other 
requirements, and requires that relevant African and international instru-
ments can be used to further develop rules on prior informed consent and 
so on. Additional obligations will be developed and annexed to the protocol 
on traditional knowledge, traditional cultural expression, folklore and genetic 
resources. These provisions could also enhance food security by protecting 
traditional knowledge, which can enable indigenous communities to benefit 
economically.

While various intellectual property rights frameworks have already been 
adopted within the African continent, the benefit of the provisions of the 
protocol is that it aims to harmonise existing approaches, thereby creating 
less fragmentation. This will be crucial for developing intra-African value 
chains. To maximise benefits for agricultural production and food security, 
it is important that the annexes that are yet to be developed in the area of 
protection of new plant varieties, GIs, and traditional knowledge, traditional 
cultural expression, folklore and genetic resources strike the right balance 
between protecting intellectual property and incentivising much-needed 
innovation while ensuring fair and affordable access to these innovations – 
keeping in mind the interests of millions of smallholder farmers in the con-
tinent. This will help to ensure a balance between the costs and benefits of 
intellectual property protections (ECA, AU and AfDB 2017, pp.14–153; ECA, 
AU and AfDB 2016; United Nations Economic Commission for Africa et al. 
2019, pp.103–31).

7.4 Environmental provisions in the African Continental  
Free Trade Area
As we argue throughout this book, there are strong links between agricul-
tural production and climate change/environmental degradation, with the 
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former contributing to the latter, and the latter enhancing risks. This section 
looks at ways in which the AfCFTA legal instruments can help to mitigate 
these risks.

As we saw earlier in relation to food security, the AfCFTA texts contain 
only minimal references to the environment. The preamble to the Agree-
ment reaffirms the right of member states to regulate within their territo-
ries on climate and sustainable development matters. The preamble to the 
Protocol on Trade in Services also recognises the right of member states to 
adopt measures by introducing services regulations to meet legitimate policy 
objectives, including on sustainable development. However, as noted earlier 
in the context of food security, preambular citations do not amount to legally 
binding obligations.

As we also saw in relation to food security, the Protocol on Trade in Goods 
contains exception clauses for situations where AfCFTA member states par-
ties adopt environmental sustainability measures. Specifically, the protocol 
provides that, under certain circumstances, member states may adopt envi-
ronmental sustainability measures that are inconsistent with the Protocol on 
Trade in Goods, including if these measures are ‘necessary to protect human, 
animal or plant life or health’ or ‘relat[e] to the conservation of exhaustible 
natural resources if such measures are made effective in conjunction with 
restrictions on domestic production or consumption’ (Agreement Establish-
ing the African Continental Free Trade Area, 2018, art 26). Provided certain 
conditions are met, the adoption of measures that are necessary to protect 
human, animal or plant life or health could justify violations of provisions in 
the Protocol on Trade in Goods.

As we have already seen, the Protocol on Intellectual Property Rights con-
tains a few references to the environment. It includes as one of its guiding 
principles the ‘facilitation of access to clean and efficient energy, as well as 
promote just and fair energy transition and environmental sustainability’ 
(Protocol on Investment to the Agreement Establishing the African Conti-
nental Free Trade Area, 2023, art 4). It further encourages AfCFTA member 
states to register marks, patents and industrial designs for environmentally 
friendly goods and services, designs and innovations.

More notably, the Protocol on Investment stands out for extensive envi-
ronmental references. For instance, it recognises that an investment’s impact 
can be a factor to consider in establishing whether, for discrimination pur-
poses, two investments are made in ‘like circumstances’ (Protocol on Invest-
ment to the Agreement Establishing the African Continental Free Trade 
Area, 2023, art 11). It further includes exceptions to violations of national 
treatment, most-favoured nation and expropriation provisions for regulatory 
measures designed to protect the environment. The Protocol on Investment 
goes further to establish minimum standards on the environment, noting that 
AfCFTA member states must ensure high levels of environmental standards 
and shall not encourage investments by relaxing compliance with environ-
mental standards (Protocol on Investment to the Agreement Establishing 
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the African Continental Free Trade Area, 2023, art 22). It requires investors  
and their investments to respect and protect the environment while carry-
ing out their business activities, including respecting the right to a clean and 
sustainable environment; complying with the principles of prevention and 
precaution to anticipate significant harm to the environment; carrying out 
environmental impact assessments; and mitigating and restoring any envi-
ronmental harm that companies have caused (Protocol on Investment to 
the Agreement Establishing the African Continental Free Trade Area, 2023, 
art 30). The protocol further establishes corporate social responsibility for 
investors, with various references to environmental protection (Protocol on 
Investment to the Agreement Establishing the African Continental Free Trade 
Area, 2023, art 34). These environmental references are extensive compared 
to other investment agreements.

In sum, except for the Protocol on Investment, the AfCFTA legal frame-
work does not contain prominent provisions on climate and the environment. 
However, implementation of the SPS and TBT annexes, removing and reduc-
ing tariffs and NTBs on environmental goods and services and application of 
the relevant measures in the Protocols on Investment, Competition Policy, 
Intellectual Property Rights and Digital Trade can lead to progress on various 
sustainability matters.17

Summary
Direct references to food security in the AfCFTA legal instruments are limited.  
Unlike the WTO Agreement on Agriculture, or the food security cooperation 
approaches adopted in the RECs, the AfCFTA legal texts neither contain elab-
orate provisions to discipline agricultural subsidies – for good reasons – nor 
do they contain provisions to enhance cooperation on food security at the 
continental level. However, the absence of provisions on regional food secu-
rity modelled after the RECs can be seen as missed opportunity. It is for this 
reason that some scholars have advocated the need for the development of a 
Protocol on Food Security.18

Despite the limited references to food security in the AfCFTA legal texts, 
implementation of its protocols and annexes can also have a positive effect 
on agricultural production, with significant benefits for food security. This is 
especially the case with AfCFTA provisions that aim to ensure SPS and TBT 
compliance, promote trade facilitation provisions that seek to streamline bor-
der processes, which is critical for perishable goods, and more broadly disci-
pline NTBs. The creation of a web portal where traders and governments can 
submit complaints about NTBs is an important initiative that could further 
facilitate the implementation of these provisions. The protocols on services, 
investment, digital trade, competition policy and intellectual property rights, 
if implemented effectively, could boost intra-African value chains in agricul-
ture and agribusinesses, enhance efficiency and lower prices.
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But none of this will happen automatically. First, it will require that AfCFTA 
member states proactively apply the measures and start trading under the 
AfCFTA. Despite the AfCFTA’s official launch in January 2021, trading under 
its legal instruments is, at the time of writing, yet to commence. Here, the 
Guided Trade Initiative, launched in October 2022, which seeks to kick-start 
trade under the AfCFTA should quickly transition to comprehensive imple-
mentation (Rao 2022).

Notes
 1 Although the simulations in Chapter 6 find that the impacts of the 

AfCFTA on intra-African food trade will be modest, these impacts could 
be larger in times of food shortages (particularly where these affect some 
countries more than others). This is because the simulations in Chapter 6 
are based on the state of Africa’s economies from 2017 to 2019. However, 
if there were a shortfall of food from other sources, the number of people 
needing to source food from elsewhere in Africa (and, as a result, the 
number who would find it more affordable to do so as a result of tariff 
reductions) could increase. Even though Africa is a net food importer, 
intra-African trade could still be important for addressing food shortages 
in a time of crisis if rising prices of foods that Africa consumes made  
it more attractive for African farmers to supply the continent’s food  
market instead of focusing on exporting elsewhere and/or producing  
non-food crops. 

 2 This chapter uses the term ‘member state(s)’ to refer to African Union 
members that have signed and deposited instruments of ratification 
for the AfCFTA. For consistency throughout the book, it uses ‘member 
states’ even though the official term used is ‘State Parties’. 

 3 See, e.g., OECD (2015). 
 4 The AfCFTA does include a global safeguards provision (Article 18 of the 

Protocol on Trade in Goods), mirroring Article XIX of GATT 1994 and 
the WTO Agreement on Safeguards. It also includes a preferential safe-
guards provision (Article 19 of the Protocol on Trade in Goods), which 
allows state parties to apply safeguard measures in specific situations. 
These provisions can be used to protect farmers from excessive price 
volatilities, including agriculture commodities that are included in the 
AfCFTA member states’ tariff schedules. Given that intra-African  
trade is mainly concentrated within Africa’s five main regions, and the 
fact that African countries rarely resort to using safeguards, it is unlikely  
that these provisions will be invoked by African countries in the context 
of agriculture. 

 5 See also Kuhlmann and Dall’Agnola (2023).
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 6 If that means the possibility of member states maintaining regional food 
reserves, it might raise specific concerns under the WTO disciplines, given 
that WTO law does not recognise the concept of regional food security.

 7 While governments may – and should – adopt non-tariff measures to 
pursue various policy objectives, such as protecting human health and 
safety, plant and animal health, or environmental concerns, these meas-
ures become NTBs where they constitute unjustifiable trade restraints. 

 8 Under the SPS Annex, AfCFTA member states may also introduce higher 
SPS standards, but these could be subject to a scientific justification or 
the result of a risk assessment (Agreement Establishing the African  
Continental Free Trade Area, 2018, Annex 7, art 8). 

 9 Feed the Future (n.d.). 
 10 Japan has adopted this approach vis-à-vis organic agricultural products 

from the US. See Bellmann and van der Ven (2020). 
 11 See also van der Ven and Signé (2021).
 12 See also van der Ven and Signé (2021).
 13 Agreement Establishing the African Continental Free Trade Area (2018, 

Article 4 and Annex 6). 
 14 Kuhlmann and Dall’Agnola (2023).
 15 An exception is some evidence from India. Relevant literature published 

since the systematic review identified by the author through a rapid 
review includes Anega and Alemu (2023), Asher and Novosad (2020), 
Berg, Blankespoor and Selod (2019), Gennadevich Bryzhko and Vik-
torovich Bryzhko (2019), Hine et al. (2019), Nakamura, Bundervoet 
and Nuru (2020), Saifullah Kamaludin and Mariatul Qibthiyyah (2022), 
Takada et al. (2021) and World Bank (2023).

 16 Protocol to the Agreement Establishing the African Continental Free 
Trade Area on Intellectual Property Rights (2023, Article 4 (d)). 

 17 For further reading, see van der Ven and Signé (2021).
 18 See Kuhlmann and Dall’Agnola (2023).
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8. Africa’s bilateral food trade
Vinaye Dey Ancharaz

This chapter on Africa’s bilateral food trade (i.e. trade with non-African part-
ner countries) turns the spotlight onto the changing pattern of trade with 
traditional partners and the growing relationship with emerging partners. It 
complements the discussion in Chapter 2 (on Africa’s global trade flows and 
its decomposition into agricultural trade flows, food trade flows and agricul-
tural inputs trade flows), in Chapter 5 (on formal and informal intra-Afri-
can food trade) and in Chapter 9 (on the World Trade Organization (WTO) 
legal framework as it pertains to food trade and food security). In this chap-
ter, bilateral food trade flows and the trade regimes underpinning them are 
brought into sharper focus. The chapter begins by examining the changing 
patterns in Africa’s food and agricultural imports and exports before going on 
to discuss the trade policy aspects of these flows.

8.1 Traditional and emerging partners
The enduring story of Africa’s bilateral food trade is the changing shares of the  
partners in both exports and imports since the turn of the century. While  
the value of exports and imports in current prices have increased (Figures 8.1 
and 8.2), the proportion that is with countries of the Global South and that is 
from intra-African trade itself have grown significantly.

Among the traditional partners, the European Union (EU) remains the 
principal market for sourcing food imports and destination for food exports. 
But the EU’s shares are declining. In 2017–2021, the European bloc received 
27.7  per  cent of Africa’s food exports, compared to 33.2  per  cent a decade 
earlier. On the import side, the decline was from 23.3 per cent to 21.5 per cent 
from 2007–2011 compared to 2017–2021. Even so, the EU remains the most 
important partner for Africa’s food trade alongside the continent’s trade with 
itself. The same trend in lower shares in the value of exports and imports is  
also evident in the case of the United Kingdom (UK). Imports from the 
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United States (US) have also declined but exports show an upward trajectory. 
As would be expected, Canada, Ukraine and Russia are important sources of 
cereal imports. Ukraine supplied 4 per cent of Africa’s food imports in 2017–
2021, up from 2.1 per cent a decade earlier, while Canada’s share has remained 
constant at 2.4 per cent over the entire period.

Turning to emerging partners, both food exports and imports to and 
from China and India have increased. In particular, India’s share of Africa’s 
food imports has more than doubled – from 2.3 per cent to 4.9 per cent – in 
the past two decades. Saudi Arabia and the United Arab Emirates (UAE) 
are growing in significance as export markets. Brazil and to a lesser extent 
Turkey have emerged as a source of food imports. The rest of the world cat-
egory, which mainly consists of other developing countries, has also grown 
in share of Africa’s food exports but declined in share of imports. This resid-
ual group accounted for an average of 21.1 per cent of the value of Africa’s 

Source: Author’s calculations based on uNCTAD (n.d.).

Figure 8.1: Africa’s exports by destination, basic food (US$ billion, 
current prices), 2000–2021
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food exports during 2017–2021, up from an average of 16.8 per cent a dec-
ade earlier.

Africa’s increasing food exports to other developing countries signifies the 
growing trade ties within the Global South (Table 8.1). The trade relationships 
often encompass partnerships in agricultural cooperation. For instance, the 
Gulf states’ investments in African farms, which have sometimes been viewed 
controversially as a ‘land grab’, bolster local agricultural know-how and pro-
duction and help to secure local food supplies while also generating exports 
(Sambidge 2024). (Such land investments do raise important concerns, how-
ever, as discussed in Chapter 4.)

Finally, as noted in Chapter 5, intra-African trade in food is significant. 
Africa absorbed 27.3  per  cent of its own food exports during 2017–2021, 
slightly down from 29.4 per cent a decade earlier. This share is much higher 
than for total merchandise exports (15  per  cent), which suggests that 
 intra-African exports are food-intensive, reflecting the region’s comparative 
advantage and trade complementarity in agriculture.

Source: Author’s calculations based on uNCTAD (n.d.).

Figure 8.2: Africa’s imports by source country, basic food (US$ billion, 
current prices), 2000–2021
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8.2 Net food trade
Overall, Africa’s food import sources are more diversified than its export des-
tinations. In Chapter 2, we noted that in 2021 African countries had an annual 
net trade deficit of $48 billion in basic foods and of $9 billion in agricultural cap-
ital or machinery, while returning a net surplus in exports of agricultural raw  
materials (including cocoa, tobacco, coffee, tea and spices) of $16 billion and 
agricultural inputs of $6  billion. We further noted that Africa’s imports of 
basic foods have grown, reaching $104 billion in 2021, up from $97 billion 
in 2011. Africa’s food exports outpaced that growth, increasing gradually 
but steadily from $41 billion in 2011 to $55 billion in 2021. This yielded the 
(reduced) net deficit in food trade in 2021, with 42 African states designated 
as ‘net food-importing developing countries’ (NFIDCs) by the WTO. How 
does the deficit breakdown on a bilateral basis?

Table 8.2 ranks Africa’s trade partners in descending order of importance as 
net food providers. The prominence of emerging food trade partners, which 
include the large rest of the world category alongside the traditional partners, 
stands out. As expected, all of Africa’s major food trade partners are net food 
suppliers, except the UK.

Table 8.1: Partners’ shares of African exports and imports of basic food 
by value, period averages (%), 2007–2021

Partner
Exports Imports

2007–2011 2017–2021 2007–2011 2017–2021
EU 33.2 27.7 23.3 21.5
USA 2.2 3.0 10.6 6.0
UK 6.5 4.0 1.0 0.9
Canada — — 2.4 2.4
China 1.6 4.1 1.8 2.8
India 2.9 4.4 2.3 4.9
Brazil 0.2 0.6 8.6 7.7
Russia 2.3 2.2 2.6 5.3
Saudi Arabia 3.2 3.4 — —
Turkey — — 1.0 2.4
Ukraine — — 2.1 4.0
UAE 1.6 2.2 — —
Africa 29.4 27.3 14.3 15.8
Rest of the World 16.8 21.1 30.1 26.3

Source: Author’s calculations based on uNCTAD (n.d.).
Note: ‘—’ means the share is negligible (less than 2 per cent). The shares are calculated 
on export/import values at current prices.
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Although one might expect that countries that subsidise their agricultural 
sectors would be sources of net food imports for Africa (and the EU and 
the US, two of the largest subsidisers, are among the largest sources of net 
imports), there is actually a negative relationship between these countries’ 
total support for agriculture and their net exports to Africa (see Figure 8.3).

Table 8.2: Africa’s topmost net food suppliers, 2017–2021

Partner
Share of Africa’s net food imports  

(average for 2017–2021, %)
Brazil 16.5
EU 13.8
USA 9.8
Russia 9.1
Ukraine 8.8
India 5.6
Canada 4.3
Turkey 3.7
Africa 1.7
China 1.1
UAE 0.9
UK −2.9
Rest of the world 27.7

Source: Author’s calculations based on data from uNCTAD (n.d.).

Source: Author’s calculations based on OECD (n.d.) and uNCTAD (n.d.).

Figure 8.3: Share of Africa’s net food imports (in percentage) vs. total 
support to agriculture (US$ billion, current prices), 2017–2021
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8.3 What are the most traded foods?
Table 8.3 summarises the top 10 food products that Africa imports from, and 
exports to, the EU, the US, the UK, Russia, Brazil, China and India. The selec-
tion of countries and products is indicative rather than exhaustive and com-
plements the discussion in Chapter 1. Cereals, dairy, poultry, fish and meat 
are strongly represented in food imports, with fruit, vegetables, nuts and fish 
among the leading food exports. Other agricultural exports such as coffee and 
cocoa are also shown in Table 8.3.

8.4 Trade in agricultural inputs
Inorganic fertilisers and agricultural machinery are not widely used among 
Africa’s smallholder farmers. The former is a boon for sustainability (Baweja, 
Kumar and Kumar 2020) but the latter can have a negative impact on produc-
tivity. Using data from over 22,000 households across Ethiopia, Malawi, Niger, 
Nigeria, Tanzania, and Uganda, a study found that many as 84 per  cent of  
the farmers surveyed did not use agro-chemical fertilisers and two-thirds  
of the farmers reported not using inorganic fertilisers. Tractor ownership 
among the households was minimal (Christiaensen and Demery 2018).

All the same, there is robust trade with traditional and emerging partners  
in agricultural inputs, including machinery, seeds, fertilisers and herbicides. 
The benefits are obvious. The availability of improved seeds enhances crop 
yields, contributing directly to increased food availability and stability. Mech-
anisation through the use of tractors and modern equipment enhances effi-
ciency, allowing farmers to cultivate larger areas and minimise post-harvest 
losses. Access to fertilisers and herbicides improves soil fertility, pest man-
agement, and crop health, further boosting yields. Experimental analysis  
of African farms by Duflo, Kremer and Robinson (2008) found that the use of 
fertilisers and hybrid seed increased maize yields by 40 to 100 per cent. How-
ever, low and variable returns on investment in fertilisers continue to limit 
fertiliser uptake in Africa (Cairns et al. 2021). 

Although inorganic fertilisers boost yields, they also cause long-term envi-
ronmental harm, for example through reductions in plant diversity (CGIAR 
n.d.; Shi et al. 2024). Organic fertilisers could help to reduce this problem, 
as they can increase yields without losses of plant diversity (Shi et al. 2024). 
However, questions remain ‘about their long-term impact on soil health and 
crop productivity’ (CGIAR n.d.).

Traditional partners

Besides being the leading food supplier to Africa, the EU is also a major pro-
vider of agricultural inputs, notably seeds, agricultural machinery and trac-
tors (Table 8.4). During 2017–2021, Africa sourced over 70 per cent of its agri-
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cultural seeds from the EU, underpinned by collaborative arrangements such 
as the Alliance for a Green Revolution in Africa (AGRA) and the Seed and 
Knowledge Initiative (AGRA 2021). Other initiatives, such as the EU–Africa 
Partnership on Food and Nutrition Security and Sustainable  Agriculture, also 
support African farmers’ access to inputs, among other objectives (Partner-
ship on Food and Nutrition Security and Sustainable Agriculture (FNSSA) 
n.d.). In 2017–2021, about half of Africa’s imports of agricultural machinery 
and a third of its tractor imports came from the EU.

Among other traditional partners, the US is a notable supplier of tractors 
and agricultural machinery to Africa, accounting for about one-fifth of Afri-
ca’s tractor imports in 2017–2021 according to UN Comtrade data. The US 
Feed the Future programme seeks to improve agricultural production and 
markets in developing countries (USAID n.d.).

The UK is a significant supplier of tractors and an important exporter  
of agricultural machinery and parts to Africa. The UK’s involvement in 
 African agriculture can be traced back to the colonial era, when British com-
panies established agricultural plantations and introduced modern farming 
techniques. This influence has a left a lasting legacy, as British agricultural 
expertise and machinery continue to be used in many parts of the continent. 

Emerging partners

China has emerged as the largest supplier of herbicides to the continent and is 
next to the EU in agricultural machinery exports to Africa. Indian tractors are 
becoming popular on African farms, not only because of price and durability 
but also because of their adaptability to local agricultural conditions. Saudi 
Arabia (fertilisers), Israel (seeds) and Turkey (tractors) are important input 
suppliers to Africa.

Much like the traditional partners, Africa’s emerging partners have set up 
initiatives to promote access to agricultural inputs and technology, knowl-
edge-sharing and capacity-building (Business Times 2018). Notable among 
these are the India’s Technical and Economic Cooperation Programme, 
the China–Africa Agriculture Cooperation Programme, and collaboration 
between the Brazilian Agricultural Research Corporation (Embrapa) and 
some African countries (Santos 2016). 

8.5 What are the trade policy regimes underpinning Africa’s 
bilateral food trade?
This section considers the trade policies and related issues that impact bilat-
eral food trade with selected traditional and emerging trading partners. 
Among traditional partners, the EU and US have long established trade policy 
regimes that impact Africa’s food trade. Russia and Ukraine also have a long 
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history of trade with African countries, supplying cereals. Consequently, the 
Russia–Ukraine war, including the rise and demise of the Black Sea Grain 
Initiative (see Box 8.1), exposed vulnerabilities for some African countries. 
Among emerging trading partners, China, India and Brazil illustrate the 
growing trade partnerships with the Global South.

Traditional partners – the EU

The EU’s bilateral trade arrangements with African countries vary according 
to geographical location on the African continent and level of development 
(Luke, McCartan-Demie and Guepie. 2023). Specifically, as regards food 
trade, agricultural protectionism, food safety standards, intellectual property 
rights, and initiatives emanating from the EU’s Green Deal are problematic 
areas in the bilateral food trade relationship.

Box 8.1: The Black Sea Grain Initiative (BSGI)

The BSGI was negotiated in July 2022 between Turkey, Russia, ukraine 
and the uN as a means of ensuring that ukraine could ship its grain 
via the Bosphorus. The deal ended one year later, in July 2023, as Rus-
sia retaliated against Western sanctions and attacks by ukraine on its 
Black Sea fleet.

under the initiative, ukraine exported over 33 million tonnes of grain 
between July 2022 and July 2023. Partly as a result of this, the price 
of grain stabilised at $800 per tonne, down from a high of $1,360. 
With the collapse of the initiative, Russia announced it would donate 
‘free grain’ to six countries with which it has strong links: Somalia, 
Burkina Faso, Eritrea, Zimbabwe, Central African Republic and Mali. 
This prompted uN warnings that a ‘handful of donations’ would not 
correct the ‘dramatic impact’ caused by the end of the Black Sea deal. 
The suspension of the BSGI again generated fluctuations in interna-
tional wheat prices. Djibouti, Somalia and Sudan – highly dependent 
on imports through the Black Sea – were particularly vulnerable. 
Somalia’s reliance on ukraine for over 60 per cent of its wheat imports 
underscores this vulnerability and resulted in an urgent search for 
alternative sources for wheat supply, including through humanitar-
ian aid. In Sudan, a decline in wheat production in 2023 amid political 
instability exacerbated the effects of the collapse of the BSGI. A dra-
matic rise in local wheat flour prices followed, reducing access and 
affordability. The uncertainties following the Russia–ukraine conflict 
led most African countries that depended on grain supplies from the 
warring parties to diversify their sources of imports.

Source: WFP (World Food Programme) (2023); Wintour (2023).
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EU agricultural protectionism is exercised through its agriculture tar-
iff schedules, domestic support or subsidies for its farmers and recourse to 
‘special agricultural safeguards’, all of which are permitted under WTO rules. 
Since the start of the Doha Round in 2001, export subsidies have been virtually 
eliminated and import tariffs on agricultural products have been significantly 
reduced. However, the share of domestic subsidies in total support to farmers 
in OECD countries has more than doubled in the two decades since then 
(Anderson et al. 2021, p.1). As discussed in Chapter 9, rich countries’ agri-
cultural subsidies incentivise production, which contributes to global food 
availability but disincentivises production in poorer and net  food-importing 
countries. This presents a major challenge to African agricultural production, 
trade and food security, as do the persistent imbalances in the WTOs Agree-
ment on Agriculture (Eagleton-Pierce 2012; ECA Southern Africa Office 
(SRO-SA) 2007; Singh 2017, cited in Hopewell 2022).

In relation to tariff schedules, in the dairy sector, average tariffs are as 
high as 32  per  cent, with sugar and confectionery at 27  per  cent, meat at 
19 per cent, cereals and cereal preparations at 17 per cent, and fruits and veg-
etables at 13 per cent (WTO 2019). EU agricultural tariff-rate quotas (TRQs)1 
are quite diverse and apply to a wide range of agricultural goods such as meat, 
dairy, cereals, fruit and vegetables, and processed foods, some of which are of 
major export interest to Africa. However, the utilisation rate of these TRQs 
has remained low and constant, averaging 39 per cent in recent years (WTO 
2023). The evidence suggests that TRQs can facilitate market access for Afri-
can horticultural exports to the EU, such as South Africa’s exports of canned 
fruit, but they pose challenges due to their limited nature and potential for 
market distortions (Muchopa 2021).

As for domestic support, annual spending on EU farm subsidies is a mul-
tiple of the gross domestic product of many African countries. In 2019–2020 
this was €81 billion and applied to farmers’ income support, rural develop-
ment and market measures (Directorate-General for Agriculture and Rural 
Development n.d. a; Directorate-General for Agriculture and Rural Devel-
opment n.d. b). Farm subsidies incentivise overproduction and contribute to 
higher greenhouse gas (GHG) emissions in sectors such as meat production.

Special agricultural safeguards2 are applied to three groups of products: 
sugar, fruits and vegetables, and poultry and meat, which are already aided 
by subsidies and tariff protection, including specific seasonal tariffs (WTO 
2019). This is why Everything but Arms, the EU’s concessional trade arrange-
ment for least-developed countries (LDCs), is often mocked as Everything 
but Farms! The combined effect of these policies is that the EU, which might 
well be a net importer of some of these products, is actually a net exporter. An 
example is Morocco’s food trade with the EU. Morocco is more competitive 
than EU producers in certain fruits and vegetables such as tomatoes, oranges 
and clementines. However, EU subsidies distort farm prices, making it diffi-
cult for Morocco and other North African producers to compete in the EU 
market (van Berkum 2013).
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The EU’s food safety standards are modelled on the WTO Sanitary and 
Phytosanitary Measures (SPS) Agreement and encompass various aspects 
of the food value chain, including hygiene, labelling, pesticide residues, con-
taminants and traceability. Based on its Farm to Fork Strategy, the EU’s SPS 
regime is recognised as going beyond the protection of consumer health. 
The strategy has a wide compass that includes animal welfare, sustainable 
agricultural practices, environmental protection and nature conservation 
(Directorate-General for Health and Food Safety 2024). An empirical study 
by UNCTAD found that the EU’s SPS measures resulted in higher burdens 
for lower-income countries and a 14 per cent reduction in their agricultural 
exports (Murina and Nicita 2014). In 2022, South Africa filed a complaint 
under the WTO’s dispute settlement arrangements against the EU on what it 
considered to be unwarranted phytosanitary requirements for its fruit exports 
(van der Ven and Luke 2023).

Intellectual property rights as they relate to plant genetic resources and 
technology transfer is another area of concern in Africa’s bilateral food 
trade relationship with the EU. As previously noted, the EU is a source of 
key agricultural inputs, including seeds. EU intellectual property rights 
requirements restrict farmers’ ability to save and exchange seeds. In addi-
tion,  ‘non-complying seeds, including traditional heterogeneous varieties, 
are banned’ (de Mévius 2022). Notwithstanding certain derogations (such 
as the right of farmers to reuse and multiply patent-protected seeds for use 
on their own farms), the legal space for the conservation and sustainable  
use of plant genetic resources for food agriculture is narrow (de Mévius 2022; 
Gil-Robles and Edlinger, 1998). Although this legislation applies only to EU 
member states, in some cases it has inspired other countries to adopt similar 
legislation;3 Egypt, Morocco and Tunisia have done this as part of signing the 
Euro-Med Association Agreements with the EU (Peschard, Golay and Araya 
2023, p.45). Moreover, the EU Seed Marketing Legislation that is being devel-
oped prohibits public gene banks, private collections, and unauthorised use of 
EU-originating seeds (de Mévius 2022).4

During the early years of the 2020s, the EU elaborated a range of policy 
initiatives under its Green Deal and Fit for 55 climate package, aimed at 
reducing carbon emissions by 55  per  cent by 2030 and achieving carbon 
neutrality by 2050. Among these are the Carbon Border Adjustment Mecha-
nism (CBAM) and the Deforestation Regulation. Of these two policy meas-
ures, the proposal for a CBAM only marginally affects agriculture and food 
trade, although further measures on agricultural products have not been 
ruled out in the future. In the first phase of the scheme, which came into 
effect in October 2023, the CBAM introduced a levy on emissions embed-
ded in imported goods such as cement, aluminium, iron and steel, fertil-
isers, electricity and hydrogen to address the issue of ‘carbon leakage’. This 
occurs where EU-based producers are subjected to its emissions trading 
scheme while imports may not face the same level of levies on emissions. Of 
the products included in the scheme that are directly relevant to agriculture, 
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only the small trade in fertilisers exported to the EU from countries such as 
Mauritania and Morocco is initially affected.

However, the EU Deforestation Regulation, which aims to address the envi-
ronmental impacts of deforestation and forest degradation associated with 
EU imports and production of specific agricultural commodities (Regulation 
on Deforestation-Free Products n.d.), will have a direct impact on bilateral 
food and agricultural trade. The regulation – which was initially scheduled to 
come into effect on 30 December 2024 but delayed for a year to 30 December 
2025 – targets products with high deforestation risk such as cocoa, coffee, 
palm oil, soya, beef, wood and rubber. The scope could be extended to include 
pig meat, sheep, goats, poultry, maize, charcoal and printed paper products. 
Importers of the covered goods into the EU must ensure that these products do  
not come from land that was deforested after 31 December 2021, produced 
in accordance with both the laws of the country of origin and international 
law, and respect the rights of traditional communities over their territories. To 
facilitate compliance, the EU has created a benchmarking system categorising 
countries into low, standard or high risk of deforestation. Low-risk countries 
will have simplified due diligence obligations, reducing compliance costs for 
EU importers. High-risk commodity-exporting countries will face more rig-
orous scrutiny. Establishing risk and the traceability of products including 
through the satellite and GPS technologies that are essential to the scheme 
will impose additional costs on African food and agricultural exporters.

However, these climate-focused interventions may also have benefits 
for Africa by impacting the pace of climate change, given how far the con-
tinent is expected to suffer (and is already suffering) as a result of the cli-
mate crisis (World Meteorological Organization 2020; World Meteorological  
Organization 2023).

Traditional partners – the US

The Africa Growth and Opportunity Act (AGOA), which has been in effect 
since 2001, providing eligible African countries south of the Sahara with 
duty-free access to the US market for over 6,700 products, is the main trade 
policy framework for bilateral trade with the US. Good governance is a major 
criterion for eligibility. At the time of writing, six African countries (Burkina 
Faso, Guinea, Mali, Niger, Sudan and Ethiopia) have been suspended from 
the scheme for not being compliant with the governance criterion. The risk of 
suspension of AGOA benefits generates uncertainty for investors and export-
ers. For non-AGOA eligible African countries, trade with the US is carried 
out under most-favoured nation tariffs or the US Generalised System of Pref-
erences (GSP). Since 2006, Morocco has had a free trade area arrangement 
with the US. In relation to food, wheat is a major import to Morocco from 
the US, with fruit, nuts and horticulture produce going in the other direction 
(Office of the United States Trade Representative n.d.).
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AGOA has been reauthorised by the US Congress five times: in 2004, 2006, 
2007, 2012 and 2015. While the earlier extensions were short-term, the 2015 
extension was for 10 years, allowing greater predictability in trade and invest-
ment decisions. At the time of writing, discussions have begun for a further 
extension in 2025. Its extension is shrouded in uncertainty given the second 
Trump administration’s aggressive transactional approach to trade policy.

As we saw earlier in this chapter in the discussion of bilateral trade  
flows, AGOA has facilitated a modest growth in Africa’s food and agricultural 
exports. Africa’s agricultural exports to the US have increased by 60.8 per cent 
in the past 10 years to reach US$2.9 billion in 2022. However, agricultural prod-
ucts account for just 11 per cent of non-oil imports under AGOA (Schneidman, 
McNulty and Dicharry 2021). Other challenges to food and agricultural exports 
under AGOA include product exclusion and erosion of preferences as market 
access concessions are granted by the US to an increasing range of countries, 
Viet Nam for example. Capacity to comply with non-tariff barriers, particularly 
SPS regulations, has also hindered AGOA agricultural exports. For example, 
lengthy US import approval procedures for horticultural products meant that 
baby squash and courgettes from Zambia, which were considered for export 
following the enactment of AGOA in 2001, received the green light more than 
seven years later in December 2008 (Pasco 2010).

As in the EU, agricultural protectionism is exercised through high import 
tariffs for farm products and subsidies for farmers. This makes some Afri-
can exports less competitive in the US market. High tariffs and TRQs per-
meate several agricultural sectors that also attract substantial farm subsidies, 
including sugar, tobacco, cotton, dairy and beef. The US maintains 46 TRQs 
on seven commodities (Meltzer 2015).

Peanuts, for example, attract over-quota tariffs of up to 163.8 per cent. This 
is a prohibitive tariff that shuts out any prospect of African peanut exports 
to the US beyond the quota amount, since imports beyond the quota do 
not benefit from duty-free access under AGOA. Tobacco faces an ad valo-
rem tariff5 equivalent of 350 per cent, which is a high barrier to overcome 
for Malawi’s tobacco to enter the lucrative US market. Dairy products attract 
the highest number of TRQs (22) across 107 in-quota tariff lines, with ad 
valorem equivalents ranging from 30 to 120 per cent. Sugar, a major African 
export to the US as noted from Table 8.3, is hit with over-quota tariffs of up to 
210 per cent. One study estimates that the complete elimination of US tariffs 
on agricultural exports under AGOA would increase African exports by more 
than $105 million while reducing US production by less than US$10 million 
(Mevel, Lewis and Kamau 2013).

In 2019–2020, the United States provided €190.6 billion in farm subsidies 
(Directorate-General for Agriculture and Rural Development n.d. b). These 
covered more than 150 programmes including ad hoc disaster assistance, 
agricultural risk, crop insurance, conservation, price loss below the products’ 
reference price, marketing and export aid, and research and development 
(Edwards 2023). Here again, these subsidies are allowed under WTO rules, as 
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discussed in Chapter 9. The scale of the subsidies encourages overproduction 
and generates higher carbon emissions in some sectors. The subsidies also 
have the effect of out-competing African food exports in sectors where they 
are competitive, notably beef, maize, soya beans and dairy. A convenient out-
let for overproduction is food aid. Quite apart from humanitarian and emer-
gency relief, food aid as discussed in Chapter 4 and Chapter 9 can undermine 
local production and generate dependencies.

Traditional partners – Russia and Ukraine

Both Russia and Ukraine are major players in global agricultural production 
and trade in cereals. Ukraine is also a major producer of sunflower oil. Russia 
is Africa’s third biggest supplier of fertilisers. Cereals represented 35 per cent 
of Africa’s imports from Russia during 2017–2021. According to UNCTAD-
STAT data, Ukraine’s share of Africa’s food imports doubled to 4 per cent in 
the past decade. Cereals from Ukraine represent 10 per cent of Africa’s world 
cereal imports. Africa’s exports to Ukraine are negligible but about half of 
Africa’s exports to Russia during 2017–2021 were in food products, notably 
agricultural commodities, fruit and horticulture.

Africa maintains a deficit in net food trade with both Russia and Ukraine. 
However, trade with Russia and Ukraine is concentrated in a handful of 
African countries, namely Egypt, Kenya, Sudan, Tunisia, Ethiopia, Somalia 
and Djibouti. This explains the limited effect on Africa as a whole of the  
supply disruption that followed Russia’s invasion of Ukraine in 2022. 
Although food imports from Russia and Ukraine are small in relation to 
Africa’s total food imports, their concentration in a few countries resulted in 
apprehensions about the availability of supplies, resulting in the negotiation 
of the Black Sea Grain Initiative (see Box 8.1).

Unlike the EU and the US, Russia and Ukraine do not have well-defined 
trade policy frameworks with African countries. As a member of the Eurasian 
Customs Union (with Belarus, Kazakhstan, Kyrgyzstan and Amenia), Rus-
sia offers preferential market access to developing countries through a GSP 
scheme and participates in the WTO’s duty-free quota-free (DFQF) market 
access for least-developed countries.

Russia also engages in technical assistance and knowledge-sharing activi-
ties, including technology transfer, research collaboration and agribusiness 
development. A forum on agribusiness was held during the 2019 Russia–
Africa summit (Yakovenko 2019).

Emerging partners – China

As previously noted, China–Africa trade in agricultural goods is modest 
but growing. During 2017–2021, China accounted for 4.1  per  cent of Afri-
ca’s food exports and 2.8 pr cent of imports. In comparison with trade in all 
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goods, China accounted for 15.2 per cent of Africa’s exports and 17.3 per cent 
of imports, making agricultural trade a small part of total trade. Fruits, nuts, 
vegetables and beef are among the food exports to China, along with coffee, 
tobacco and cotton among other agricultural products. Imports include rice, 
food preparations, yeasts, sugar, agricultural inputs and machinery. Chinese 
investment has been made in trade-related infrastructure, such as transporta-
tion and storage facilities (Hamilton and Maliphol 2021). Technical assistance, 
technology transfer, knowledge-sharing and capacity-building initiatives are 
directed to African farmers and agribusinesses (Ministry of Foreign Affairs of 
the People’s Republic of China 2024).

In relation to trade policy, only the ‘most basic’ framework exists for 
trade between China and African countries (Luke, McCartan-Demie and 
Guepie 2023). As it considers itself a developing country (and is still an 
 upper-middle-income country according to the World Bank’s classification, 
rather than a high-income one), China does not offer a GSP (World Bank n.d.). 
However, since 2010 it has participated in the WTO’s duty-free quota-free 
scheme for LDCs for up to 98 per cent of tariff lines. In 2021, China concluded 
a free trade agreement (FTA) with Mauritius, the only trade deal it has with an 
African country. The make-up of the Mauritian economy and its highly liber-
alised trade regime, and the challenges for Mauritian firms to increase their 
exports to China in spite of the FTA, are such that the agreement will have little 
impact on food and agricultural trade (Ancharaz and Nathoo 2022).

Like other large economies, China protects its agricultural sector through 
the use of such tools as tariffs, subsidies and food safety measures. Concerns 
that the latter have been a major impediment to Africa’s exports of agricultural 
products have prompted African countries to negotiate ‘green lanes’ with China 
to ease the process of carrying out phytosanitary assessments in exporting agri-
cultural produce to China.

Emerging partners – India

India–Africa trade has a long history, facilitated by the shared geography of 
the Indian Ocean rim. Engagement on trade is also driven by the presence of a  
large Indian diaspora on the continent (Ben Barka 2011; Chakrabarty 2016).

In line with growing trade ties between Africa and countries in the Global 
South, food trade with India has grown during the last two decades. India 
accounted for 4.4 per cent of Africa’s food exports and 4.9 per cent of food 
imports during 2017–2021. The composition of exports to India are compa-
rable with those to China and consist of nuts, fruits, spices, vegetables and 
agricultural commodities like coffee and cocoa. Imports from India include 
rice, sugar, meat and food preparations.

Agriculture is a strategic sector in India and protected by policy measures 
allowed by the WTO. As a developing country, India like China does not have a 
GSP scheme but participates in the WTO DFQF initiative for LDCs. This allows 
duty-free treatment for up to 98 per cent of tariff lines as of 2014 (Ancharaz and 
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Ghisu 2014). But some agricultural commodities in which African countries are 
competitive, such as coffee and tea, are excluded from the scheme (Ancharaz 
and Ghisu 2014; Ancharaz, Ghisu and Wan 2014, p.25). Research in Ethiopia, 
Tanzania and Uganda has found that uptake of the scheme was marred by lack 
of awareness of the scheme among exporters of the opportunities it offered 
(Ancharaz, Ghisu and Frank 2014a, p.11; Ancharaz, Ghisu and Frank 2014b, 
p.26; Ancharaz, Ghisu and Wan 2014, p.25).

Emerging partners – Brazil

Brazil’s emergence as an agricultural superpower is evidenced by its leading 
role as a global supplier of soya, meat, grains and sugar. In Africa, Brazil is the 
biggest supplier of sugar, maize and poultry, and among the top exporters of 
other animal products. During 2017–2021, Brazil accounted for 7.7 per cent 
of Africa’s food imports, making it more important than all other trad-
ing partners except the EU (as a bloc) and the African continent itself (as a 
whole). Food represents two-thirds of all imports from Brazil, while Africa’s 
food exports are negligible.

As a developing country, Brazil does not offer trade preferences to African 
countries. In 2016, Mercosur, of which Brazil is a member, and the South-
ern Africa Customs Union (SACU), which includes South Africa, Botswana, 
Namibia, Eswatini and Lesotho, concluded an FTA. It is a shallow agreement 
that sets out preference margins of 10, 25, 50 and 100 per cent on 1,050 tariff 
lines covering both industrial and agricultural goods (Ministério das Relações 
Exteriores [Ministry of Foreign Affairs], 2016).

Brazil shares its agricultural know-how through robust technical assis-
tance outreach. Similar agronomic conditions and affinities between Africa 
and Brazil have often been invoked to support the transfer of knowledge and 
 technology between the two partners. This includes initiatives such as the 
Brazil–Africa Agriculture and Food Security Programme, which seeks to fos-
ter self-reliance in African agriculture by promoting sustainable practices and 
agribusiness development (World Food Programme 2020), and More Food 
International (MFI), a cooperation programme aimed at strengthening the 
productive capacity of African smallholder farmers. However, a case study 
of the adoption of MFI in three Africa countries – Ghana, Mozambique and 
Zimbabwe – suggests that the programme has not worked well as local condi-
tions were not taken fully into account (Cabral et al. 2016).

Summary
This chapter has reviewed the food trade relationships between Africa and 
its traditional bilateral partners such as the EU, the US, Russia and Ukraine 
and emerging bilateral partners such as Brazil, China and India. The chapter 
has uncovered various aspects of how these interactions impact food trade 
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and food security on the African continent in terms of both the value of net 
imports and the specific products that are provided. The geography of these 
relationships is changing, with increasing food trade flows between African 
and emerging partners in the Global South. Traditional partners are also los-
ing trade shares in agricultural inputs such as machinery, seeds, fertilisers and 
herbicides to emerging partners.

Brazil is the largest net food supplier to Africa, followed by the EU and 
the US. The EU, however, remains Africa’s most important market for both 
food exports and imports. The EU and the US are also significant suppliers of 
agricultural seeds, machinery and tractors to Africa. Among traditional part-
ners, Russia and Ukraine are a major source of cereal exports to Africa. The 
Russia–Ukraine war that started in 2022 disrupted the flow of these exports. 
But the concentration of Russia’s and Ukraine’s grain exports in a few African 
countries limited a wider damaging effect, although the collapse of the BSGI 
after only one year in 2023 resulted in a surge in wheat prices.

In assessing the trade policy regimes that underpin trade flows, we saw that 
many African countries benefit from market access concessions such as the EU’s 
Everything but Arms, the US’s AGOA and the WTO’s DFQF initiative. But there 
is a high level of agriculture sector protectionism in bilateral partners’ markets 
through measures allowed by WTO rules. These include high import tariffs for 
farm products and subsidies to farmers, which lead both to overproduction and 
to enhanced levels of GHG emissions in some food production sectors. Agricul-
tural protectionism makes many African food exports less competitive, espe-
cially in traditional partners’ markets. Capacity in several African countries to 
meet food safety standards is a perennial challenge. In the case of China, signifi-
cant efforts have been made to work with African exporters to ease this difficulty 
through the introduction of ‘green lanes’. Policies in the EU related to its Green 
Deal and Fit for 55 such as the CBAM and Deforestation Regulation will increas-
ingly expose the nexus between trade and climate to greater scrutiny.

Forty-two of the 54 African countries are net food importers, which ele-
vates bilateral food trade to a matter of strategic importance for these coun-
tries. Most of these countries are part of the NFIDC group at the WTO. These 
countries coordinate efforts to keep international food markets open, monitor 
food aid flows and constitute an important stakeholder group in negotiations 
to reform WTO rules on agriculture.

Notes
 1 In the EU, ‘tariff-rate quotas’ refers to quotas for imports than can benefit 

from a lower tariff than any imports that exceed the quota (European 
Commission 2024). 

 2 ‘Special agricultural safeguards’ refers to temporary restrictions on 
imports used to deal with special circumstances such as a sudden surge 
in imports (World Trade Organization 2004). 
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 3 As of 2022, Egypt, Ghana, Kenya, Morocco, Tanzania and Tunisia were 
party to the 1991 UPOV Convention. Farmers in a state party to this 
convention ‘cannot save or reuse seeds of protected varieties, except on 
their own farms, and only provided that their government has adopted 
an optional exception to this effect (Articles 15). Moreover, this excep-
tion must be “within reasonable limits” and safeguard “the legitimate 
interests of the breeder.” This means, for example, that it can be limited 
to certain crops or can be conditional on the payment of license fees’ 
(Peschard, Golay and Araya 2023, p.21, based on UPOV International 
Union for the Protection of New Varieties of Plants 2009, pp.8–11).

 4 See also ARC (2023).
 5 An ad valorem tariff is one where the tariff to be paid is determined as a 

percentage of the value of the goods being imported.
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9. The World Trade Organization’s legal 
framework and Africa’s food security
Colette Van der Ven and David Luke

This chapter undertakes an assessment of the World Trade Organization 
(WTO) legal framework in relation to food security in Africa. It begins by 
positing an often-overlooked paradox: the contradictory role that food secu-
rity plays in international trade. Countries with the means to subsidise pro-
duction provide food not only for domestic consumption but also for trading 
in open markets or for giving away as food aid. This enhances global food 
availability but disincentivises production in poorer and net food-importing 
countries. Much of the work on food and agriculture in the multilateral trad-
ing system is aimed at resolving this conundrum.

After framing the paradox, the chapter reviews the main WTO agreements 
that impact food security, beginning with the Agreement on Agriculture 
(AoA). In assessing the AoA, its provisions relating to domestic support, 
the public stockholding of food supplies, the special safeguard mechanism, 
and export restrictions are of particular focus. Concerning the last of these, 
the chapter unpacks the measures taken by WTO member states against the 
background of the food crisis that followed the Covid-19 pandemic and Rus-
sia’s invasion of Ukraine. Subsequently, the Sanitary and Phytosanitary (SPS) 
Agreement, the Fisheries Subsidies Agreement (FSA) and provisions relating 
to technology transfer from a food security viewpoint are discussed. In each 
case, we highlight the relevant WTO rules and ongoing initiatives to illustrate 
the implications for African countries’ food security objectives. In particu-
lar, the chapter suggests reform initiatives that could be taken by the WTO 
African Group, the body that coordinates activities among African member 
states. Finally, in keeping with the aim of this book to put the spotlight on the 
interrelationship between food trade, food security and climate, the chapter 
reviews current (at the time of writing) environmental initiatives at the WTO 
such as the Trade and Environmental Sustainability Structured Discussions 
(TESSD), which includes environmentally harmful subsidies, with agricul-
tural subsidies among them.
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9.1 Food security and WTO rules: an unresolved conundrum
Food is unlike any other commodity that is traded. Demand for staples is ine-
lastic. Food price movements are politically sensitive. Food is both traded in 
international markets and highly protected in domestic markets. During the  
Uruguay Round (1986–1994) that led to the establishment of the WTO,  
the negotiators readily accepted that international trade could have both pos-
itive and negative implications for food security and crafted a special set of 
rules set out in the AoA to reflect this reality. On the positive side, the well-
known role that trade could play in generating a supply response where food 
is needed and in emergencies was acknowledged by Uruguay Round negoti-
ators. So also was the role of trade in facilitating access to inputs and mod-
ern agricultural technology and infrastructure needed to support agricultural 
productivity. Today accessing technology through trade is seen as vital to 
render agricultural production less vulnerable to climate shocks and to drive 
mitigation and adaptation initiatives.

However, the Uruguay Round negotiators further recognised that, while 
subsidies and some degree of protection could help to boost domestic food 
production and safeguard food stability, they also generate trade distortions 
through overproduction, dumping on world markets, price depression and the 
destabilisation of local production. To curtail the risks, negotiators agreed to  
allow subsidies and protection within disciplines that were laid out in the 
AoA. Net food-importing countries were acknowledged to be especially vul-
nerable to disruptions in global food supply chains. This category of coun-
tries was singled out for special consideration in further deliberations on food 
and agriculture. To make the point, a Decision on Measures Concerning the 
Possible Negative Effects of the Reform Programme on Least-Developed and 
Net Food-Importing Developing Countries (NFIDCs) was adopted (Decision 
on Measures Concerning the Possible Negative Effects of the Reform Pro-
gramme on Least-Developed and Net Food-Importing Developing Coun-
tries, 1994). The decision set out pathways for mitigating negative outcomes 
for least-developed countries (LDCs) and NFIDCs – which include 42 Afri-
can countries – such as food aid, technical and financial assistance and special 
conditions for agricultural export credit disciplines. In addition, food security 
as an objective is explicitly mentioned in specific WTO agreements such as 
the General Agreement on Tariffs and Trade 1994 and the AoA, which were 
part of the Uruguay Round trade deal.

Following the formation of the WTO in 1995, food security has remained 
central to negotiations on agriculture. In the decades since, especially over 
the last decade and most recently in 2022 at the Twelfth Ministerial Con-
ference, the 164 Members (as WTO member states are known) delivered a 
series of outcomes that are in line with the obligations of the NFIDC Decision 
(World Trade Organization 2024a). But how to discipline agricultural subsi-
dies, afford some level of protection for NFIDCs and LDCs, and keep world 
food markets open is a conundrum that remains unresolved at the WTO, as 
will be seen in this chapter.
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9.2 The Agreement on Agriculture
The AoA comprises three main pillars: market access, domestic support  
and export competition. Under the market access pillar, Members were 
required to replace agriculture-specific non-tariff measures with a tariff that 
afforded equivalent levels of protection. This is also known as tariffication. 
Quantifying the amount of protection Members were providing was the first 
step towards implementing reduction targets. Mandatory minimum and aver-
age tariff reduction requirements were established for developed and develop-
ing countries. LDCs were required to bind agricultural tariffs but were exempt 
from undertaking tariff reductions (World Trade Organization 2024b).

The pillar on domestic support focuses on the use of subsidies and other 
support programmes that directly stimulate agriculture production. These 
provisions seek to discipline the use of domestic support, while at the same 
time leave room for governments to design agricultural policies. The rules 
reflect a conceptual distinction between two types of domestic support: sub-
sidies that provide minimal or no trade-distortive effect, and subsidies that 
are trade-distortive. Members were required to make annual reductions to 
the latter category of subsidies: by 20 per cent over a six-year implementation 
period for developed countries, and 13.2 per cent over a 10-year period for 
developing countries. Annex 2 and Annex 3 of the AoA set out, respectively, 
domestic support measures that are exempt from reduction requirements and 
the rules to calculate domestic support (World Trade Organization 2024c).

The export competition pillar covers the use of export subsidies and other 
government support programmes that subsidise exports. Export subsidies on 
agricultural products are permitted for those WTO Members that reserved 
this right in their schedule of concessions but subject to reduction commit-
ments (World Trade Organization 2024d). However, the trade-distorting 
effects of export subsidies became a prime target for criticism by civil society 
and other stakeholders. In 2015, at the WTO Ministerial Conference in Nai-
robi, Kenya – the first time this had been held in an African country – Mem-
bers agreed that developed and developing country Members must eliminate 
the remaining scheduled export subsidy entitlements within specified time-
frames (Tenth WTO Ministerial Conference, Nairobi, 2015 2024).

For the purposes of our discussion in this chapter, we will mainly focus on 
the domestic support pillar.

9.3 Agricultural subsidies
An overview of subsidy disciplines

Agriculture is widely subsidised because of its food security implications. 
These subsidies amount to hundreds of billions of dollars each year. The United 
States, China, the European Union (EU) and India top the list of subsidisers. 
In 2019–2020, the United States provided €190.6 billion in domestic support, 
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China provided €173.1  billion, the EU €81  billion and India €67.7  billion 
(Directorate-General for Agriculture and Rural Development n.d.). These 
subsidies potentially create market distortions that negatively impact agricul-
tural producers that do not benefit from such generous subsidies.

The AoA disciplines only agricultural subsidies that are trade-distortive. To 
differentiate between different types of agricultural subsidies, the AoA catego-
rises agricultural subsidies into four boxes: the Amber Box, the Blue Box, the 
Green Box and the Development Box. Only subsidies that fall into the Amber 
Box are subject to reduction requirements, set out in WTO Members’ sched-
ules. The differences between the boxes are explained below.

The Amber Box covers the most trade-distorting subsidies, which are subject 
to limitations based on the country’s Final Bound Total Aggregate Measure-
ment of Support (FBTAMS) entitlements.1 Examples of these subsides include 
price support regimes that regulate prices and production amounts; systems 
or targets for minimum prices for agricultural commodities; and highly sub-
sidised insurance schemes and other forms of protection for farmers against 
low yields (Lau and van der Ven 2017).

For trade-distortive subsidies that fall into the Amber Box, WTO Mem-
bers were allocated different levels of aggregate measure of support (AMS) 
entitlement. Using 1986–1988 as the base period, developed countries that 
were subsidising agriculture during this period had to reduce the level of sup-
port by 20 per cent over six years and developing countries by 13 per cent 
over 10 years – expressed in terms of total AMS (World Trade Organization 
2024c). Only 33 WTO Members enjoy FBTAMS entitlements (see Table 9.1). 
The WTO Members that are not included on this list did not subsidise their 
agricultural sector during the base period of 1986–1988. Accordingly, these 
countries were not allocated an FBTAMS entitlement.

The amount of trade-distorting domestic support any WTO Member can 
provide, irrespective of their FBTAMS entitlements, is also determined by de 
minimis thresholds, that is, a percentage of the value of production that does 
not need to be counted towards a WTO Member’s FBTAMS entitlements. 
These percentages differ based on a country’s development status: for devel-
oped countries it is 5 per cent, and for developing countries it is 10 per cent.2 
Importantly, WTO Members are permitted to provide product-specific sup-
port under the de minimis provisions. For developing countries and LDCs 
that have no FBTAMS entitlements, the de minimis allowance is critical.

The Blue Box covers subsidies that may have some trade-distortive effects 
by limiting production or establishing production quotas, or payments 
to farmers for repurposing farmland. Blue Box subsidies are not counted 
towards a Member’s AMS entitlements. An example of a Blue Box subsidy 
is US payments to farmers who participate in its Acreage Reduction Pro-
gramme, which requires idling of farmland. Blue Box subsidies are hardly 
used by developing countries as they involve direct payments, which implies 
significant budgetary outlays. To date, no African country has made use of 
this type of subsidy.
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The Green Box covers subsidies that are deemed to be minimally 
 trade-distorting. These subsides are exempt from reduction commitments. 
Green Box subsidies are listed in Annex 2 to the AoA and include horizon-
tal activities such as research, training and certain types of direct payments 
to producers not linked to production.3 Subsidies to achieve environmental 
objectives such as land rehabilitation, soil conservation, resource management, 
drought and flood control fall within the Green Box (WTO 2013). These sub-
sidies are required to be provided under a publicly funded programme and do 
not involve transfers from consumers. As was noted in Chapter 4, the Malabo 
Declaration requires that African countries allocate at least 10 per cent of pub-
lic expenditure to agricultural development. This would be covered mainly as 
part of the Green Box and will not be counted towards AMS limits.

The Development Box provides flexibilities for developing countries, by 
exempting certain types of subsidies they provide from being counted towards 
a WTO Member’s FBTAMS. These subsidies include inputs such as irrigation 
systems and fertilisers for low-income producers and outlays for the acqui-
sition of machines and provided they are used to promote agricultural and 
rural development and form an integral part of development programmes.

Agricultural subsidies and implications for food security in Africa

The domestic support disciplines in the AoA have been criticised because of 
their role in exacerbating structural asymmetries in agricultural subsidies 
between developing and developed countries. Differences in FBTAMS enti-
tlements, which were calculated based on the domestic support Members  

Table 9.1: WTO Members with FBTAMS reduction commitments under 
the Amber Box

Argentina Jordan South Africa 
Australia Korea Switzerland
Brazil Mexico Liechtenstein 
Canada Moldova Chinese Tapei
Colombia Montenegro Tajikistan
Costa Rica Morocco Thailand
EU New Zealand Tunisia
North Macedonia Norway Ukraine
Iceland Papua New Guinea United States
Israel Russian Federation Venezuela
Japan Saudi Arabia Viet Nam 

Source: World Trade Organization (2024e).
Note: African countries are shown in bold. 
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provided between 1986 and 1988, have led to a situation where the distribu-
tion of FBTAMS entitlement is highly skewed. Four WTO Members (the EU, 
the US, Japan and Mexico) account for 88.4 per cent of FBTAMS entitlements, 
with the EU alone accounting for 48  per  cent (World Trade Organization 
2023a) (see Table 9.2).

Only three African countries – South Africa, Morocco and Tunisia – have 
FBTAMS entitlements.4 This means that only these countries are permitted 
to provide Amber Box subsidies up to the limit specified in their schedules. 
All other African WTO Members can subsidise only within de minimis levels 
(up to 10  per  cent of the value of agricultural production). Both Morocco 
and Tunisia have notified Amber Box use, but not beyond their de minimis 
levels, whereas South Africa has notified zero Amber Box use (World Trade 
Organization 2023a).

The African Ministers of Trade Declaration on WTO issues, submitted  
in June 2022, noted that ‘long term resilience to future food crises and sus-
tainable food security lies in unlocking the agricultural productive capacity of 
African economies through addressing longstanding asymmetries and imbal-
ances in the Agreement on Agriculture’ (World Trade Organization 2022a). 
Indeed, it is difficult, especially for small-scale agricultural farmers in Africa, 
to compete with heavily subsidised agricultural imports. This is especially  
the case given that most of the support provided goes to five commodities: 
rice (US$26.5  billion), wheat (US$13.3  billion), dairy (US$10.3  billion), 
bovine meat (US$8.5 billion) and corn/maize (US$8.3 billion) (World Trade 
Organization 2023a). Moreover, in spite of possible beneficial effects on food 
availability, recent studies have found that food subsidies support neither sus-
tainability nor human health, and generate almost US$12 trillion in hidden 
costs (FAO, UNDP and UNEP 2021; Food and Land Use Coalition 2019).

African WTO Members have historically opposed the use of Amber Box 
subsidies. Specifically, the African Group has proposed that WTO Members 
with scheduled FBTAMS entitlements that exceed the de minimis levels must 
apply a cap on their non-product-specific FBTAMS at their de minimis level 

Table 9.2: Distribution of FBAMs entitlements (2018)

WTO Member 
FBTAMS entitlement 

(US$ billion)
Cumulative share of 

FBTAMS entitlement (%)
EU 81.03  48
Japan 36.45 21.6
US 19.1 11.3
Mexico 12.82   7.6
Others 19.52 11.6
Total 168.92 100

Source: World Trade Organization (2023a).
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(African Group 2023). For product-specific support, they have proposed  
a cap on FBTAMS entitlements at de minimis levels for WTO Members  
that account for a share of 10 per cent or above of all WTO Members’ FBTAMS, 
or account for 8 per cent of global exports of WTO Members within a period 
of two years and five years for all other WTO Members (African Group 2023).

Reducing or eliminating FBTAMS can generate efficiency gains with posi-
tive impacts for African countries. This is because domestic support – which 
is being provided most generously outside the African continent – can lead to 
price suppression, thereby disincentivising domestic production. For exam-
ple, a study found that US subsidies alone depressed global maize prices by 
about 9 to 10 per cent (Ambaw et al. 2021). Another study found that remov-
ing domestic support for cotton globally could result in an increase of the 
value of net cotton exports by African cotton producers by US$622 million 
per year (Anderson et al. 2021). It is clear that it would be difficult for Afri-
can farmers to sell products at the depressed world price without receiving 
similarly generous domestic support. Removing these trade-distortive, price 
suppression subsidies by reducing or eliminating FBTAMS allowances could 
lead to increased food production, including in NFIDCs, and enable African 
countries to achieve self-sufficiency.

However, removing or reducing FBTAMS can also negatively impact food 
affordability, globally and in Africa. A reduction of FBTAMS subsidies will 
likely result in a decline in farm output and subsequent increases in food 
prices. This could make it more costly for African countries, many of which 
are NFIDCs, to import the staple commodities crucial to achieve food secu-
rity. Moreover, a shift towards higher levels of agricultural production in 
Africa enabled by the reduction or removal of AMS would not occur over-
night. From this point of view, advocating for reducing or removing FBTAMS 
is a conundrum that cannot be easily resolved.

Trade-offs must also be considered with regard to de minimis entitle-
ments. Except for the three African countries with FBTAMS allowances, 
African WTO Members are only entitled to provide trade-distortive sup-
port as part of their de minimis allowance. The African Group’s position is 
to keep the de minimis allowances to ensure policy space for Africa’s agri-
cultural development. To the extent that African policymakers consider this 
desirable, domestic support must be linked to productivity targets to avoid 
waste and inefficiencies.

Given that de minimis is calculated as a percentage of a country’s total 
value of production, de minimis allowances have become increasingly large 
as global agricultural production has increased. Whereas global de minimis 
entitlements were around US$182.4 billion in 2001, it more than tripled to 
US$631.8  billion in 2019, with China and India in the lead (World Trade 
Organization 2023a). In fact, China has the most Amber Box entitlements 
even if it does not have FBTAMS entitlements, owing to its de minimis share.5 
Maintaining de minimis allowances across the board could have negative 
implications for African food security with a similar global price depression 
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effect as FBTAMS allowances. At the same time, reducing de minimis allow-
ances could lead to a reduction in food being produced globally, with poten-
tially negative implications for the African continent. (It is surprising that 
there is little available research on the possible global effects of new disciplines 
on agriculture at the WTO. More research is needed, which will also provide 
fresh evidence for WTO negotiations.)

The African Group has also proposed that any developing country Mem-
ber experiencing a severe food crisis should have recourse to product-specific 
de minimis exceeding the 10 per cent of the value of production threshold, 
provided that the country exports less than 1 per cent of that product glob-
ally (African Group 2023). While this would provide African WTO Members 
with additional policy space to address a severe food crisis, it assumes that 
restricted policy space is what stands in the way of additional domestic sup-
port. However, this is not necessarily the case, given that not all African coun-
tries have used their de minimis allowance (World Trade Organization 2023a).

Trade-offs may also be required as regards the Development Box and its 
implications for African food security. Currently, the African Group’s position 
is to keep the Development Box as set out in Article 6.2 of the AoA as is – 
notwithstanding calls from some WTO Members to impose a cap. Under the 
Development Box, developing country WTO Members can provide a variety 
of subsidies to develop agricultural production. However, the notifications of 
the Development Box suggest that African WTO Members are only marginal 
users of the Development Box.6 Asia is responsible for at least 85 per cent of 
usage in most years between 2001 and 2019, with India topping the list at 
the forefront of Article 6.2 expenditures (Committee on Agriculture 2021a). 
When advocating to maintain Development Box privileges, African countries 
should consider whether they have the financial means to effectively use the 
policy space it provides and be mindful of how the use of these flexibilities 
by other developing countries could negatively impact African agriculture 
production (Ambaw et al. 2021). Perhaps the African Group could explore 
limiting Development Box benefits only to NFIDCs and LDCs.

Concerning support provided under the Green Box, an African Group 
communication noted an emerging trend whereby measures that are noti-
fied as Green Box support by developed countries under the AoA paragraphs 
5–15 of Annex 2 are not decoupled from production (African Group 2023). 
This is known as box shifting, using the Green Box for Amber Box measures. 
Since support provided under the Green Box does not need to be counted 
towards a Member’s FBTAMS, some WTO Members increase their subsidy 
allowances through box shifting. In 2020, 28 WTO Members provided Annex 
2 support above US$100 million, with 12 of these WTO Members providing 
Annex 2 support that exceeded 5 per cent of the annual value of production, 
and nine exceeding 10 per cent of the value of production (African Group 
2023). Similar to the FBTAMS, this can have negative implications for Afri-
can producers. To avoid the trade-distorting effect of Green Box support, the 
African Group has proposed to introduce a cap – at 5 per cent of the value of 
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production – with exemptions for farmers with low-income levels in develop-
ing countries and LDCs (African Group 2023).

9.4 Public stockholding of food supplies
Public stockholding programmes are policy tools used by governments to pur-
chase, stockpile and distribute food when needed (World Trade Organization 
2024f). Specifically, public stockholding programmes provide (1) emergency 
stocks to reduce the vulnerability of consumers to supply disruptions or food 
price shocks in emergencies; (2) buffer stocks to stabilise prices within the 
domestic market to avoid excessive volatility; and (3) stocks for domestic food 
distribution or for external food aid (Avesani 2023). Most African WTO Mem-
bers, and some RECs like ECOWAS, have public stockholding programmes in 
place. However, despite the prevalence of public stockholding programmes, 
they might not be sufficient to address emergency situations given low stock-
to-use ratios in many African countries (Gro Intelligence n.d.).

While public stockholding programmes are essential for food security, 
they are disciplined by the AoA for their potential to distort market prices 
and trade. The AoA allows governments to procure stocks at current mar-
ket prices. However, if stocks are procured at pre-announced administered 
prices, outlays are counted towards a country’s AMS, owing to its potential 
market-distortive effects (Sinha and Glauber 2021). Developing countries, 
including African WTO Members, have raised concerns that procurement 
at administered prices could push them towards exceeding allowable limits, 
thus limiting their ability to pursue public stockholding programmes to meet 
their food security needs.

Following the launch of the Doha Round negotiations, the African Group 
advocated for the removal of references to AMS with respect to public stock-
holding programmes, effectively seeking to put these programmes in the Green 
Box category (World Trade Organization 2014). In 2013, at the Ninth Ministe-
rial Conference in Bali, WTO Members reached an interim solution for stock-
holding known as the ‘Peace Clause’. Under the ‘Peace Clause’ WTO Members 
agreed to refrain from challenging food security programmes of developing 
countries that exceeded de minimis or bound limits provided certain trans-
parency conditions were met (World Trade Organization 2013). Following 
the Nairobi Ministerial Conference two years later, the WTO General Council 
adopted a decision to extend the Peace Clause indefinitely while continuing to 
work towards a permanent solution (WTO General Council 2014).

In March 2020, India became the first WTO Member to invoke the Bali 
Decision on Public Stockholding when it notified the organisation that it had 
exceeded its de minimis support level for rice as a result of its minimum sup-
port price programme and other welfare schemes (World Trade Organization 
2020). India submitted similar notifications on breaching its permitted sup-
port levels for rice in 2021, 2022 and 2023 (Committee on Agriculture 2021b; 
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Committee on Agriculture 2022a; Committee on Agriculture 2023a). Yet, 
following these notifications, some WTO Members raised questions about a 
surge in India’s rice exports.7 India’s experience highlights the limitations and 
stringent requirements that WTO Members are subjected to when invoking 
the Peace Clause.

The African Group, the African, Caribbean and Pacific (ACP) Group  
and the G33 (a group of developing countries that includes India and China) 
sought to address shortcomings perceived in the Bali Decision. First, the Bali 
Decision applied only to programmes that existed at the time the decision 
was taken but not to new or future programmes. This limited the scope of the 
Peace Clause (Matthews 2014).8 Second, the Bali Decision can be utilised only 
for ‘traditional staple food crops’, i.e. primary agricultural products that are 
predominant staples in the traditional diet of a developing Member (World 
Trade Organization 2014, footnote 2 to para. 2). In other words, the Bali Deci-
sion does not apply to agricultural commodities that are not part of a devel-
oping Member’s traditional diet. This creates a narrow group of products that 
are eligible for the Peace Clause than that which may be eligible for public 
stockholding. Third, the Bali Decision sets out onerous notification require-
ments that must be met to benefit from the Peace Clause.

The proposal submitted by African Group, ACP and G33 sought to address 
these limitations and included a permanent solution for public stockholding. 
The proposal aimed to recalculate trade-distorting support when stocks are 
procured at administered prices, adjusting for excessive inflation. For situa-
tions in which a developing country WTO Member exceeds its allowable sup-
port because of public stockholding programmes for food security purposes, 
the proposal sets out anti-circumvention measures that aim to buffer poten-
tial market-distortive effects. These include ensuring that stocks acquired 
under the public stockholding programme for food security purposes do not 
adversely affect the food security of other Members and a best endeavour pro-
vision to refrain from exporting stocks acquired through public stockholding 
programmes, except in situations of international food aid or when requested 
by net food-importing developing countries or similar situations of food scar-
city (African Group, ACP and G33 2022). Finally, the proposal provides rec-
ommendations for less onerous transparency and notification requirements 
than under the Bali Decision.

Carving out additional policy space for public stockholding programmes 
through a permanent solution, as proposed by the African Group, ACP and 
G33, would enable African WTO Members to ensure food availability for 
critical crops during times of food scarcity. At the same time, the proposal 
for a Permanent Decision on Public Stockholding also opens the door to dis-
torting global agricultural markets even further, as it would allow developing 
countries with large agricultural markets, like China and India, to provide 
unlimited support. While this could negatively impact food production in 
Africa due to price suppression, it could at the same help to ensure that, glob-
ally, sufficient food is being produced.
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To better balance the dual objectives of providing policy flexibility to 
advance food security in developing countries while preventing trade distor-
tion, one solution could be to limit outcomes on a permanent public stock-
holding programme to LDCs and NFIDCs, or to WTO Members whose 
procured stocks do not exceed a certain percentage of the average value of 
production (Ambaw et al. 2021), or whose share in world trade in agricul-
tural products amounts to no more than a set percentage (Avesani 2023). For 
these countries, the risk that public stockholding programmes would result in 
global market distortions is generally low, given that many LDCs do not have 
the financial capacity to procure food at administered prices (WTO General 
Council 2014). Politically, however, doing this will be very challenging, given 
that the G33 is one of the staunchest proponents of a permanent solution on 
public stockholding. Complicating this further is the fact that a permanent 
solution has been elusive, and WTO Members have not made any progress 
since the Bali Ministerial Conference a decade ago.

9.5 Special safeguard mechanism
The AoA includes a special agricultural safeguard provision (SSG), but  
its applicability is limited to the 39 countries that undertook tariffication9 of 
agricultural products during the Uruguay Round. This included the following 
African countries: Botswana, Eswatini, Morocco, Namibia, South Africa and 
Tunisia.10 However, WTO Members that did not engage in tariffication during 
the Uruguay Round are not eligible to use the SSG. Establishing a special safe-
guard mechanism (SSM) with broader eligibility would address this gap. At 
the 2015 Nairobi Ministerial Conference, WTO Members adopted a decision 
to negotiate an SSM for developing countries to enable them to temporar-
ily increase tariffs on agriculture products in cases of import surges or price 
declines (World Trade Organization 2015).

It is vital for Africa to protect its resource-poor and small-scale farmers from 
excessive price volatilities in agriculture commodities. While the dynamics on 
price volatility for rural African households are complex (G33 2017), price falls 
coupled with import surges are especially problematic as farmers risk losing 
expected returns, which could take them further into poverty. In a 2019 pro-
posal to the WTO, the African Group noted that African countries have been 
‘subject to massive and repetitive import surges, resulting over the years and  
in the absence of any means to safeguard the market from substantial reduction 
in production amounting in some cases to more than 50 per cent decrease, and 
the loss of numerous jobs’ (Benin on behalf of the African Group 2019). A 2020 
study by Das of eight developing countries,11 Ghana, India, Indonesia, Namibia, 
Philippines, Senegal, Sri Lanka and Turkey, showed that these countries experi-
enced import surges covering between 191 and 348 tariff lines (Das et al. 2020). 
Given Africa’s prevalence of smallholder farmers, minimising the impact of a 
commodity international price collapse on domestic prices is critical.
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However, the Twelfth Ministerial Conference, in 2022, made no progress 
on the SSM, reflecting the sensitivity of this issue and disagreement among 
the Members. While developing countries are pressing for the SSM, other 
Members have sought to ensure that the SSM is limited by discipline in 
order not to compromise market access reform efforts in the negotiations of 
existing tariff bindings. Concerns were also raised on the potential negative 
implications of the SSM on Members’ exports, and on trade between WTO 
Members more broadly.

Nonetheless, the LDC Group, the African Group and the G33 have called 
for the adoption of a simple and accessible SSM to be used as a trade rem-
edy tool to balance distortions in agricultural markets. The African Group 
called upon Members to intensify discussions on SSM to reach an outcome 
at the Thirteenth Ministerial Conference, held in February 2023. Its proposal 
advocated for an SSM that would cover both price and volume-based triggers 
with no a priori product limitations as to its availability, and one that would 
be easy to apply by developing countries (Committee on Agriculture 2023b). 
The African Group further proposed that any transparency requirements 
should not be excessively onerous for developing countries (Committee on 
Agriculture 2023b). The African Group requested a moratorium on Mem-
bers from challenging the compliance of a developing country Member with 
its SSM obligations through WTO dispute settlement mechanism pending 
the entry into force of a potential SSM-related amendment or protocol to the 
AoA (Committee on Agriculture 2023b). However, no decision on an SSM 
was taken at the Thirteenth Ministerial Conference, which was deadlocked 
on most issues on its agenda.

As African Members advance a food security agenda at the WTO, it will be 
important to continue to press for an SSM. Meanwhile, in situations marked 
by price volatility, African Members should also consider the extent to which 
existing tariffs could be applied to protect vulnerable smallholder farmers 
from import surges. The 2020 study by Das et al. referenced earlier found that 
the countries studied had differences between the applied and bound levels 
in their tariff schedules of over 20  per  cent, suggesting that simply raising 
the tariff up to the bound level could be another method to protect against 
import surges (Das et al. 2020). Until a SSM has been negotiated, African 
WTO Members, which tend to have high bound tariffs for agricultural prod-
ucts, should consider to extent to which existing tariff schedules could pro-
vide a temporary buffer.

9.6 Export restrictions on agricultural products
As most African countries are net food importers, disruptions in food supply 
chains can be catastrophic. As discussed in earlier chapters, export restric-
tions contributed to increased price volatility and higher price levels during 
the Covid-19 pandemic and following Russia’s invasion of Ukraine (Food and 
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Agriculture Organization of the United Nations, World Trade Organization and 
World Bank 2023). This followed similar episodes in 2008–2010 and the 1970s 
(Giordani, Rocha and Ruta 2012; Trade and Markets Division 2009, p.11).

Export restrictions can temper domestic price increases, or ensure suffi-
cient domestic supply is available in case of scarcity. This is especially critical 
in situations of food shortage. However, export restrictions also accelerate 
price spikes in international markets, and can have a broader destabilis-
ing effect on global markets as trade is interrupted abruptly. This has direct 
implications for the availability and affordability of food in domestic markets 
(Committee on Agriculture 2023c). In the first six months of 2022, countries 
adopted 75 export restrictions affecting trade in food and fertiliser (Espitia, 
Rocha and Ruta 2022). Export bans on rice, wheat and citrus fruits, including 
by major exporters such as India, Russia and Turkey, led to price increases 
estimated at 12.3 per cent, 9 per cent and 8.9 per cent, respectively. During the 
same period, export prices for soya bean oil and maize increased by 14 and 
6.1 per cent, respectively (Espitia, Rocha and Ruta 2022).

These price increases were challenging for NFIDCs and LDCs. In June 
2022, 26.3 per cent of LDC agricultural imports (measured in calories) were 
impacted by export restrictions, compared to 13.2  per  cent for developed 
countries (Glauber et al. 2022). Moreover, many LDCs do not have the finan-
cial resources to compete for access to alternative markets at higher prices 
(Committee on Agriculture 2023c), and so experience higher levels of food 
inflation as a result of the supply shortages (Committee on Agriculture 2023c).

Article XI of the General Agreement on Tariffs and Trade (GATT) 1994 
disciplines the adoption of quantitative restrictions. Generally, it prohibits 
quantitative restrictions, ‘whether made effective through quotas, import or 
export licenses or other measures’, but permits the use of export restrictions 
to relieve critical food shortages. Thus, export restrictions that were adopted 
in response to the Covid-19 pandemic and the Russian aggression on Ukraine 
were, to the extent they were necessary to relieve critical food shortages, not 
considered WTO-inconsistent.

Article 12 of the AoA added a transparency requirement in making it 
mandatory for WTO Members that are net food exporters and which adopt 
a food export prohibition or restriction to (1) give due consideration to the 
effects of such prohibition or restriction on importing Members’ food secu-
rity; and (2) give notice in writing to the Committee on Agriculture. These 
transparency requirements do not, however, apply to inputs such as fertil-
isers (Calvo 2023).

At the Twelfth Ministerial Conference, in 2022, which was held during 
a period of exceptional turbulence in world food markets, WTO Members 
sought to further discipline export restrictions by adopting two ministerial 
declarations: the Ministerial Declaration on the Emergency Response to Food 
Insecurity (WTO Food Security Declaration) and the Ministerial Decision on 
World Food Programme Food Purchases Exemption from Export Prohibi-
tions or Restrictions (Ministerial Decision on WFP Exemptions).
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The WTO Food Security Declaration includes a provision to ‘ensure that 
any emergency measures introduced to address food security concerns shall 
minimize trade distortions as far as possible; be temporary, targeted, and 
transparent; and be notified and implemented in accordance with the WTO 
rules’ (Ministerial Declaration on the Emergency Response to Food Insecu-
rity (WT/MIN (22)/28), 2022, art 5). A related provision in the WTO Food 
Security Declaration is summarised in Box 9.1 below. While the declaration 
should be applauded for seeking to minimise trade disruptions on food prod-
ucts caused by export bans, it is not likely to lead to significant changes in 
WTO Members’ behaviour vis-à-vis export restrictions on food, given that it 
does not establish any new binding rules against export restrictions on food 
(Calvo 2022a).

The Ministerial Decision on WFP Exemptions provides that Members shall 
exempt foodstuffs purchased for non-commercial humanitarian purposes  
by the World Food Programme (WFP) from export prohibitions or restric-
tions to ensure the steady supply of its humanitarian aid (World Trade Organ-
ization 2022b). Given that the WFP is a humanitarian organisation that deliv-
ers food assistance in emergencies, including in many African countries, this 
ministerial decision could help to ensure the WFP’s access to available food 
supplies.12 However, the decision also underlined that its provisions ‘shall  

Box 9.1: A dedicated WTO work programme on food 
security

Another aspect of the 2022 WTO Decision on Food Security of inter-
est to Africa was the establishment of a dedicated work programme 
to consider the needs of LDCs and NFIDCs in increasing their resil-
ience, bolstering domestic production, and enhancing their domestic 
food security. In line with this mandate, a work programme under 
the Committee on Agriculture was established by the Members in 
November 2022 with four thematic areas: (1) access to international 
food markets; (2) financing of food imports; (3) agricultural produc-
tion and resilience of least-developed and net food-importing devel-
oping countries; and (4) horizontal issues.

Technology transfer and knowledge cooperation on climate resilient 
agriculture development and coordinated rapid response in case of 
food security crises are some of the areas identified for further dis-
cussion. As a first step, the work programme issued a questionnaire 
to identify the utilisation of WTO flexibilities by least-developed and 
net food-importing developing countries.

Source: Committee on Agriculture(2022b). Also see Committee on Agriculture 
(2022c).
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not be construed to prevent the adoption by any Member of measures to 
ensure its domestic food security in accordance with the relevant provisions 
of the WTO agreements’ (Reuters 2022). In effect the decision sought to bal-
ance the WFP exemption and a WTO Member’s ability to adopt measures to 
ensure its own food security. While this may appear contradictory, implemen-
tation of the decision in good faith by WTO Members might help to tackle the 
food crisis during the early years of the 2020s by ensuring that critical relief 
reaches the most vulnerable.

In the absence of clearer and binding disciplines for food export restrictions 
and prohibitions, the 2022 measures signal a desire among WTO members to 
cooperate to ensure that vulnerabilities are not left unaddressed. This is also 
an opportunity for WTO Members to deliver on additional outcomes for clar-
ifying export restrictions and disciplines on prohibitions in relation to both 
Article XI of GATT 1994, and Article 12 of the AoA. Moreover, notifications 
of export restrictions are still lacking. There is scope for the African Group to 
call for more transparency on export restrictions notifications. The African 
Group could also seek exemptions from export restrictions or prohibitions 
for food destined to LDCs and NFIDCs in periods of acute food instability 
(Committee on Agriculture 2023d).

9.7 The Sanitary and Phytosanitary Agreement
Food security cannot be achieved without access to safe food and inputs like 
seeds. Food standards and trade mutually contribute towards delivering safe, 
nutritious and sufficient food for the world’s population. On the other hand, 
foodborne diseases contribute to the incidence of malnutrition and erode food 
security. The 2015 WHO Estimates of the Global Burden of Foodborne Dis-
eases report estimated that in Africa food safety hazards were responsible for  
approximately 137,000 annual deaths and about 91  million cases of acute 
foodborne illnesses, the highest estimates worldwide (World Health Organi-
zation 2015). The economic burden as a result of productivity loss associated 
with foodborne diseases in low- and middle-income countries was estimated 
at US$95.2 billion per year in 2019 (Jaffee et al. 2019).

Food safety falls under the ambit of the WTO Sanitary and Phytosanitary 
Agreement, which allows WTO Members to set their own standards on food 
safety and plant and animal health but puts a premium on measures that are 
based on mutually agreed international standards.

At the 2022 WTO Ministerial Conference, Members agreed on an SPS Dec-
laration to enhance the implementation of the Sanitary and Phytosanitary 
Agreement and manage issues related to international trade in food, animal 
and plants (World Trade Organization 2022d). The declaration specifically 
identifies ‘climate change and increasing environmental challenges and asso-
ciated stresses on food production’ as a challenge and the ‘growing importance 
of sustainable agricultural practices and production systems, including their 
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contribution to addressing climate change and biodiversity conservation’ as 
one of the opportunities for addressing emerging challenges. It provides for 
the establishment of a work programme to explore how the Sanitary and Phy-
tosanitary Agreement can contribute to global food security and sustainable 
food systems, enhance safe international trade in food through adaptation 
of measures to regional conditions, and address the needs of developing and 
least-developed Members in the elaboration and application of SPS measures, 
among others. The African Group was supportive of this ministerial decla-
ration during the negotiations and can benefit from discussions that ema-
nate from the working group (World Trade Organization 2022a). It would be 
important for the group to play an active role in the work programme discus-
sions to ensure that it addresses Africa-specific SPS issues.

9.8 The Fisheries Subsidies Agreement
Seven million tons of fish are caught annually in Africa (African Development 
Bank 2022) and over 12 million people in Africa depend directly or indirectly 
on the marine fishing industry for their livelihoods (World Trade Organi-
zation 2023b). Fish is also critical for Africa’s food security as an important  
protein source for over 400  million Africans, as discussed in Chapter 3. 
According to forecasts, the continent must produce an additional 1.6–2.6 mil-
lion tons of fish a year by 2030 to meet consumption needs (Fevrier and Dugal 
2017). The African Union considers the fisheries sector to be ‘Africa’s future’, 
highlighting the sector’s role as a ‘catalyst for socio-economic transformation’ 
(World Bank and United Nations Department of Economic and Social Affairs 
2017). Fishery around African coasts and islands is mainly artisanal and gen-
erally carried out through traditional practices that are sustainable. Foreign 
subsidised commercial fleets dominate both national territorial waters beyond 
the coasts and the high seas around the continent. Much of this is illegal, unre-
ported and unregulated (IUU) fishing. It generates as much as US$2.3 billion 
in lost revenue to African countries each year and leaves more than 30 per cent 
of African fish stocks overfished (World Trade Organization 2023c).

The Fisheries Subsidies Agreement (FSA) was adopted at the 2022 Min-
isterial Conference to discipline IUU practices. It prohibits IUU as well as 
subsidies to fishing overfished stock and subsidies to fishing on the unregu-
lated high seas. The FSA includes reporting and notification obligations and 
provides flexibilities for developing countries and LDCs with regard to some 
of the obligations.

The challenges caused by subsidised foreign fleets in Africa suggest  
that these disciplines could be highly beneficial to African food security (World 
Trade Organization 2023c). Curtailing capacity-enhancing subsidies could 
reduce overcapacity and the ability of foreign fleets to exploit Africa’s fishery 
resources (African Development Bank 2022). But many African countries do 
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not have the required resources for monitoring fisheries activities through 
patrolling and inspections at sea. Ahead of the adoption of the FSA, African 
Ministers of Trade emphasised that ‘an outcome on the fisheries subsidies 
negotiations must not undermine the right of coastal states and fully respect 
their territorial integrity and sovereignty’ (African Ministers of Trade 2022).

African WTO Members also expressed concern that the FSA should not 
reduce the available policy options to further develop domestic fishery sec-
tors. During the FSA negotiations, the African Group stressed the importance 
of special and differential treatment (SDT) – reflecting common but differen-
tiated responsibilities and respective capabilities under the Paris Agreement 
– to ensure food security and protect the livelihoods of coastal communities, 
as well as de minimis threshold to exempt artisanal and small-scale fisheries. 
While the FSA includes SDT provisions, it does not fully exempt developing 
countries and LDCs or artisanal and small-scale fisheries from the disciplines 
it sets out.

However, the FSA addresses the resource and capacity constraint of poor 
countries. It envisages the creation of a WTO funding mechanism to provide 
targeted technical and capacity-building assistance to help integrate sustain-
ability elements into fisheries policies and practices, strengthen sustainable 
fisheries management systems, and comply with notifications and transpar-
ency obligations.

There is some evidence that African countries are leading beneficiaries of 
official development assistance, totalling 48 per cent of all fisheries disburse-
ments. Mozambique, Madagascar, Nigeria, Tanzania and Senegal topped the 
list of countries receiving funds for sustainable ocean economy initiatives 
between 2010 and 2020 (World Trade Organization 2022c). It would be criti-
cal for African Members to identify the specific types of support they require 
to advance sustainable fishery management practices and comply with the 
reporting requirements set out in the FSA. This will include strengthening 
African governments’ sea patrolling capacity, as well as evidence and data col-
lection (Walker, Reva and Willima 2022).

At the time of writing, WTO Members are negotiating outstanding issues 
such as regulating subsidies that promote overfishing and overcapacity. 
Adopting additional disciplines on overfishing and overcapacity would be of 
interest to Africa, not only from a food security perspective but also in view 
of the lost revenues, estimated to be around US$2.3 billion annually (World 
Trade Organization 2023c). African Members also remain concerned that 
FSA disciplines limit their policy options to provide support to small-scale 
artisanal fishing and seek appropriate exemptions (World Trade Organiza-
tion 2023d). To this end, in current and future negotiations, African Mem-
bers could propose exemptions based on a de minimis threshold, measured in 
percentage of a WTO Member’s global fish stock. The FSA uses 0.8 per cent 
annual share of the global volume of marine catch as the threshold for notifi-
cation obligations. This figure could also be used as a de minimis threshold on 
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which agreement might be easier to reach than seeking exemptions for arti-
sanal fisheries, taking also into account the difficulty in reaching a consensus 
on the definition of artisanal fishing.

9.9 Technology transfer and food security
As discussed in earlier chapters, low agricultural productivity and low yields are 
ubiquitous problems across Africa. An important means of overcoming this is 
the use of technology including hybrid seeds, fertilisers, pesticides, mechani-
cal equipment, and veterinary care for livestock and poultry (General Council, 
Committee on Agriculture and Committee on Trade and Development 2023). 
Adopting these and other smart agricultural technologies would not only 
increase agricultural yields but also support African agriculture to adapt to cli-
mate change and extreme weather occurrences such as floods and droughts.

The importance of facilitating access to smart agricultural technologies has 
been recognised at the WTO. Responses to a questionnaire survey of NFIDC 
and LDC Members that was discussed in the Committee on Agriculture 
revealed that access to inputs, agricultural equipment, capacities and support 
for absorbing new agricultural technologies are priorities (Committee on 
Agriculture 2023d). Other issues that were highlighted were early-warning 
systems, storage and supply-chain infrastructure to contain food losses, reg-
ulatory infrastructure for SPS, high-yielding seeds and livestock breeds, and 
‘assistance to promote diversification of production and production of nutri-
tious local products entailing financial prudence and sound environmental 
practices’ (Committee on Agriculture 2023d).

In July 2023, the African Group circulated a communication on the role of 
transfer of technology to build agricultural resilience (General Council, Com-
mittee on Agriculture and Committee on Trade and Development 2023). The 
communication noted that:

Effective technology transfer also holds the potential to contribute 
to addressing the risks of concentration of production and supply 
of agri-food products which evidently renders import-dependent 
countries vulnerable to global supply chain shocks. It can therefore 
contribute to building resilience, especially developing countries, 
including least-developed countries and net food importing coun-
tries, address food insecurity, and support initiatives towards more 
environmentally sustainable farming methods in light of the cli-
mate change challenge. (General Council, Committee on Agricul-
ture and Committee on Trade and Development 2023)

For patented technologies, African WTO Members could seek to utilise 
the provisions on compulsory licensing as set out in Article 31 of the Trade- 
Related Aspects of Intellectual Property Rights (TRIPS) Agreement. Owing to 
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the built-in limitations of these provisions, African countries might want to seek 
clarifications on the applicability of compulsory licensing to smart agricultural 
technologies. However, even if technologies critical for agricultural resilience 
could be exempted from the limitations on compulsory licensing, having access 
to patents must be coupled with adequate technological capacity and specific 
know-how of the production process in order to develop the product.

Another TRIPS provision that will be useful to ensure African LDCs are 
able to access smart agricultural technologies is Article 66.2, which requires 
developed countries to provide incentives to enterprises and institutions in 
their territory to transfer technology to LDCs. However, the provision falls 
short of requiring the actual transfer of technology to LDCs, which has gen-
erally rendered this provision ineffective. Proactive engagement from the 
African Group could change this. Together with other LDCs, African LDCs 
could identify a list of technologies that would be critical to enable smart agri-
cultural production (Aggad et al. 2023). Given that discussion on transferring 
green technologies falls within the mandates of both the Committee on Agri-
culture and the TRIPS Council, it would be important to involve both bodies 
in these discussions (World Trade Organization 2023e).

9.10 Addressing agriculture and the environment  
at the WTO
As discussed in earlier chapters, food systems both contribute to environ-
mental challenges, including climate change and biodiversity loss, and are 
impacted by them (FAO, UNDP and UNEP 2021). At the WTO, aligning 
trade and the environment has received increased attention. According to 
Director General Ngozi Okonjo-Iweala, ‘trade and the WTO, are part of the 
solution to climate change and environmental degradation’ (World Trade 
Organization 2021). Recent initiatives that seek to put environmental consid-
eration at the heart of trade discussions include the TESSD, the Informal Dia-
logue on Plastics Pollution and Sustainable Plastics Trade and the Fossil Fuel 
Subsidy Reform. The FSA, which as we have seen aims to curb harmful fishery 
subsidies, is another important component of the WTO’s sustainable trade 
initiatives. While negotiations on environmental goods and services have not 
progressed, there remains widespread interest in taking them forward.

Under the TESSD, participating WTO Members have established infor-
mal working groups focusing on trade-related climate measures, the circular 
economy, subsidies, and environmental goods and services. Each working 
group aims to advance ways in which trade can be used as a lever to address 
the respective climate and environmental challenges. From an agriculture 
and African food security perspective, the initiatives that are most relevant 
include the subsidy reform discussions in the Working Group on Subsidies, 
and the tariff and related discussions in the Working Group on Environmen-
tal Goods and Services.
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In 2014, 46 WTO Members (not including any African countries)13 
launched plurilateral negotiations for the establishment of an Environmental 
Goods Agreement (EGA) to promote trade in key environmental products 
such as wind turbines and solar cells. It sought to do so by reducing or elim-
inating tariff and non-tariff measures on environmental goods. The negotia-
tions reached a dead-end in 2016, in part because of disagreement on what 
constitutes an environmental good. The Working Group on Environmental 
Goods and Services in TESSD is seeking to revitalise the EGA negotiations 
and expand its scope to include services. These negotiations could positively 
affect food security in Africa if goods and services relevant to developing 
more resilient and high-yielding food products could be included within its 
scope. Lowering tariffs on various sustainable agricultural technologies such 
as early-warning systems, storage, and supply-chain infrastructure could help 
to increase food production. Participating African WTO Members could con-
tribute to this discussion by identifying the types of goods and services that 
are critical from an agricultural production and food security perspective.

Similarly, issues related to post-harvest waste, addressed in the Working 
Group on the Circular Economy would be important from an African food 
security perspective. As much as 37 per cent of all food produced in Africa is 
lost between production and consumption (FAO 2011). Lowering barriers to 
trade in goods and services would enable the uptake of more circular agricul-
tural production systems.

The Working Group on Subsidies focuses on addressing environmentally 
harmful subsidies, including agricultural subsidies. Subsidies linked to the 
production of a specific agricultural commodity, typically the staple crops, 
beef and poultry, generate environmentally harmful outcomes through over-
use of agrochemicals and natural resources and contribute to nitrogen pollu-
tion and GHG emissions (Calvo 2022b). Some WTO Members are advocating 
the repurposing of agricultural subsidies towards addressing environmental 
concerns (Calvo 2022b; World Trade Organization 2023f). This would require 
diverting funding from agricultural subsidies with harmful environment 
effects to agricultural activities that promote better environmental outcomes 
(e.g. sustainable land management practices, or compensating farmers for 
ecosystem services like averting water runoff and soil erosion or offsetting 
GHG emissions). In the context of the AoA, this would mean that trade-dis-
torting subsidies that would otherwise have been listed in the Amber Box will 
now come under the Green Box subsidies.

From an African food security perspective, repurposing subsidies is another 
aspect of the conundrum in the nexus between trade rules and food security 
objectives. On the one hand, research has shown that subsidies coupled to 
specific commodities result in higher levels of agricultural production (Calvo 
2022b). On the other hand, repurposing agricultural support to achieve better 
environmental outcomes will likely reduce the volume of food that is pro-
duced globally with implications for food availability. Moreover, the antici-
pated box shifting that will happen because of the repurposing of domestic 
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support – from Amber to Green – would essentially mean that WTO Mem-
bers have no limits on domestic support that is linked to climate sustainability 
since there are no caps on support that can be provided under the Green Box. 
This will deepen the existing asymmetries between WTO Members.

As trade-offs can be made on a case-by-case basis, it would be important for 
the African Group to take a seat at the table and influence these discussions. 
As of October 2023, however, the 75 Members participating in the TESSD 
include only four African countries: Cabo Verde, Chad, Senegal and Gambia. 
While the Members of the African Group have expressed reservations about 
engaging in environmental discussions at the WTO, a recent submission by 
the African Group, ‘Principles Guiding the Development and Implementa-
tion of Trade-Related Environmental Measures’, suggests an increased open-
ness to recognise the WTO as an institution to discuss trade and environment 
issues. (Lamy et al. 2023).

Summary
This chapter has examined the conundrum between WTO rules and global 
food security from an African perspective. The conundrum is manifested in 
the contradictory implications of WTO rules. Policymakers and negotiators 
must be aware of the many trade-offs that the conundrum implies. Five key 
trade-offs stand out.

Global vs. African agricultural production: Agricultural subsidies, ena-
bled by FTBAMS allowances and de minimis thresholds, increase the global 
availability of food supply but also suppress commodity prices. This is ben-
eficial from a global food security perspective since it means that more peo-
ple have access to food at affordable prices. It also enables African NFIDCs 
to access the food they need. At the same time, large market-distortive, 
price-suppressing subsidies harm African agricultural production as farmers 
are not able to compete with the lower prices in the absence of government 
subsidies. For the African countries to become more food-secure, more food 
needs to be produced at home. Without reducing the FTBAMS of large agri-
cultural producers, this will be practically impossible, especially for staples 
like rice, wheat, maize, meat and poultry.

National vs. global food security: Imposing export restrictions during 
periods of food shortages could be beneficial at a national level – at least in the 
short run – as it makes more food available at the national level. When many 
countries adopt the same measure, as was the case during the Covid-19 pan-
demic and following Russia’s invasion of Ukraine, the result is an increase in 
global food prices and disrupts supply chains with catastrophic consequences 
for NFIDCs.

Export restrictions and price hikes vs. import surges and price suppres-
sion: Neither export restrictions with associated price hikes nor import surges 
associated with price suppression are desirable. Export restrictions and price 
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hikes could result in severe food shortages for NFIDCs, whereas import surges 
and price suppression disincentivises agricultural production. While this trade-
off between consumers and producers is not exclusive to agricultural trade, the 
tension is more pronounced with respect to food, especially staples.

Policy space for African countries vs. policy space for large develop-
ing countries: As long as African countries, most of which are NFIDCs, 
are grouped with large emerging markets like India and China as develop-
ing countries, successful negotiation by the African Group for carve-outs or 
exemptions will be difficult. These tensions have come to the surface espe-
cially in the context of public stockholding, de minimis allowances and the 
Development Box.

Food security vs. the environment: Another challenge as we saw is the ten-
sion between incentivising production and reducing the harmful impacts of 
agricultural subsidies through repurposing. While repurposing agricultural 
subsidies would be desirable from an environmental perspective, it could 
reduce the global amount of food produced, with potentially negative effects 
for African (and global) food security.

These trade-offs must be carefully navigated as the African Group seeks to 
make sure that WTO rules serve its food security objectives.

Agricultural negotiations remain contentious at the WTO, with limited pro-
gress in addressing imbalances and asymmetries. However, it is in the interest 
of the African group to work towards revitalising agricultural trade reform 
and also to call for new research that can offer fresh insights. This chapter has 
unpacked the issues, implications and conundrums with respect to domestic 
support, public stockholding, SSM, export restrictions, SPS, fishery subsidies, 
technology transfer, and trade and environment. Trade-offs are inevitable as 
some reforms might be desirable from an African agricultural production 
perspective but not from a consumption perspective. Others would not only 
secure policy space and flexibilities for African Members but would simul-
taneously provide benefits for developing countries with large agricultural 
production volumes, like China and India – with potentially negative impli-
cations for African agricultural producers. As we saw in Chapter 7, African 
countries have become export markets for these countries.

One critical aspect that stands out throughout this chapter is the impor-
tance of limiting benefits, such as those set out in the Development Box, to 
a subset of developing countries and conversely to apply proposed limits, for 
example caps on product-specific domestic support, or on support provided 
under paragraphs 5–12 of the Green Box, only to large agricultural producers. 
Whether to limit the Development Box to NFIDCs and LDCs, or to WTO 
Members that produce less than X per cent of global agricultural value, has to 
be negotiated and reflected upon. Upper thresholds that must be reached for 
specific restrictions to be applied must also be further explored.

African Members would also be advised to be pragmatic in agricultural nego-
tiations, i.e. adopting an approach that focuses on results over principles, tech-
nical analysis over ideological positioning (van der Ven and Luke 2023). Some 
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of the current positions advocated by the African Group on food security might 
not yield many benefits for Africa, or might not sufficiently strengthen African 
countries’ food security situation. For example, in the context of SSM price sup-
pression discussions, African countries should not overlook the flexibility they 
have in their tariffs schedules and use this in the event of price suppression. 
Given the highly politicised nature of the negotiations, it would be important 
for African countries to focus on areas that will have the most important impact 
from a food security and broader development perspective.

Another important observation that can be drawn from this chapter is the 
matter of implementation. While African WTO Members focus on agricul-
tural negotiations, many of them have not used the Development Box and are 
not providing domestic support up to their allowed de minimis levels. This 
suggests that the problem is not necessarily a lack of policy space but also 
national policies and priorities, as discussed in Chapter 4.

Food security, agriculture and the environment are discussed in different 
fora and committees at the WTO including the Committee on Agriculture, 
the Work Programme on Food Security for LDCs and NFIDCs, the TRIPS 
Council, the Committee on Trade and Development, the SPS Committee 
and the Informal Working Group on Subsidies under the TESSD. It would 
be important for WTO Members to avoid discussing different aspects of food 
security in silos. This calls for enhanced cooperation between these relevant 
bodies, to streamline the discussions. With very small delegations in Geneva, 
African countries will surely benefit from a rationalisation of the food secu-
rity agenda at the WTO. This is also necessary to understand the trade-offs 
better and to make sure adequate approaches are adopted and effective solu-
tions are reached. This could be done through a Global Triangle Forum at 
the WTO, focused on matters at the intersection of trade, environment and 
development (Calvo 2022b).

While WTO rules can address market distortions and alleviate supply-chain 
shocks, trade remains only one among many considerations that impact Africa’s 
food security. It has been shown throughout this book that low levels of agricul-
tural output are a function of many factors, from climate change to technology 
applications, from finance and investment to productivity and production at 
scale. As shown in this chapter, the WTO legal framework is itself constrained 
by conundrums that cannot be easily resolved. Ultimately, African countries’ 
policy choices and implementation processes at home are also critical.

Notes
 1 Article 1(a) of the AoA defines aggregate measurement of support 

(AMS) as follows: the annual level of support, expressed in monetary 
terms, provided for an agricultural product in favour of the producers of 
the basic agricultural product or non-product-specific support provided 
in favour of agricultural producers in general. 
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 2 Uniquely, China has a de minimis entitlement of 8.5 per cent.
 3 See Agreement on Agriculture, 1994, Annex 2.
 4 See Ambaw et al. (2021).
 5 This was negotiated as part of China’s WTO Accession Protocol. 
 6 One exception is Zambia, which notified Article 6.2. spending at 8 per 

cent of the value of production in 2000. 
 7 The countries that have requested consultations include the US, the EU, 

Australia, Canada, Japan, Brazil, Paraguay, Uruguay and Thailand.  
See Mishra (2022).

 8 Also see Committee on Agriculture (2015). 
 9 As mentioned above, tariffication refers to the process of replacing  

agriculture-specific non-tariff measures with a tariff that affords an 
equivalent level of protection. 

 10 See World Trade Organization (2002).
 11 All these countries have developing country status in the WTO,  

which allows Members to announce whether they are ‘developed’ or 
‘developing’ countries. 

 12 It must be noted that even when WFP is delivering food assistance, this 
assistance often gets abused. For example, in some African countries 
government officials and/or the private sector have sold to make a profit 
the WFP’s delivered food, which was meant to be provided free of charge 
to the hungry. See e.g. World Food Programme (2023); Bailey (n.d.).

 13 If the individual members states of the European Union are also counted. 
The WTO Members that were part of the initiative were: Australia; 
Canada; China; Costa Rica; the EU; Hong Kong, China; Iceland; Israel; 
Japan; Korea; New Zealand; Norway; Singapore; Switzerland; Liechten-
stein; Chinese Taipei; Turkey; and the US.
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10. Conclusion: trade, food security  
and climate risks
David Luke

This is a book that is neither wholly about agricultural policy nor wholly 
about trade policy nor wholly about climate policy. The research team that 
came together under the Africa Trade Policy Programme at the London 
School of Economics Firoz Lalji Institute for Africa sought to understand 
and explain why Africa struggles with food availability and stability, which 
are the essential pillars of food security. We took the intersection between 
trade, agriculture and climate policies as the point of entry for our enquiry 
into why 280 million Africans, a fifth of the continent’s population, live with 
malnutrition and 340 million Africans, a quarter of the population, face hun-
ger. We applied analytical tools and data to these policy areas, which enabled 
us to alight on some insights on why food deprivation on this scale persists  
in Africa.

We established that the continent’s status as a net food importer has stabi-
lised over the last decade in absolute terms and has not worsened despite rapid 
population growth and rising per capita incomes during much of this time.  
In 2021, Africa as a whole recorded an annual net trade deficit of $34 billion in  
the food and agricultural sector but below the peak of $47  billion reached 
in 2011 (in nominal prices, which suggests underappreciation of how much 
more significant the deficit was in 2011). If we read gains in productivity and 
output into these figures as fairly good news for the continent as a whole, the 
sobering reality is that food insecurity remains widespread in 42 of the 54 
African countries, as the headline numbers on food deprivation attest.

We traced the root of Africa’s food security challenges to an economic struc-
ture that is based on mainly unprocessed, primary products being exported 
in return for imports of final consumption goods. Lack of economic diver-
sification from primary commodities has been described as ‘the heart of the 
matter’ for African development (Mangeni and Mold 2023). The implication 
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is that Africa’s commodity trade supports value addition, economic growth 
and jobs elsewhere in the world while reinforcing high rates of poverty at 
home. Since poverty, unemployment and food insecurity are interrelated, 
it is an economic model that is inherently vulnerable to food security risks, 
which is intensified when terms of trade shift or shocks emerge, as the recent 
Covid-19 pandemic and post-Covid-19 food price inflation attest. The Eco-
nomic Commission for Africa of the United Nations estimates that 50 million 
more Africans were in poverty in 2023 than in 2019, an increase of 28 per cent 
(United Nations Economic Commission for Africa 2024). Africa’s population 
grew by an estimated 10 per cent over the same period, so this largely driven 
by a rise in the poverty rate (not only population growth).1 Overall, 476 mil-
lion Africans – about a third of the population – were in poverty in 2023. As 
poverty rates have declined elsewhere in the world, 60 per cent of the world’s 
extreme poor now live in Africa. Food deprivation is inherently a symptom of 
poverty. An assessment of the economic growth requirements for achieving 
the sustainable development goal of halving poverty by 2030 in African coun-
tries concludes that, on average, African countries will not only need to grow 
by 6 per cent or more every year up to 2030 but also need to ensure that the 
benefits of growth are widely shared through social protection policy meas-
ures that take prevailing inequalities into account (Fofana, Chitiga-Mabugu 
and Mabugu 2023).2

We recognised climate change as a factor that is making an already-try-
ing agriculture and food security situation even more difficult. Agricultural 
emissions are also part of the problem. This requires greater scrutiny of the 
sustainability of production systems. We outlined an approach for thinking 
about the interaction between trade, food security and climate risks and iden-
tified the varying effects of climate change particularly on the production  
of the eight food products most widely consumed in Africa, which we referred 
to as Africa’s basic foods.

The eight basic products of yam, cassava, maize, rice, wheat, meat, poultry 
and fish contribute significantly to daily calorific intake across the continent. 
We established that yields in almost all of these products generally trailed 
global productivity and output, despite nominal growth in production. Yams 
are the main exception and cassava a partial exception.

Agricultural policies are important determinants of food security outcomes. 
Finance, investment, foreign aid, institutions, actors and capacities interact with 
policies in playing a key role in resource allocation along the food value chain, 
from production to consumption, from supply to demand. We unpacked the 
chokepoints in policy implementation, resources, capacities, climate and sus-
tainability risks that hold Africa back from becoming an agricultural power-
house despite having 60 per cent of the world’s arable land area.

We probed the observable patterns of food trade within the continent or 
at the intra-African level and with foreign partners. A major consequence 
of underperformance in Africa’s food production is that intra-African trade 
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in food products remains relatively small, although this trade has grown in 
value in real terms over the last 10 years. This is in line with our finding that 
the continent’s status as a net food importer has stabilised and not worsened. 
Facilitating greater intra-African trade could boost the continent’s food pro-
duction if it allows African producers to gain a greater share in the African 
market. Small-scale informal cross-border trade is ubiquitous and reflects the 
dominance of the smallholder farming model. By creating a detailed partial 
equilibrium model to simulate the expected impact of the African Continen-
tal Free Trade Area (AfCFTA), a major initiative to liberalise trade across the 
continent, we found that the impact of the AfCFTA on intra-African trade 
will be relatively modest. That is because much of that trade is already liber-
alised through pre-existing regional trade agreements, such as those of the 
EAC, COMESA, SADC and ECOWAS. It is through these regional arrange-
ments that most of Africa’s current intra-African trade in the agriculture  
sector flows.

This finding on the limited gains to be expected from the AfCFTA 
prompted us to examine the provisions of the AfCFTA Agreement and Pro-
tocols on non-tariff barriers. We found that the AfCFTA legal instruments 
embody best practices for harmonisation of food safety standards, technical 
regulations and regulatory compliance. If these provisions, along with other 
regulatory measures on services, investment, digital trade, competition pol-
icy and intellectual property rights, are implemented effectively, they could 
boost intra-African value chains in agriculture and agribusinesses, enhance 
efficiency and lower prices.

Concerning trade with foreign partners, we deconstructed the food trade 
deficit to reveal that the geography of these trade relationships is changing, 
with increasing food trade flows between African and emerging partners in 
the Global South. The changing geography is also reflected in trade in agri-
cultural inputs as the European Union (EU) and United States (US) lose trade 
shares to China and India.

Finally, we turned our attention to the World Trade Organization (WTO), 
the world’s trade regulator, where 42 African countries are part of the net 
food-importing developing countries group that coordinates efforts to keep 
international food markets open, monitors food aid flows and constitutes an 
important stakeholder group in negotiations to reform global rules on agri-
cultural trade. We examined the contradictory role that food security plays in 
international trade. Agricultural subsidies in countries that can afford them 
incentivise food production not only for domestic consumption but also for 
trading in open markets and for food aid donations. While overproduction 
contributes to global food availability, it disincentivises production in poorer 
and net food-importing countries. The trade-offs in multilateral agricultural 
reforms need to be better understood by African negotiators as some reforms 
might be desirable from an African agricultural production perspective but 
not necessarily from a consumption perspective.
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This leads us to the following conclusions, which are further elaborated  
on below:

1.  Climate change poses multiple risks to food security.
2.  Food production is responding to population pressure and expanding 

demand but not sufficiently to close the food trade deficit.
3.  Productivity trails global levels for the vast majority of the basic foods 

that Africans commonly consume.
4.  Gaps in agricultural policy implementation, finance, institutions and 

capacities enhance food security vulnerabilities.
5.  Food dominates intra-African trade, which remains small despite 

growth in value in real terms over the past decade.
6.  The impact of AfCFTA tariff liberalisation on food trade flows will 

be modest.
7.  AfCFTA provisions on non-tariff barriers will have greater impact on 

food trade flows.
8.  Beyond the AfCFTA, the reality is that most African countries are net 

food importers and increasingly source food imports from countries 
of the Global South.

9.  Agricultural negotiations remain contentious at the WTO, with lim-
ited progress in addressing imbalances and asymmetries, but trade-
offs implied in agricultural reforms need to be better understood.

10.1 Climate change poses multiple risks to food security
The risks of a changing climate on agricultural production cannot be over-
estimated. The varying effects of climate change on food production – in  
particular, rising temperatures, extreme weather variations and the frequency 
of adverse supply shocks – were outlined in a model we presented in Chapter 
2 for thinking about the interaction between trade, food security and climate 
risks. In Chapter 3 we applied the model to identify risks such as water stress; 
shortened crop growing seasons; shrinking acreage of arable land; higher inci-
dence of crop pests; inundation of cropland and erosion; and  flood-induced 
damage to agriculture-related infrastructure. We noted that the indirect 
effects are equally impactful and include reduced labour productivity of farm 
workers, whether due to harsh climatic conditions or illness as vector-borne 
diseases proliferate and disincentive effects leading some farmers to abandon 
their farms altogether. Yields are projected to fall for most staple crops and 
from livestock across most of Africa, including important sources of food 
security such as wheat, maize, rice and meat.

At the same time, we recognised that agricultural activities such as enteric 
fermentation of ruminant livestock and irrigated rice farming practices 
are significant contributors to methane emissions and other greenhouse 
gases (GHGs). Land itself is both a source and a sink of carbon emissions. 
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The  nationally determined contributions (NDCs) of African countries are 
replete with a variety of adaptation and mitigation measures. But NDCs 
remain a wish list in the absence of adequate financing to implement them. 
NDCs, which are set for multiple years in advance, also need to be adaptive to 
fast-changing knowledge and technologies that can be applied to adaptation 
and mitigation strategies.

Trade can help to reduce the impact of production shocks, including those 
affecting critical food security crops. As we observed, adverse supply shocks 
in certain places can be met by supply surpluses in other places through trade. 
But availability is only part of any solution as food security also requires pur-
chasing ability to ensure access. Endemic poverty in Africa is among the fac-
tors that limits ability to access food.

We noted that trade in agricultural intermediates and inputs, as well as 
agricultural services and knowledge, can play an important role in agricul-
tural adaptation to climate change. These help farmers utilise new seed vari-
eties, agricultural machinery, fertilisers and agricultural extension services 
to address changing climate challenges. Trade reforms to reduce tariff and 
non-tariff barriers can help to facilitate access to these inputs.

10.2 Food production is responding to population pressure – 
but not enough
We unpacked the composition of the continent’s persistent trade deficit 
in agriculture in Chapter 2 by reviewing the agriculture sector as a whole, 
including trade in basic foods like grains, tubers, meat and poultry, agricul-
tural commodities such as cocoa, tobacco, coffee, tea and spices and trade in 
inputs like fertilisers and pesticides and capital equipment like farm machin-
ery. We noted that, in 2021, African countries had an annual net trade defi-
cit of $49 billion in basic foods and $9 billion in agricultural capital, while 
returning a net surplus of $16 billion in exports of agricultural commodities 
and of $6 billion in exports of agricultural inputs. This deficit widened dra-
matically from the early 2000s to 2011 before stabilising in the last decade, 
with the $36 billion deficit for the sector as a whole in 2021 being about a 
quarter smaller than it was in 2011.

As these are nominal figures, they underappreciate how much more signifi-
cant the deficit was in 2011 and the steady if also gradual trend in closing the 
gap. However, the median African country spends a quarter of the revenue it 
earns through exports on food imports, while 16 countries spend more than 
40 per cent on food imports. These countries risk serious food insecurities if 
adverse terms of trade shocks arise or if world food prices rise.

We therefore concluded that the agricultural trade deficit is driven by food 
imports along with production and export underperformance. Food imports 
include low-unit-value foods, such as cereals like wheat, rice and maize but 
also some higher-unit-value foods like fish, dairy and poultry. Demand for 
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the former grows fastest with population growth, the latter with rising per 
capita incomes. But it is also important to note that the deficit in Africa’s food 
and agriculture sector has been reasonably stable over the last decade, despite 
both population growth and rising per capita incomes during this time.

10.3 Productivity trails global levels for most of Africa’s 
basic foods
We inquired more fully in Chapter 3 into the role of yams, cassava, maize, 
rice, wheat, meat, poultry and fish as products or basic foods with high rates 
of per capita consumption in Africa. We distinguished between regional  
variations in production and consumption. We established that yields in the 
production of almost all of these basic foods generally trailed global productiv-
ity and output, although there has been an increase in production. With yams 
and cassava as the exceptions, the other foods are not produced at a scale and 
at levels of productivity that is sufficient to meet demand. While the compar-
ative advantage of the African cassava- and yam-producing countries remains 
incessant, this is not the case for rice, wheat and maize, beef or poultry, which 
benefit from significant subsidies in richer countries, with trade-distorting 
effect. For maize specifically, Africa produces more than it consumes for food 
but the continent is a net importer. This is because the excess production over 
human consumption is not sufficient to meet demand for other uses of maize 
including feed for livestock and industrial processing and manufacturing.

We highlighted the challenges facing the fish sector, which include under-
investment in the management of fish stocks, the marine environment and 
freshwater habitats, illegal unregulated and unreported fishing by foreign 
boats and rising sea temperatures. As the sea temperatures rise, fish stocks 
migrate towards colder waters. This increases pressure on small-scale fishing 
communities to scale up operations by investing in equipment and vessels 
that can go out further into the sea.

10.4 Gaps in policy implementation, finance, institutions 
and capacities increase food security vulnerabilities
Having identified the climate risks, established what drives the agricultural 
trade deficit and considered productivity and output of the most widely con-
sumed foods, we turned our attention in Chapter 4 to assess the policy and 
institutional issues that contribute to the vulnerabilities that were observed. 
On agricultural policy, we explained that African Union policy frameworks 
such as the Comprehensive African Agriculture Development Programme 
(CAADP) and the Malabo Declaration provide African countries with a blue-
print for boosting agricultural development and trade, to achieve the much-
vaunted green revolution. CAADP requires governments to allocate at least 
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10  per  cent of public expenditure to agriculture and to aim for 6  per  cent 
annual growth in the sector. Reviews, however, suggest that only one country 
– Rwanda – is on track to achieving the CAADP goals. Financial resources 
remain a major constraint. While there are many good examples of the impact 
of agricultural financing, there is scope for scaling up private investment, 
farmers’ access to credit, foreign direct investment, foreign aid and, increas-
ingly of importance, climate finance. Development partners provide relatively 
little assistance to agricultural development in Africa despite the clear under-
standing that this sector is critical for achieving international goals on poverty 
and hunger and overcoming gender inequalities. When it comes to food aid 
– a convenient channel for dumping by food surplus countries – we argued 
that this needs to be carefully managed in order not to disincentivise local 
production.

We saw that capacities vary among actors and institutions that mediate pro-
duction, markets and value chains such as farmers, ‘middlemen’, cooperatives, 
commodity exchanges and agricultural marketing boards. We suggested that 
partnerships with multinational corporations that play a dominant role in 
global food supply chains can be beneficial where local interests are well safe-
guarded. With the bulk of African agriculture still in the hands of  small-scale 
farmers, measures to boost production and productivity must necessarily 
focus on smallholders. The rise of contract farming and a class of medi-
um-scale farmers are promising developments, especially since this class of 
farmers has stronger commercial ambitions than smallholders do. We argued 
that agricultural commercialisation is the most viable pathway for smallhold-
ers to increase their productivity, output, income and food security but there 
are huge challenges as regards imperfect or missing markets and institutions.

10.5 Food dominates intra-African trade
We probed in Chapter 5 the observable patterns of food trade within the con-
tinent or at the intra-African level. We noted that a major consequence of 
low productivity and output in agricultural production is that intra-African 
trade while dominated by trade in food products remains relatively small, 
although this trade has grown in value in real terms over the last 10 years. 
Cereals, tubers, vegetables and fruits, fish and fish preparations are the main 
food products that are traded. Food security in tubers has been achieved but 
African countries import almost twice as many cereals from the rest of the 
world as they do from each other. The smallholder farming model has given 
rise to small-scale informal cross-border trade that is widespread. Although 
difficult to quantify, estimates suggest that informal trade could be as high as 
16 per cent of total formal intra-African trade and as much as 72 per cent of 
trade between neighbouring countries.

Each of the basic foods tends to be traded within Africa in its own way. 
The vast majority of trade in cassava takes place in Eastern Africa. Yams 
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are mainly traded in Southern and Western Africa. Trade in maize is con-
centrated in Eastern and Southern Africa. Rice is traded mainly in Eastern, 
Southern, Central and Western Africa, with intra-African rice imports in 
Northern Africa being negligible. Intra-African wheat trade is evenly dis-
tributed among the regions, except in Central Africa, which accounts for 
only a small share of these imports. Trade in meat and poultry also occurs 
predominantly within and between Eastern and Southern Africa. Almost 
half of intra-African fish imports occur in Western Africa, with the rest of 
this trade being more evenly split between Eastern, Central Africa, South-
ern and Northern Africa.

10.6 The impact of African Continental Free Trade Area tariff 
liberalisation on food trade flows will be modest
We reported in Chapter 6 the result of our partial equilibrium model to simu-
late the expected impact of the AfCFTA. The AfCFTA initiative is driven by the 
recognition that a liberalised trade regime across the continent could generate 
further growth in intra-African trade, including informal trade formalisation, 
as tariffs not already covered by regional trade agreements and non-tariff bar-
riers fall. However, we found that the impact of the AfCFTA on intra-African 
trade will be relatively modest since much of the trade is already liberalised 
through pre-existing regional trade agreements across the continent.

Moreover, the AfCFTA is even less likely to have an impact on trade in cere-
als such as wheat, maize and rice. These products already have, on average, 
low tariffs and are mostly served by more efficient or highly subsidised sup-
pliers outside the continent. We found that where the AfCFTA will have an 
impact in the immediate term is in the downstream consumable food part of 
the value chain, and especially with higher-unit-value foods like fish and sea-
food, vegetables, cereal preparations, vegetable oils, fruits and dairy. There are 
also relatively sizeable opportunities for exports of sugar and coffee, within 
agricultural commodities. In the upstream part of the value chain, though the 
prospects for trade creation are smaller overall, there are important opportu-
nities for exporters of agricultural machinery, fertilisers and pesticides. South 
Africa, for example, might begin to supply more of the continent’s needs of 
agricultural machinery, while more fertilisers and pesticides could be sup-
plied by North African countries like Morocco and Mauritania.

10.7 African Continental Free Trade Area provisions on  
non-tariff barriers will have greater impact
In view of the limited impact to be expected from AfCFTA tariff liberalisa-
tion on food trade, we examined in Chapter 7 the provisions of the AfCFTA 
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Agreement and Protocols on non-tariff barriers (NTBs). We found that the 
AfCFTA legal instruments embody best practices for the harmonisation of 
food safety standards, technical regulations and regulatory compliance. We 
noted that customs and trade facilitation provisions that aim to streamline 
border processes are critical for perishable goods. The creation of a web por-
tal where traders and governments can submit complaints about partners’ 
NTBs is an important initiative that could help to discipline unwarranted 
controls. The protocols on services, investment, competition policy, intellec-
tual property rights, digital trade and small and medium-sized enterprises led 
by women and youth, if fully implemented, could boost intra-African value 
chains in agriculture and agribusinesses, enhance efficiency, and lower prices 
for consumers.

On services, we noted that some, including financial, logistics, informa-
tion and communication technologies, insurance, distribution and trans-
port services, are intrinsically linked to food systems through agricultural 
production, distribution and trade, and through these channels to food 
security. Logistics services such as transport, and information and com-
munication technology, are critical to reduce costs and uncertainty in agri-
cultural trade. With very low levels of financial inclusion among African 
farmers, increasing access to financial services through their liberalisation 
could enhance the uptake of financial services utilisation. Intra-African lib-
eralisation of these and other services could attract investment and enhance 
competition with transformative impacts on agricultural production, value 
chains and food security.

The investment facilitation provisions of the investment protocol address 
constraints issues such as excessive bureaucracy, lack of transparency about 
investment-related information, corruption, and inadequate coordination 
among regulatory institutions. These are key issues that hinder intra-African  
investment flows that typically target the agricultural sector. However, the 
protocol requires investors and their investments to respect and protect  
the environment while carrying out their business activities. Among specific 
investor obligations are the right to a clean and sustainable environment, 
complying with the principles of prevention and precaution to anticipate 
significant harm to the environment, carrying out an environmental impact 
assessment, and mitigating and restoring any environmental harm that com-
panies have caused.

With increasing economic concentration in the production and trading of 
agriculture and food products both globally and within the African continent, 
implementation of the Protocol on Competition Policy could play an impor-
tant role in addressing anticompetitive behaviour in the food sector. It aims 
to discipline practices such as abuse of dominant positions in the market and 
mergers or acquisitions that restrict or prevent competition.

The Protocol on Intellectual Property Rights applies to all categories, 
including seed and plant varieties, geographical indications, genetic resources 
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and traditional knowledge. Putting such protections in place can incentiv-
ise investment in innovation in the development of new, higher-yielding, or 
drought- and heat-tolerant plant varieties. But these protections need to be 
balanced by adequate access and benefit sharing provisions, to ensure for 
instance that farmers are not prevented from using new plant varieties. Safe-
guards are also needed to ensure that communities benefit from geographical 
indications, genetic resources and traditional knowledge.

The Protocol on Women and Youth addresses the historical challenges 
this category of farmers, entrepreneurs and business owners has faced, such 
as access to trade finance, participation in trade policymaking, support to 
enhance export capacity, and a range of trade facilitation measures that have 
not been gender sensitive. These protocol’s provisions can help to ensure 
inclusivity in food production and trade.

The Protocol on Digital Trade is aimed at creating a digital enabling envi-
ronment that can boost the uptake of digital technologies that are critical to 
boosting agricultural yields and enhancing food preservation. This includes, 
for instance, automated drip-irrigation technologies; digital technologies that 
enable up-to-date tracking of produce that is being transported to markets 
or access to information to optimise crop pests/disease mitigation strategies; 
and mobile phone applications that set out early-warning systems regarding 
weather events and access to real-time product prices.

10.8 Most African countries remain net food importers and 
increasingly source food from the Global South
Having established that implementation of the non-tariff provisions in the 
AfCFTA could have a much greater impact on agricultural production and 
agri-business, with significant benefits for food security, we returned in 
Chapter 8 to analyse the current reality that 42 African countries are net 
food importers. We examined how the food trade deficit breaks down with 
Africa’s trading partners or on a bilateral basis. The main insight that we 
discovered is that the geography of these trading relationships is chang-
ing, with increasing food trade flows between African and countries in the 
Global South. The changing geography is also reflected in trade in agri-
cultural inputs such as machinery, seeds, fertilisers and herbicides, with 
traditional partners such as the EU and the US losing trade shares to  
emerging partners.

Brazil is the largest net food supplier to Africa, followed by the EU and 
the US. The EU, however, remains Africa’s most important market for both 
food exports and imports. The EU and the US are also significant suppliers of 
agricultural seeds, machinery and tractors to Africa. Among traditional part-
ners, Russia and Ukraine are a major source of cereal exports to some African 
countries. The Russia–Ukraine war that started in 2022 disrupted the flow of 
these exports. But the concentration of Russia’s and Ukraine’s grain exports in 
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a few African countries limited a wider damaging effect, although the collapse 
of the Black Sea Grain Initiative after only one year in 2023 resulted in a surge 
in wheat prices.

We assessed the trade policy regimes that underpin trade flows with exter-
nal partners. We saw that many African countries’ agricultural exports ben-
efit from market access concessions such as the EU’s Everything but Arms, 
the US’s African Growth and Opportunity Act and the WTO’s initiative of 
duty-free, quota-free market access for least-developed countries. But there 
is a high level of agriculture sector protectionism in bilateral partners’ mar-
kets through measures allowed by WTO rules. These include high import 
tariffs for farm products and subsidies to farmers, which lead to both over-
production and enhanced levels of GHG emissions in some food produc-
tion sectors. Agricultural protectionism makes many African food exports 
less competitive, especially in traditional partners’ markets. Capacity in sev-
eral African countries to meet food safety standards required for exports is a 
perennial challenge. In the case of China, significant efforts have been made 
to work with African exporters to ease this difficulty through the introduc-
tion of ‘green lanes’. Policies in the EU related to its Green Deal and Fit for 
55 such as the Carbon Border Adjustment Mechanism and deforestation 
regulation will increasingly expose the nexus between trade and climate to 
greater scrutiny.

10.9 Agricultural negotiations remain contentious at the 
WTO, with limited progress
Finally in Chapter 9, we turned our attention to the WTO and noted that agri-
cultural negotiations remain contentious, with limited progress in addressing 
imbalances and asymmetries. We argued that, while it is in the interest of 
the African group to work towards revitalising multilateral agricultural trade 
reform, trade-offs are inevitable as some reforms might be desirable in rela-
tion to African agricultural production but not in relation to consumption. 
Others would not only secure policy space and flexibilities for African Mem-
bers but would simultaneously provide benefits for emerging countries with 
large agricultural production volumes, like China and India, with potentially 
negative implications for African agricultural producers.

We suggested that African Members would be advised to be pragmatic in 
agricultural negotiations, i.e. adopting an approach that focuses on results 
over principles, evidence and technical analysis over ideological position-
ing. We further suggested that African Members should call for new research 
that can offer fresh insights on multilateral trade rules and food security in a 
changing global economy and in the context of sustainability and the climate 
emergency.

We noted that most African Members have not used the Development Box 
for providing domestic support up to their allowed de minimis levels. This 
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suggests that the problem is not necessarily a lack of policy space but rather 
fiscal space along with national policies and priorities.

At the WTO, food security, agriculture and the environment are discussed 
in different fora and committees. Sustainability issues such as efficiency of 
water use in agriculture, the safety of food products derived from new tech-
nologies, food waste in supply chains from farm to consumer, and knowledge 
and technological applications for increasing product yield and reducing farm 
emissions need to be mainstreamed into agricultural negotiations, as advo-
cated by the African Members (World Trade Organization 2023). This calls 
for enhanced cooperation between these relevant bodies, to streamline the 
discussions and bridge the silos. With very small delegations in Geneva, Afri-
can countries will surely benefit from a rationalisation of the food security 
agenda at the WTO. This is also necessary to understand the trade-offs better 
and to make sure that effective solutions are reached.

10.10 Final word: the story of food deprivation in Africa is 
complex but overcoming poverty matters most
Our overall conclusion on why so many Africans endure food deprivation is 
that the story of Africa’s food trade, food security and climate risks is com-
plex, and resists being reduced to a simple, comprehensive narrative. But the 
keys that will unlock a sustainable pathway to food security on the continent 
are (1) economic growth and rising incomes that are widely shared; (2) more 
value added in regional and global value chains to transform the economic 
model that underpins poverty, unemployment and food deprivation on the 
continent; (3) attention to policy implementation, finance, investment, insti-
tutions, knowledge, capacities and behind-the-border trade measures that are 
required for boosting agricultural productivity and output and bringing trade 
costs down; and (4) adaptation and mitigation strategies in response to cli-
mate risks that are responsive to fast-changing knowledge and technologies. 
These are what matters most to bring down the high numbers of malnutrition 
and hunger among Africans.

This book has unpacked the critical issues that underlie food security in 
Africa. We have provided insights for interrogating policy choices and fiscal 
provisioning and for activism and campaigning at various levels of govern-
ment, economy and society that interface food security. The book is published 
on an open access basis to make it easily accessible and to enrich discussion 
and engagement on the issues. Researchers are encouraged to go deeper into 
the ideas covered in this book. For teachers and educators, the book can be 
used in interdisciplinary courses on international development and across 
several disciplines in the social sciences including economics, law, politics 
and international relations. Most importantly, it is hoped that this book will 
help to generate a fuller understanding on what needs to be done to overcome 
food insecurity in Africa.



<RH>       PB

CONCLuSION: TRADE, FOOD SECuRITy AND CLIMATE RISkS 255

Notes
 1 Author’s analysis based on United Nations Population Division (n.d.). 
 2 NB: the Sustainable Development Goals target the total eradication 

of extreme poverty (defined for the purposes of the goals as persons 
living on less than $1.25 per day) and a halving of poverty according to 
national definitions (United Nations n.d.). 
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Why do images and reports of starving and malnourished Africans appear  
so often in the media? What are the actual dimensions of the problem?  
What has trade and climate got to do with it? In How Africa Eats: Trade, Food 
Security and Climate Risks, award-winning author David Luke and a team of 
researchers seek to answer these questions, to explain why Africa struggles 
with food security and what can be done about it. The intersection between 
trade, agriculture policies, and climate risks is fundamental to this enquiry.

Using a data-led approach, this book examines in detail what Africa eats and 
where and how it is produced. It investigates how finance, investment, foreign 
aid, institutions, actors and capacities interact with policies in holding Africa 
back from becoming an agricultural powerhouse despite having 60 per cent  
of the world’s arable land area.

The book evaluates how climate change exacerbates the continent’s 
challenges and scrutinises the sustainability of production systems in the 
face of environmental volatility. Experts in trade policy, international law 
and development unpack the barriers that currently limit the growth of 
intra-African food trade, including the role of the World Trade Organization 
(WTO), and model the expected impact of the implementation of the African 
Continental Free Trade Area (AfCFTA) on agricultural trade.

The extent of food deprivation in Africa is sobering. The United Nations 
estimates that a fifth of the African population is undernourished, and a 
quarter live with the day-to-day experience of severe food insecurity. How Africa 
Eats provides a vital, open access resource for academics, policymakers and 
trade experts seeking to address the continent’s food insecurity in the face of 
urgent threats from climate change, trade barriers and complex policy challenges.  
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