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Introduction

The challenges facing Africa’s agriculture are so enormous that some pessimists have concluded that nothing short of a Green Revolution kind of intervention is required to propel the sector into the desired performance path. In spite of its staggering underperformance, the sector is still the economic mainstay for an overwhelming share of the continent’s population, ranging from 18 to 90 percent in Gabon and Burundi respectively. This implies that the intended EC interventions are directed at the bulk of Africa’s population, making the intentions well aligned to the MDGs.
Reform related origin of Africa’s agricultural challenges

Several factors underlie Africa’s agricultural challenges. Disbanding of state agricultural enterprises and cooperative societies and removal of price stabilization without sufficient private sector interest and capacity to fill the resulting gap, particularly during the structural adjustment period, was a major contributing factor to the challenges that ensued. Weak state institutions that caused inefficiency of state enterprises meant that the choice was between strengthening the institutions and disbanding them. The later was chosen, not quite in the interest of improving the sector but primarily to reduce government’s spending as part of a wave of broader policy reforms. The result was a weakening of farmers’ responses to agricultural market opportunities in an era of sophisticated and increasingly demanded-driven market conditions. Farmers’ inability to respond effectively to sophisticated market requirements was exacerbated by the dismantling of cooperative societies in many countries.
Elements of the key challenges facing African agriculture

One of the greatest challenges to Africa’s agriculture is its smallholder and subsistence-oriented nature. This begs the question of how Africa’s agricultural efforts can be consolidated in the face of rapidly increasing population pressures on land. In other words, how can the sector be transformed to operate at levels that are commercially capable of generating the necessary surplus of labor and savings that are then released to drive growth in industry and services? Further, the view of agriculture as a transitory sector whose share in GDP should inevitably dwindle and from which labor should be released to other sectors, promotes a kind of cut-and-run mentality towards the sector. Unfortunately, most support strategies like the EC initiative focus on the easier part such as providing institutional and other conducive conditions. The conditions are usually not translatable into commensurate farm-level response because oftentimes farmers lack the financial and other capabilities to capitalize on the enabling environment that is presumably created by such initiatives.
Implications for way forward

The sector’s challenges are so enormous and yet its performance is paramount for growth and poverty reduction. The implication is that the pessimists most likely correct – only a Green Revolution kind f intervention can help realize the sector’s potentials. In such a context, the role of the state and that of the private sector would have to be courageously redefined in very radical ways, first towards food self-sufficiency and then towards guaranteeing the sector’s role as a springboard to sustainable industrial and service led economic development. Any degree of proliferation of piecemeal interventions that are not necessarily scalable to economy-wide and commercial levels will not deliver the desired growth trajectory. Whereas lessons from the EU are welcome, lessons must also be drawn from the continent’s agricultural history. For example, we should ask the questions: Where, when and why did agriculture perform well in the continent? What changed so that we are where we are today? How can any desirable previous circumstances be restored?
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