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1. Background

The World Food Conference/Current Status/ Drivers of Food Insecurity



1970’s – The World Food Conference

4 UN Archive Library (1975)



Food Security & Nutrition in the World in 2021 (1)

5 FAO (2020)



Food Security & Nutrition in the World in 2021 (2)

6 FAO (2020)



Food Security & Nutrition in the World in 2021 (3)

7 FAO (2020)



Food Security Dimensions

8 FAO (2014)



2. Root Causes

Historical/ Current Key Drivers



Pre-colonial Trade

10

 Before the 15th century, the African continent had been part of successive 
economic world systems.

 Highly developed and complex socio-economic and political systems existed. 

 Where possible, diverse agricultural systems evolved and adapted to local 
biophysical conditions.

 The balance of power shifted to the European traders during the 18th century. 



Pre-colonial Trade Routes

11 Morillas-Torné, M. (2012)



The Berlin Conference

12

 In 1884, at the request of Portugal, German chancellor Otto von Bismark called 
together the major western powers of the world in Berlin. 

 Bismark appreciated the opportunity to expand Germany's sphere of influence 
over Africa.

 At the time of the conference, 80 percent of Africa remained under traditional 
and local control.

 This new map of the continent was superimposed over 1,000 indigenous 
cultures and regions of Africa. 

Bjornlund, V., Bjornlund, H. & van Rooyen (2022)



Impacts of Colonialism on Food Security (1)

13

 Africa’s transition to the production of export crops was a product of two 
historical events: the abolition of the slave trade and industrialization in the 
north Atlantic.

 As exports expanded, labour was diverted from household food production. 
Simultaneously,  African farmers were forced to clear more marginal lands for 
household food production.

 The colonial powers focused on two or three export crops in each colony. 

Bjornlund, V., Bjornlund, H. & van Rooyen (2022)



Colonialism in the 1920s: Export Crop Production & 
Labour Migration in Western Africa
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Impacts of Colonialism on Food Security (2)

15

 European administrations used “indirect rule” by adapting existing institutions to 
suit their needs. 

 Native leaders were given the responsibility for tax collection, export quotas, food 
requisitions, and labour recruitments. 

 The economic rewards and the ability to grant privileges gave local chiefs powers 
above their traditional roles.

 This shift in the role of native authorities undermined the social fabric of trust and 
inter-dependency.

Bjornlund, V., Bjornlund, H. & van Rooyen (2022)



Dying Days of Colonialism

16

 Opposition to colonialism, in the colonies and Europe, increased in response to 
persistent reports of poverty and lack of access to basic needs.

 By 1955, Britain had planned or implemented 55 projects to increase export 
crop production, most failed, leaving post-independence nations with debt and 
non-productive assets. 

 In 1961, France took control of the national currency reserves of fourteen West 
African countries, retaining considerable control over their spending.

Bjornlund, V., Bjornlund, H. & van Rooyen (2022)



Impact of Colonialism on Food Security

17 Bjornlund, V., Bjornlund, H. & van Rooyen (2022)



Post-Independence

18

 SSA governments assumed leadership of impoverished economies.

 Independence did not achieve the cultural, political, and economic changes that 
were necessary to ensure that governments linked economic development to 
societal objectives.

 The continued dependence on export production to fund development and service 
loans proved to be an unviable strategy.

 Governments used international loans to subsidize land and inputs for large farms 
that were mainly on newly cleared land. 

Bjornlund, V., Bjornlund, H. & van Rooyen (2022)



Current Key Drivers of Food Insecurity

19 SIPRI (2023)



Way Forward

Trade Facilitation/ Africa’s Structural Transformation/ Concluding Remarks 



Free Trade

21

 Benefits of free trade are well acknowledged in economic theory.

 Trade liberalization allows countries to better exploit their comparative 
advantages. 

 In addition, several indirect effects exist, such as increased productivity 
growth, economies of scale, access to better technologies, rationalization 
gains, improved price signals and restraint for government corruption, 
among others. 



Food and Agricultural Trade

22

 Trade connects Agrifood systems and people. 

 It provides consumers worldwide with sufficient, diverse and nutritious food.

 It generates income and employment for farmers, workers and traders in the entire 
agricultural and food industry across countries.

 Globally, trade can help balance food supply and demand. 

 It also contributes to ensuring dietary diversity. 



Trade and Food Security

23

 Comparative advantage, trade policies and trade costs shape global food and 
agricultural markets.  

 In agriculture, the influence of comparative advantage is significant relative to 
other sectors of the economy. 

 Across countries, large differences in relative agricultural productivity 
strengthen comparative advantage and increase the incentives to trade and the 
potential gains from trade.



Key Drivers of Trade in Food & Agriculture (1)

24 FAO (2022)

 Natural resources form an integral part of a country’s factors of production. 

 Differences in natural resource endowments across countries contribute to 
determining comparative advantage and to shaping food and agricultural trade 
patterns.

 For a country, agroclimatic conditions and land and water availability 
contribute towards determining the volume and composition of agricultural 
production.



Key Drivers of Trade in Food & Agriculture (2/1)

25 FAO (2022)

 Trade costs, in general, strongly influence trade flows. 

 Transport costs are significant, increase with distance and influence food and 
agricultural trade between countries.

 They are also significantly higher in developing countries where transport and 
communication infrastructure are relatively poor.



Key Drivers of Trade in Food & Agriculture (2a)

26 Morillas-Torné, M. (2012)



Key Drivers of Trade in Food & Agriculture (2/2)

27 FAO (2022)

 Low-income countries face significantly higher trade costs than high-income 
economies. 

 This affects the role of trade in ensuring food security, and in facilitating 
structural transformation and growth. 

 Countries that face high trade costs tend to have expanded agricultural sectors 
to meet their food requirements.

 Within sub-Saharan Africa, low strength of comparative advantage and high 
trade costs translate into low levels of intra-regional trade. 



Key Drivers of Trade in Food & Agriculture (2b)

28 FAO (2018)



Key Drivers of Trade in Food & Agriculture (3/1)

29

 Nowadays, technology differences across countries still drive international 
trade in food and agricultural products. 

 Technology underpins a country’s absolute advantage in trade – it determines 
how the factors of production, such as land and labour, are combined, making 
them more productive and reducing costs. 

 In food and agriculture, technology includes anything that can influence the 
transformation of production factors into outputs. 



Key Drivers of Trade in Food & Agriculture (3/2)

30

 Agriculture is unique in that, on average, technology accounts for about three-
quarters of productivity growth at the global level, while increases in the 
factors of production, such as land, make up for one-quarter of productivity 
growth.

 The agricultural productivity gap between high- and low-income countries is 
vast.

 Researchers suggest that the large productivity gap in agriculture can be due to 
significant barriers to technology adoption and limited access to modern 
inputs.



Key Drivers of Trade in Food & Agriculture (3a)

31 FAO (2022)



Africa’s Structural Transformation (1)

32

 Along the path of structural transformation – that is, the reallocation of economic 
activities away from agriculture to industry and services that promotes economic 
growth – agriculture’s relative importance declines as the economy grows. 

 Increases in agricultural productivity per capita mean that fewer people can 
produce more food. 

 At the end of the transformation process, agriculture’s share in the economy is 
small and its productivity per capita resembles that of other sectors.



Africa’s Structural Transformation (1a)

33 World Development Indicators, World Bank Group, 2019



Africa’s Integration & Regional Trade (1)

34

 The decision to establish a Continental Free Trade Area was approved by the 
eighteenth ordinary Session of Assembly of the African Union Heads of State and 
Government, held in Addis Ababa, Ethiopia in January 2012.

 This initiative is a flagship project of Agenda 2063 of the African Union – Africa’s 
own development vision. 

 The agreement establishing the AfCFTA entered into force on 30 May 2019, 
covering 54 of the 55 African Union Member States, 43 of which have ratified the 
agreement so far. 



Africa’s Integration & Regional Trade (2)

35

 AfCFTA aims to create, through successive rounds of negotiations, a single 
market for goods and services to deepen the economic integration of the African 
continent and to lay the foundation to establish a continental customs union at a 
later stage. 

 This will be achieved through the gradual removal of tariffs on at least 90 percent 
of over 5 000 tariff lines. The reduction of tariffs is seen as having significant 
potential to increase intra-regional trade.



Africa’s Integration & Regional Trade (2)

36

 Only 8 percent of African merchandise exports are directed toward Africa, 
suggesting that there are important constraints (high trade costs) to intra-regional 
trade.

 As for agriculture, almost 40 percent of Africa’s agricultural products are exported 
to Europe. 

 Intra-African agricultural trade is regionally concentrated, mostly centred around 
South Africa, which is both the major exporter and importer.



Intra-African Exports and African Exports to other Regions, 
Food and Agricultural Products, 2019

Adapted from FAO, (2022)37



Africa’s Integration & Regional Trade (3)

38

 While rising incomes are fuelling demand for diversified diets in the region, 
meeting this demand with imports from within the region will require significant 
efforts in overcoming supply-side constraints.

 With deeper integration, that implies the removal of significant trade costs, intra-
African trade would increase significantly by up to 300 percent.

 Trade with other regions, in particular African imports of food and agricultural 
products from other regions, would decline. Exports to other regions would also 
decline.



Africa’s Integration & Regional Trade (3)

39 FAO (2022)



Concluding Remarks (1)

40

 Trade is an important instrument for promoting economic growth. 

 Openness to food and agricultural trade can help countries ensure food security 
and better nutrition, achieve their objectives in the structural transformation of 
their economies, promote higher incomes and living standards in both rural and 
urban areas, and better manage their natural resources. 

 Trade is not an end in itself, and there is no single prescription on how to leverage 
food and agricultural trade for sustainable development as countries differ widely.



Concluding Remarks (3)

41

 Together with regional trade integration, strong cooperation at the multilateral 
level is much needed. 

 Global shocks to the food and agricultural markets, such as the COVID-19 
pandemic, extreme weather events that affect harvests and food prices, and more 
recently, the war in Ukraine, need multilateral cooperation to ensure food security 
and better nutrition for all. 

 In a world in which regional trade blocs cannot effectively address such 
challenges, multilateralism has a strong role to play.



Multilateral Initiatives to Address Food Insecurity

42



The OPEC Fund & Food Security in Africa

43 OPEC Fund, 2023
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