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The EC communication on “Advancing African Agriculture” (AAA) presents a strategic vision to guide European Union support to the African Union (AU) and regional economic commissions (REC) in their efforts to spearhead development of the agricultural sector in Africa. Grounded in the logic of the MDG and CAADP, the AAA joins the 2008 World Development Report in identifying major constraints to the food and agricultural sector in Africa and in outlining priority areas of future intervention and collaboration. This report provides a solid analytical basis upon which to discuss the modalities of future partnership in the region. Yet the persistence of endemic poverty and malnutrition in many parts of Africa and the multiplicity of initiatives and strategies over the last fifty years should challenge us to question why so little progress has been made in improving human welfare.
While these documents provide a clear indication of the content of actions to reduce hunger and poverty in Africa, in many instances, the major challenge concerns the establishment of effective institutional processes that are required for successful implementation and to achieve results.  In other words, while we may know what to do to reduce hunger and poverty, in many circumstances, we still do not know how to do it. Developing adequate processes that lead to sustained, broad-based income growth and improved nutritional outcomes depend largely on institutional evolution. 
The AAA rightly calls for more systematic learning in order to analyze and distil lessons from the experiences of countries, REC and partners. A concentrated focus on institutions will naturally lead to improved understanding of the manner in which political and governance factors condition incentives and affect the behavior of actors and organizations both within Africa and development community. 

An institutional perspective may prove useful in many different areas that include the following: 
· Emergency/development nexus: Institutional mechanisms and systematic procedures are needed to link emergency responses into a coherent development program that systematically addresses the underlying structural constraints and vulnerabilities of rural households;

· Opportunities from decentralization and civil society involvement: What are the criteria for establishing effective demand-driven, results-oriented approaches that link decentralized government, rural communities and farmer organizations with line ministries and development partners? 
· Smallholders in dynamic supply chains: What are the respective roles and contributions of private stakeholder groups and public goods needed to improve productivity growth throughout the value chain, thereby contributing to competitiveness in evolving national, regional and international markets, and driving broad-based income growth for rural households? 
· Improving nutrition: How can we overcome disciplinary, sectoral and organizational competition to recognize that sustainable improvement in child nutrition – a critical input to development - requires a sustained and methodically implemented multi-sector approach in which agricultural growth is a necessary but insufficient condition?
Similar focus on institutional issues is required at regional levels. The recently completed Assessment of Early Warning Systems on Food Security undertaken by FAO, AU and EC, underlined the important role played by certain REC in 1) providing methodological support, 2) serving as a neutral instrument for validating national crop survey and cereal balance sheet results, 3) assuring comparability of analyses across time and space,  and perhaps most importantly 4) providing a forum for governments, donors and technical partners to discuss and collaborate on early warning issues.  The future mandate of REC with respect to every area of intervention is, however, dependent on clear articulation of the needs and priorities of member states, agreement on their comparative advantage and capacity needs, and sustained contributions for long-term financial sustainability.
FAO is committed to continue in its historically close interaction with the African Union, Nepad, Regional Economic Communities, member states and the European Commission in our shared mission to improve food security throughout Africa.
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