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Family farming in West Africa: 

To qualify statements enabling discussions to go on 
 
 
At the end of the 90's, with the rise of the concept of «family farming» (FF), debates about the future of West African farming 
begin. Fifteen years later, FF is better known, defined and documented. Farmer organisations (FO), NGOs, scientists but also 
international organisations, States and regional organisations seem to agree on the importance of this production model in the 
region. Nevertheless, does this apparent consensus hide real differences of opinions, too simple answers to very hard 
questions? Family farming is often simplified but it also implies strong oppositions: for some, it is stuck in misery and for 
others, it is competitive and resistant to everything. In the light of knowledge and points of view particularly expressed at the 
International Year of Family Farming (IYFF), this report analyses some statements often expressed in order to remind the 
complexity of realities. 

 

Statement n°1: “Agrobusiness is killing family farming” 
Obviously yes, discussions are intense... 
It is generally acknowledged that farming will need deep changes 
to feed West Africa without eating its natural ressources up. 
Nevertheless, there are different opinions on the type of farming 
capable of facing this challenge. At the centre of discussions, two 
models are opposed: “Family farming” vs “Agrobusiness”. 

 
 

Due to some authors such as P. Hazell, Professor at the 
University of London, and many governments, agrobusiness can 
be much more cost-effective than family farming. Agrobusiness 
benefits from “investments and political relations that offer it a 

privileged access to markets, modern inputs, insurance and 
credits. So its levels of yields and cost structures are simply 
unbeatable and inaccessible for small farms” (Byerlee and al. in 
Hazell, 2013). So, agrobusiness makes economies of scale: the 
structural charges decrease with the increase of production units. 
Work and capital productivity is then higher than the one of small 
farms. 
On the contrary, for a large amount of civil society, family farmers 
will meet the West African challenges. The civil society protests 
against the performances of agrobusiness concerning 
employment and income distribution, but also concerning land 
productivity and its impacts on the environment. Indeed, many 
studies showed that the intensity of work (the job content) of 
agroindustrial plants is very low because of the substitution of 
labour for capital (mechanisation). Nevertheless, family farming 
promotes first and foremost family labour completed by 
permanent or temporary foreign workers. Moreover, 
diversification strategies of family farming (production, activities, 
etc.) provide a particular resilience to households but also to 
economic cycles that it builds. By promoting short cycles, it 
reduces the travelled distances, the energy dependency, and it 
empowers partly local economies. 

 
…but the phenomenon is still limited in West Africa. 
Agrobusiness is also seen as a threat for family farming because 
of “land grabbing”. In 2007, the food riots revived the debate on 
this opposition, pointing out the rise of projects for the production 
of biofuels and export crops (palm oil, sugar canes, rubber trees, 
etc.) and the risks they represent for food security. In Liberia, in 
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Sierra Leone and in Mali, for instance, “land grabbing” 
(agroindustrial plants of palm oil, rice, sugar canes) happens and 
affects small producers. Moreover, such investments may involve 
serious threats for the environment (monocultures, intensive use 
of inputs, etc.). Nevertheless, we need to keep the importance of 
agrobusiness in West Africa in proportion: it remains – currently- 
limited in the region. Many projects of massive land transfers to 
foreign investors did not finally succeed (landmatrix). 
A series of constraints that globally put pressure on the agricultural 
sector affect the profitability of capitalistic farms: limited access to 
resources, to inputs, to technologies and competences, the 
competition with imported products, the obstacles to the movement 
of goods in the region, etc. (BM, 2013); (O. Salifou in Grain de sel 
n°41-42, 2008). 
In the long run: a social choice 
Today, many authors resolve to make “a plural choice”. According 
to P. Hazell, we should go beyond the opposition between “family 

farming vs agrobusiness” and consider complementarities with 
respectively appropriate activities for small, medium or large 
farms. Agrobusiness can carry advantageous innovations and 
investments for the rural sector, but also for family farming via 
contracting. Nevertheless, with the lack of control and limitations 
on agroindustrial investments, particularly on land issues, there is 
a real risk: to pave the way for the strongest ones to the 
detriment of family farming and of sustainable development 
model (employment, diversification, etc.). 
If both models of development find their technical and economic 
advantages and disadvantages, they result from two different 
forms of rationality: while agrobusiness tends more to profitability 
at short or medium term, family farming is based on the security 
of its economy and the reproducibility of the model at long term. 
The final position statement depend, in fact, on a deeper choice: 
a social choice and the society's link with the environment. 

 

Statement n°2: “Family farming is more and more poor and vulnerable” 
Obviously, many farmers and breeders are vulnerable... 
Poverty is still very significant in West Africa: it affects 44% of the 
population in average (from 20 to 70% depending on the 
countries in the region, based on national poverty line), and it 
affects more particularly rural populations (Resakss, 2014). Food 
crisis, provoked by climate variations or sudden price increases, 
reveal first and foremost an increasing precariousness and 
vulnerability for an important part of farms. Vulnerability also 
affects pastors. Since the droughts from the 70’s, the livestock 
has been partly recreated with small ruminants. The 
transhumances of these herds, increasing in size, face the 
extension of cultivated areas and the massive introduction of 
breeding in agricultural systems. Local rules between pastors and 
farmers from the reception areas are reconsidered, and 
competition on pastures, lack of infrastructure (corridors, drinking 
points, etc.) increase the conflicts (Cedeao, 2014; Apess, 2011). 
 

 
 

…but not all! 
Actually, if some groups of farmers become poorer, much work 
have shown that “family farming” represents very different 
realities. The researches of Ruralstruc (CIRAD, IER, MSU), the 
diagnosis Household Economy Approach (HEA- Food Economy 
Group/Save the Children), the investigations based on the 
method of simplified balance sheets (Fongs, CNCR, Apess), or  

the project Elevage-Climat-Société (Breeding-Climate-Society) 
(Eclis) promote this diagnosis. 
The CNCR’s classification show that a part of Senegalese farms 
(20% of the studied farms) are insecure. These households were 
left out of public policies and covered less than 3 months of their 
needs with their own production. On the contrary, only 12% of the 
farms have surplus. Among intermediate farms, 29% just cover 
from 3 to 6 months of their needs with agropastoral activities and 
have an uncertain future in farming (cf. sidebar). 
Other analysis (cf. World agriculture Watch) bring to light the 
emergence of a “landowner farming” (using a variable amount of 
non-family workforce), which is an intermediary between family 
farming and firm agriculture. 
 
These differences are not new in the West African traditional rural 
societies, generally characterized by birth, sex and age inequities. 
If the situation of a part of farms gets worse, it is also the 
consequence of deteriorated solidarity systems and the rise of 
individualism. Donation and assistance systems, even though 
they are taken into account by development policies and 
programmes, play a key role in the resilience of family farms. 
Their deterioration has important consequences on some farms 
but also on individuals. Young people and women are the most 
affected and they have difficulties to access factors of production 
(land, inputs, livestock) and to services (financing, insurances, 
etc.). For women and children, the patriarchal system of family 
farming can be inconvenient and lead to unequal power relations, 
insubordination and even a workforce “overexploitation”. 
As pointed out, the diversity of agricultural patterns was brought 
into light. As a consequence, the following questions are being 
discussed among certain farmer leaders (Apess, CNCR, Fongs): 
Should support patterns be distinguished according to individual 
situations? Should the poorest among family farmers give up 
farming? According to an increasing number of authors, the 
poorest should get support from real social welfare policies. These 
debates show the difficulties faced by NGOs or FO to lead, on the 
one hand, advocacy policies in favour of family farming and, on the 
other hand, to show that some farmers are very vulnerable and it 
will be hard for them to meet the challenges of the future. 
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The method of simplified balance sheets (CNCR, 2014). 
This method, used in some FO for over a decade, enables to produce, with all family members, quantitative and qualitative 
information on the operations of the farm, including non agricultural activities. It also enables to boost and support family discussions 
on expectations and farm management. This method has particularly been used by member federations of the CNCR and more 
recently by other organisations in “breeding environment”. Three types of farms were brought into light in Senegal, following the 
summary carried out by the CNCR in 2014: 
1. Insecure farms, with a weak amount of factors of production. They are often indebted. They live essentially from non 

agricultural activities. Their potential of growth is poorly rated. 
2. a) Intermediate farms, with averagely good factors of production, from lower class. The incomes coming from cash 

transfers and other extra agricultural activities even enable them to invest. 6666666666666666666666666666666666666666666 
b) Intermediate farms, with averagely good factors of production, from higher class. They have more lands than the 
previous ones and they often relate farming to breeding. They complete their incomes with extra agricultural activities. These two 
last categories have variable potential of progress that can be significant. With supplementary activities, they achieve the 
balance. 

3. Farms with surpluses, with good factors of production. They have very big potential of progress. 
These data, coming from the follow up of 2,000 farms, are linked with the results of HEA surveys (analysis of households’ economy, 
methodology developed by Save the children) that identify that more than half of the households do not meet their basic needs with 
agropastoral activities and they appear among the categories “poor” and “very poor”. Their capitals reduce with each new crisis.  

Type 2a
28%

Type 1
17%Type 3

19%

Type 2b
36%

Type 1 = insecure. Coverage of needs < 3 months

Type 2a = lower intermediates. Coverage= 3-6 months.

Type 2b =higher intermediates. Coverage= 6-12 months.

Type 3 = surpluses. Coverage > 12 months  
 

Statement n°3: “Family farming accomodates and innovates facing the depletion of 
natural resources” 
Obviously, family farming accomodates... 
Climate change, aggravating the depletion of natural resources, has 
started for decades, particularly in the Sudan-Sahel region. It is 
represented by more and more scarce and unpredictable rains. 
Farmers did not wait international summits and the concept of CSA 
(Climate-smart agriculture) to adapt to these increasing constraints. 
The emergence of agropastoral systems is a convincing example:   
these diversified and mixed systems reduce the risks for producers, 
and enable to increase the productivity of production systems (Apess 
2011, OECD, 2008). It is also the case for many protection 
techniques of water and soil, development of organic compost, 
adoption of hastier varieties, etc. 
 
… but there are obstacles to innovation… 
But, in West Africa, the extension of cultivated areas was the main 
strategy of family farming to address the demographic pressure. 
Nevertheless, it cannot compensate it. This phenomenon of land 
fragmentation is more and more important at different levels 
depending on the regions. This area reduction per individual has 
often been carried out at the expense of fallow, and without any 
solution to restore soil fertility, provoking a degradation of this fertility. 
 
Against these heavy trends, the techniques based on agroecological 

ways of intensification advance (GDS n°63-66, CFSI, 2014) and 
show the capacity of family farming to make agricultural practices 
evolve while respecting the environment but they remain minor. 
Indeed, it is not yet spread at large scale. At the source of this 
“paralysis”, there is the lack of access to services and factors of 
production. Some innovations are onerous and need a return on 
investment on several years, which represent a risk that some 
producers cannot take. Moreover, some innovations considered as 
sustainable (agroecology, etc.) question, in fact, the operations of 
production systems and sectors in general. Yet, for structuring 
sectors such as cotton, these questions are not enough on the 
agenda. Except in some areas (like in the South of Mali), cotton 
producers often seem “lock-in” in the systems established partly 
during the Green Revolution. (Dugué, 2014 in Grain de sel n° 63-66). 
 
… and, here again, all family farms are not able to adapt. 
These “restraints” are even bigger than family farms are 
vulnerable. So, opinions differ about the capacity of family 
farming to integrate the innovations, and being viable. For many 
researchers and organisations of the civil society, all family farms 
have strong capacities to adapt if they benefit from necessary 
supports. In this sense, they develop a globalizing speech, “pro 
family farming”. For farmer organisations such as the CNCR, the 
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real potential is located in the richest family farms, and 
“intermediaries” with high potential of progress. The poorest 
farms could not shoulder the risks related to innovation. These 
farmers have already bet more on non agricultural activities to 

ensure their family incomes than on agricultural innovation.  This 
report questions the relevance and efficiency of “agricultural 
supports” to these pluriactive farms (CNCR, 2014). 

 

Statement n°4: “Family farming cannot compete with imports to feed the cities” 
Obviously, low cost imports compete with family farming... For 
about fifteen years, the imports have strongly increased in West 
Africa. Their value has more than doubled over the 2000’s, bringing 
the agro-food balance of trade under zero (Cedeao, 2014). Imported 
products often come from industrialised or emerging countries with 
lower production costs and they compete with local products. 
The behaviour of urban consumers evolves and affects the capacity 
of local farms to supply the markets. On the one hand, middle class 
consumers buy “top range” transformed products, rare on the local 
market. On the other hand, poor consumers buy transformed 
products purchased as singles in local shops (sugar, rice, 
mayonnaise, dried milk, etc.). Very poor consumers are attracted by 
products from international markets. They are cheap (meat cuts and 
offals, rice of low quality, etc.). So, in some regions, some products 
are considered as top range products (such as local rice in Guinea). 
Finally, some products are linked to food habits, often inherited from 
colonial economy, but they cannot be provided locally (corn). 

…but the share of imports in urban purchases is relative 
Taking into account self consumption and product sales on the 
local market, family farming represents most of the food needs 
(nearly 80%) in West Africa. Despite competition with the imports 
and contrary to common belief, the major part of food purchased by 
urban communities has a local or subregional origin. Data from 
different surveys (in particular budget consumption) carried out in 
the countries of the UEMOA show that imported cereals represent 
22% of food expenses in urban households. Whereas the milk and 
cereal (rice, corn) sectors have difficulties to face the imports, the 
relatively high prices on the markets since 2007 have often 
benefited to local sectors. Production increases and the number of 
processing initiatives is more and more numerous. The most 
dynamic sectors are based on periurban farmers but also on 
subregional exchanges (onion, shallot, cowpea, vegetables, etc. 
(Bricas, 2012 ; Blein, 2013 ; Josserand /ATP 2013). 

 

Statement n°5: “With their number, family farms are able to meet the food demand of 
cities” 
West African population should reach 815 million people in 2050. 
It will then more than double compared with the current 
population. At the same time, the urban population is increasing: 
today, it is estimated at 47% of the overall population. It will 
exceed the rural population around 2020 et it will reach 60% in 
2030. The economic growth, higher than 6-7% in most of the 
West African countries, should enable an increase in incomes 
and a reduction in poverty even though the growth is little 
inclusive. 
According to some people, the demand dynamic is an important 
opportunity for the economic development of family farming while   
other people, in particular West African governments, still have 
doubts on their capacities to adapt to the quantitative and qualitative 
evolution of this demand. (Hazell, 2014). 
 
Obviously, family farms will be able to provide the basic 
products in quantity... 
Subject to an increase of yields, it is generally agreed that West 
African farming will be able to meet the quantitative aspect of the 
demand for basic food (cereals, roots, tubers, etc.). For the CSAO 
(West Africa and Senegal Company), for instance, family farming 
will be able to feed the cities if they overcome some constraints 
related to isolation, communication and market infrastructures, the 
inefficiency of information systems, the capacity of negotiation from 
producers, etc. (CSAO, 2013; Faivre-Dupaigre and al. in Farm 
2008). Nevertheless, the refusal of governments to increase the 
protection (customs duty) on rice and dried milk (two strategic 
products for urban supply) during the CET revision suggests that 
they still doubt on the regional farmers' capacities to supply the 
increasing demand for these two products considered as 
instruments of social peace in cities ! 

… but will they be able to address to the new quality 
requirements? 
It is admitted that urbanization associated with the emergence of 
middle class generates new needs. The food demand diversifies 
beyond the “basic” basket composed of cereals, roots and tubers. 
The demand for meat, milk products, vegetable oils, fruits and 
vegetables increases. The townspeople, as a result of lifestyles 
and levels of incomes, more tend to buy transformed and 
prepared products (CSAO, 2013). So the challenge is 
quantitative (to double the demand in 20 years) and qualitative: 
increased segmentation of this demand, quality requirements, 
increasing power of transformed, packaged and labelled products, 
etc. 
The adaptation of producers on qualitative aspects is the subject 
of discussions. The quality of products represents one of the 
cornerstones to supply the cities. To face this challenge, farms 
have still disparate capacities to invest and so innovate in the 
quality of products and assume their processing. 
However, it is essential to notice that addressing the qualitative 
evolution of the demand will not only be the responsibility of 
family farms. This dynamic depends on a global structure of 
value chains from the beginning of the sector (inputs, services, 
etc.) to the end (modern crafts and small companies of 
processing, storage devices, market platforms...). The issue is 
more about the capacity of farms or producer organisations with 
economic purpose to contribute to emerging efficient value 
chains such as regular delivery of certified products, 
contractualisation, respecting the contracts, etc. rather than their 
capacity to provide transformed products adapted to the urban 
demand. 
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Statement n°6: “the protection at borders is the solution for family farming” 
The protection is obviously a weapon against unfair 
competition... 
To ensure a better protection for family farming in West Africa is a 
debate that has existed since the 80s.It has been launched when 
European export subsidies enabled a great breakthrough of meat, 
cereal and milk products on West African markets and it 
provoked campaigns of denunciations led by the NGOs. 
According to the ROPPA, West African farming faces an “unfair” 
competition from world industrialized farmings. 
Direct assistance to producers enables them to sell their 
surpluses at very low prices, keeping a market distortion. These 
opinions join NGOs’ opinions, which think that the protection at 
borders is a necessary condition to the development of local 
farming. 
 
...but it does not solve the problem of price volatility. 
Claiming for an elevated level of protection is first and foremost 
a reference to the impact of supports to producers in 
industrialized countries compared to West African producers. 
Yet, one of the biggest current issues of West African farmers – 
and consumers- is the price volatility. While consumers are 
limited by their purchase power, and they can be strongly 
affected by a sudden increase of prices, producers -by financial 
needs- can be forced to sell their products at low prices, 
sometimes at a loss. Generally, there are two types of “origins” 
for the price volatility: (i) “internal volatility” related to weak 
storage capacities, seasonality and the variability of 
productions linked to climate variations and market failures; (ii) 
“imported volatility” of the global market. Concerning the 
internal price volatility, it requires first and foremost to improve 
storage capacities, policies and tools of market regulation, etc. 
Regarding the “imported volatility”, the customs duty, as they 
are proportional to the price, the protection at borders is 
sometimes a boost. Thus, the customs duty can correct the 
competitiveness divergences but they do not address the 
transmission of international volatility on local markets. Other 
complementary tools can do it (variable cyclical tax for instance, 

adapted to the market prices) but the ECOWAS does not 
possess them yet. The mechanisms adopted with the CET are 
only for the price decreases. (safeguard mechanism). 
Lastly, the measures taken in favour of producers (market 
regulation, protection at borders) must not be a disadvantage 
for poor consumers, affected by too high purchase prices. It is 
important to remember that farmers are more and more 
dependent on the market in their food consumption: the issue 
remains difficult and the protection at borders is far from being 
the “miracle solution” for the development of family farming. 
 

Protection of markets, CET, EPA 
This debate has been part of all the negotiations of the common 
external tariff (CET), the ECOWAS and the economic partnership 
agreements (EPA) between Europe and the ECOWAS. In order 
to regulate these productivity gaps concerning the production, a 
new tariff band was created in the CET ECOWAS (35%), 
particularly referred to agricultural products. It is also for this 
reason that most of the agricultural and food products, 
considered as sensitive to liberalisation, were excluded from free 
trade agreements with the European Union (EPA). In spite of this 
“special treatment”, FO and NGOs remain sceptical. According to 
a part of the civil society (The ROPPA among them), “With the 
EPA's ratification, the SSA countries would be less competitive, 
their regional integration would be forbidden and unemployment 
and poverty would strongly increase”(Berthelot, 2014). Other 
observers and the Commission of the ECOWAS consider that the 
agreement saves farming and that, on the contrary, the 
liberalisation of inputs will enhance the competitiveness of African 
farming. According to Stephane Aka Anghi (ICTSD-Passerelles, 
2014), the liberalisation of economies represent both risks and 
opportunities. The period of 20 years must be exploited to 
strengthen the processes of regional integration, in particular 
through the establishment of an EPA regional fund for companies 
and West African economies to enable them to face international 
competition. 

 

Statement n°7: “Family farms are the solution against unemployment” 
Obviously, the job opportunities are very limited out of 
agriculture... 
In West Africa, the agricultural sector continues to structure the 
economy and the job market. In Sub-Saharan Africa, 60% of the 
assets and 95% of the households have at least “a foot in agriculture” 
(Losh, 2012). Jobs, included out of agriculture, remain widely 
informal (70-90% of jobs are informal in SSA according to Jütting et 
al in Beaujeu et al, 2011) and poorly paid. 
In West African region, between 3 and 5 million of young 
professionals are expected per year on the job market. This troop 
represents a considerable challenge for the job market that has 
already some trouble to pay properly its assets. A possible solution 
for young people – and already widely understood- is the migration, 
in particular regional (Ivory Coast, Nigeria) but also international 
(Arabic countries, Europe, etc.). Nevertheless, the opportunities also 
seem limited as we look at the situation of European migration 
policies and the expected rate of population growth in the urban 
coastal areas. 

For some actors of the civil society and researchers, a “specialisation 
in the agriculture” seems to be the most appropriate solution to solve 
the unemployment problem at middle term. If they benefit from 
necessary supports (smart public policies concerning funding, access 
to inputs, market, etc.), family farming has a series of advantages 
and can create lots of jobs. One of the main characteristics of family 
farming is to optimise the workforce available. It is, indeed, a 
common principle to define family farming, including Anglo-Saxon 
definitions on the “smallholder”. It is the unrecognized effort of 
producers that enables the farm to produce, adapt and accumulate. 
Thus, family farms provide a very important quantity of work per 
hectare but the added value gained by these farms must be 
improved in order to enable them giving decent incomes. (Losh and 
Freguin Gresh, in Beaujeu and al, 2011) 
 
… but all family farmings will not pay their workers enough 
However, this position rather optimistic has been put in perspective. 
Some studies already mentioned suggest that today, only a part of 
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family farms are able to provide decent jobs. Another part of family 
farms faces problems to adapt and gain enough added value to 
pay its assets. Moreover, the population growth will inevitably lead 
to a division of farms if the assets remain agricultural. The farm's 
size will be reduced, and if a family lives there, it will be harder to 
pay its members decently. According to some authors, the support 
to agricultural activities of agricultural households “in transition” and 
the richest households must, first and foremost, be preferred. The 
poorest must be helped by other policies, in particular social 
policies, out of agriculture. As a consequence, to pay young people 

decently will maybe mean to get out of agriculture for the most 
vulnerable households. So, it is less the sector of agricultural 
production -in the strict meaning of the term- than the beginning 
and end of agricultural sectors (processing, inputs, services, etc.) 
that could provide decent jobs. Thus, it is generally admitted that 
the territorial development, based on strategies of local economic 
development, on non agricultural rural activities or “surrounding” 
the agricultural production must be preferred (CNCR, 2014), 
(Hazell, 2014), including by developing incentives to create 
companies, to train and help young people, etc. 

 

Statement n°8: “A dynamic agricultural sector usually attracts young people” 
Obviously, the dynamism of the agricultural sector can be a 
stepping stone for young people 
According to the FAO, young people from 15 to 24 represent 60% 
of West African population. So, the population is very young and 
meeting the challenge of employment is largely based on the 
quality of these young people’s insertion in the agricultural sector 
(Beaujeu and al, 2014). 
The installation is a step that is based on investments, but also 
on a learning process and it involves taking risks. Young farmers 
are particularly sensitive to constraints that have impacts on the 
incomes of farmers. A dynamic agricultural sector with structures, 
accessible technologies, access to markets and remunerative 
prices,etc. can only encourage the insertion of young people, in 
the agriculture with the possibility to have reasonable incomes. 
The good health of farms facilitates the transfer of production 
means. Young people can, thus, benefit more easily from a nest 
egg, a plot of land, or other production means (livehood, 
equipment) that enable them to start with something. 
The increase in food prices since 2007-2008 could be an opportunity 
for future young farmers. The prices being remunerative, the 
agricultural production could enable to “earn money”. But this vision 
is only followed by a limited number of actors: the decisionmakers, 
urban leaders, businessmen, traders often see investment 
opportunities more than young people themselves. 
 
… but young people would still have to see it as a viable and 
rewarding job 
The agricultural sector still faces a lack of attractivity among young 

people. For economic and societal reasons, a large part of young 
people wants to migrate to cities. Most of them are attracted by 
urban lifestyles and they have increased monetary needs 
compared to previous generations. These needs come from 
urbanisation and “modernisation” of the society: telephony, clothes, 
movements, leasure, etc. In this context, the “valorisation” of farmer 
identity is a goal in itself (Iram, 2013), but also refers to the debate 
on the opening up of rural areas, the access to quality services, etc. 
In conclusion, to local development in all its aspects. 
Moreover, given the demographic situation, it is admitted that the 
agricultural sector must be modernised. These transformations 
require new skills and know-how from future generations. To 
develop training related to specific issues that these young people 
face on each territory, connecting theory and practice, is a key 
challenge of the viable insertion in agriculture. 
The settlement of young people is based on several elements. On 
the one hand, the work on the valorisation of farming is a key issue 
and a fundamental action led by many FO (CNCR, Fongs, 
Apess,...). Then, it is based on the establishment of funding 
systems adapted to young people, and training systems that 
enable them to launch an agriculture capable of meeting the future 
challenges. And finally, it is based on land security, enabling the 
access to land (Wampfler and al, 2014). 
More generally, it is important to underline that the attractiveness of 
cities is the reason of desertion of rural areas and that if the 
revalorisation of farmer identity is an issue for young people, it is also 
the case for all the society (including for trainers, engineers, etc.). 

 

Statement n°9: “The difficulties of family farming can be explained by the weakness of 
public expenditures” 
Obviously, public fundings dedicated to farming are poor, 
even ridiculous... 
Historically, family farming, even though it is largely prevailing in 
West Africa, is only supported partially by public policies and it is 
disproportionate with supports provided by Nothern countries to 
their farming ( in particular European Union and the USA). The 
liberalisation, even though it is not complete, involved a 
disarticulation of support facilities to the sector and disruption of 
sectors. (Belières and al, 2014). The policies settled since the 90's 
remained widely sectorial, and all farmings could not benefit from 
opportunities created by these policies. Indeed, the policies 
favoured export sectors because of the issues related to the 
repayment of the public debt, and public investments were often 
directed to the areas with high potential such as the Office du Niger 
area, Mali or the valley of Senegal River. These policies increased 

inequities between territories and farmings. 
Today, it is agreed that direct fundings to farming remained poor. 
The goals of Maputo were only inegally and very partially 
achieved. Only 5 countries (Burkina Faso, Mali, Guinea, Senegal 
and Niger) on the 15 of the ECOWAS distribute more than 10% 
of their public budget to farming, according to the commitments of 
Maputo. In these countries, the expenses for agriculture are in a 
very large part attributed to international support and their use for 
family farming is a subject of debate. In general, the overall part 
of the budget dedicated to farming in West Africa has stagnated 
for 10 years (Resakss, 2014) at lower level than the previous 
period. 
 
…but it is important to remember another issue equally 
alarming: the access of producers to financial services 
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(credit, savings, insurance, etc.) 
The welfare of family farms does not only depend on direct public 
supports. In this sense, the availability of financial services, their 
accessibility to producers and their efficiency play a key role. Yet, 
there is a real lack concerning funding services in West Africa. 
The tools are built on sector approaches that often address badly 
to the needs of production systems in general. The needs are 
identified on the basis of defined products, and not on the totality 
of production systems, that include speculations which need 
inputs, workforce, etc. If experiences showed that the alternative 
mechanisms of microfinance, such as warrantage, established by 
the FO, can have an impact on producers, these organisations 
face difficulties to finance investments on middle or long term. 
Generally, collective financial services, delivered at the level of 
producer organisations, do not compensate the lack of funding 
for family farms. 

  

 

In conclusion… 
The issue on family farming has long been caricatured and the 
solutions proposed are too mechanical. While the stakeholders of 
the Ecowap examine a second step for regional policy, some 
major issues need to be taught to improve the targeting of the 
policy. The conclusion of this synthesis, without being exhaustive, 
tries to put some of them on the table. 
 
Concerning the debate “agrobusiness” vs “family farming”, the 
technico-economic arguments seem to interfere and “feed” the 
infinite debate, that only a choice of society will stop, between 
financial benefits (strong profitability, strong productivity of work) 
and sustainable and territorial development (strong employment 
potential, land productivity, security). Meanwhile, this non-choice 
is advantageous for the “strongest” and it enables potential 
abuses. l 
Then, family farming is based on different realities. The erosion of 
the systems worsens the poorest's vulnerability. What will the 
poorest farms that do not have possibilities of enlargement 
become? Should the most vulnerable farms leave the agricultural 
sector or should they be helped by social safety nets? 
 
The issue on the setting-up of young people come directly from 
these questions. Should we prefer the number, according the 
strong demand of jobs, or should we prefer to look for sustainable 

installations based on viable farms' structures with young trained 
professionals benefiting from supports (adapted funding, risk 
cover, taxation, supports-advice, etc.)? 
 
Finally, the growth of the demand and its fragmentation are a real 
challenge for the rural sector. Is it an opportunity for family 
farming to develop processing in order to increase their added 
value? Does the capacity of family farms to feed the cities 
depend rather on other actors at the top of the production chain? 
How can policies based on the crafts' particularities and agro-
food industry, widely missing today, be promoted? 
 
The role of agricultural policies, their impact and particularity is, 
thus, debated. How will they be able to address to the diversity of 
farms (from small pluriactive farms to farms where agricultural 
activity is widely prevalent)? Even though a lot of work was done, 
does the national institutions have enough knowledge about their 
agricultures and changes? How to articulate national and regional 
sectorial policies with policies based on territories? At the 
moment, when the future of West African agriculture is not yet 
written, it seems urgently necessary that decisionmakers, 
financial and technical partners, NGOs, follow a common choice 
of society to settle the future policies. 
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