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Introduction

Small-scale family-operated farming is the bedrock of agriculture in African, Caribbean and 
Pacific countries given its contribution to food and nutrition security, employment in rural 
areas, and social and environmental protection. However, although 80 % of global food 
production comes from family farms around the world, this type of farming faces several 
constraints, and is often associated with poverty and generates low revenues. The key features 
are summarised below: 

Description Key figure
Family farming globally
Number of family farming units globally 500 million family farms (90 % of total)
Number of individuals dependent on 
family farming 

2.5 billion persons

Proportion of family farms that are less 
than 2 hectares

85 %

Family farming in ACP region

Contributions of family farming to GDP 
 35 % in Africa
 5 % in Caribbean
 13 % in the Pacific 

Proportion of workforce involved in 
family farming

 67 % in Africa
 21 % in Caribbean
 Variable in the Pacific, (less than 10 % in 

Fiji, 70% in PNG)

Challenges facing family farming

Despite its importance, family farming faces several constraints:

Stagnated productivity and profitability: The launch of structural adjustment programmes in 
the early 1980s contributed to the development of an export-led agriculture in which priority 
was given to large-scale, highly capitalised and mechanised forms of production, while small-
scale farming was comparatively neglected. Arising from that, low-income countries’ 
dependence on food imports grew significantly, rendering them vulnerable to price variations 
on international markets. Besides, the production of cash crops for the global market favored 
the development of monocultures which increased dependency on chemical fertilisers and 
pesticides, led to deforestation, massive land degradation and contributed to climate change.

Climate change and seasonal variability: Climate change is a particularly severe challenge 
for ACP countries. Given the low proportion of arable land that is irrigated (often less than 
5%), local weather patterns determine agricultural activities. Extreme weather events are 
likely to become more frequent, resulting in a drop in maize yields of nearly 30 % by 2030. 

Land and soil degradation: Many family farmers cultivate in marginal land with resultant low 
productivity as they have access only to limited and often degraded land resources. In Sub-
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Saharan Africa alone, the cost of land degradation is estimated at USD 68 billion annually, 
and affects 180 million people. 

Access to seeds: Traditionally, most seeds in Africa have been produced by farmers through 
the customary practice of saving seeds for their own use or exchange. However, the 
harmonisation of African seed legislation in line with the 1991 UPOV Convention would 
prohibit most of these informal practices. This could jeopardise seed diversity which is vital 
for climate change adaptation and food security. In addition, the patents associated with the 
increased sales of certified seeds in Africa increase smallholder dependence and the 
likelihood of falling into debt. 

Access to land and security of tenure: Small-scale food producers and indigenous people 
usually lack legal recognition of their land rights, thereby making them vulnerable to 
inadequate land deals, expropriation without consent or lack of fair compensation, especially 
in the context of poor governance and incomplete land reform. Moreover, investors and local 
elites involved in land deals tend to describe the land for sale as ‘idle’ or ‘under-utilised’, 
often ignoring or concealing pastoralist activities. These risks are well illustrated with the 
development of so-called ‘growth poles’ which aim to attract international investors to Africa 
by making land available to large private companies at the expense of family farmers, often in 
very fertile regions.

Extreme poverty: The promotion of export-led agriculture, operated at the expense of family 
farms producing food crops for local consumption, resulted in typically agriculture-based, raw 
commodity-exporting economies being paradoxically highly dependent on food imports, 
sometimes supplemented by food aid. Many of the family farming households in the ACP 
region are subsistence producers who may not grow enough to meet their families’ needs. 
Over 200 million of them are hungry and 40% of the children in SSA have stunted
development.

From potentials to real benefits: what should be done

The 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development and the Paris Agreement on climate change of 
December 2015 both highlight the importance of developing a model of agriculture that 
improves resilience and creates sustainable food systems. 

Global and local actions are required to turn the potential opportunities into real benefits. 

a. Conducive policies should promote innovation and help family farmers to move up the 
agricultural value chain: On general ground, investment in agriculture should go hand in 
hand with the development of sustainable farming practices. It should prioritise domestic 
food production (in place of over-reliance on imported food) as well as family farmers and 
smallholders who are the main investors in agriculture. However, family farmers in the 
ACP have a weak relationship with other parties in agricultural markets. The 
fragmentation of agricultural markets in the ACP countries, with high transaction costs 
and limited market information systems, engenders an asymmetric balance of power 
between different parties in agricultural value chains to the disadvantage of family 
farmers. Local food systems should be rebuilt through appropriate investments in 
infrastructure, packaging and processing facilities, distribution channels, and by allowing, 
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conducing and encouraging smallholders to organise themselves in ways that yield 
economies of scale and allow them to move towards higher-value activities in the food 
supply chain.

b. Support agro-ecological farming practices in line with the conclusions of the 
International Assessment of Agricultural Knowledge, Science and Technology for 
Development (IAASTD), the recommendations of the UN Special Rapporteur on the right 
to food and the SDGs: family farmers and local communities have accumulated over time 
a wealth of traditional ecological knowledge, observations and capacities to adapt to 
natural emergencies. The empirical knowledge, lessons learned and best practices 
acquired by them can be useful in planning climate adaption and resilience strategies. 

c. Access to seeds: farmers’ right to produce, exchange and sell seeds freely underpins 90 % 
of agricultural livelihoods in Africa, while seed diversity is vital in building resilience of 
farming to climate change. In a context where FAO estimates that about 75% of plant 
genetic diversity has been lost worldwide, it is all the more important to protect these 
informal practices, as control, ownership and affordability of seeds are essential to the 
food security resilience of poor farmers.

d. Combating land-grabbing: securing land rights requires full implementation of AU’s 
Framework and Guidelines on Land Policy in Africa, its Guiding Principles on Large 
Scale Based Investment in Africa as well as FAO’s Voluntary Guidelines on the 
responsible governance of tenure of land, fisheries and forests; 

e. Redress structural imbalance in gender-based access to productive resources: Women 
make up the bulk of the workforce in family farms, particularly in Africa. The share of 
agricultural labour carried out by women in 2010 was around 50 % in Sub-Saharan Africa, 
although national figures were very variable, with some countries having a remarkable 
rate of over 90% female work force in agriculture (Burkina Faso). The role of women in 
family farming goes beyond labour, and also relates to the management of household 
incomes and food purchases. Yet rural women have long been discriminated against as 
regards access to a range of productive resources, including land, credit, inputs and 
services. For instance, less than 20% of African and Caribbean women farmers and only 
5 % of Pacific women have land ownership rights. Where women hold land, their plots are 
generally smaller, of an inferior quality, and with less secure rights than those held by 
men. 

f. Engage youth to support family farming: The population of the African continent is 
expected to double by the year 2050 to 2.4 billion. This equals an increase of around 42 
million people per year. The agricultural sector is uniquely positioned to absorb the youth 
population which constitutes a high and growing proportion of the population. 

g. Innovative agricultural finance for family farmers: Providing financial services for family 
and smallholder farmers requires active partnerships between the private and the public 
sectors in order to overcome bottlenecks and the perception of risk that lending to farmers 
and rural communities carries. In Africa, it is estimated that only 1% of commercial 
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lending is directed towards family agriculture, the bulk of it going towards large scale 
farming. As a result, farmers are highly dependent on informal credit which has very high 
cost of capital. Best practices of agricultural lending schemes that have proven to be 
successful for family farmers in ACP should be supported and scaled up. 

Cost of inaction

Some of the likely impacts of inaction are mentioned below:

 If not revitalised, family farming is at the risk of declining, which could have detrimental 
consequences on future food and nutrition security. 

 The current high import bill is unsustainable and could lead to social unrest if the threat of 
hunger persists, especially in a context of climate change.

 Climate change might be aggravated if resource-intensive farming methods are preferred 
over agro-ecological cultivation.

 The likelihood of loss of agro-biodiversity, which is the foundation of any resilient 
agricultural systems, and which family farming could have preserved.

 If the rural sector is not transformed to absorb the growing number of young people 
seeking decent jobs, the prospect of even higher unemployment, migration and social 
unrest will be considerable.


