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Investing in Poor Farmers Pays 
Rethinking how to invest in agriculture 

 

 

  
 

 

Decades of faltering public commitment to investing in agriculture 
has hindered farmers’ ability to cope with price volatility, climatic 
and economic shocks, or to pull themselves out of poverty. Yet 
donors and governments must see investing in agriculture as part 
of the long-term solution to the food, financial, and climate crises. 
Global agricultural growth and rural livelihoods cannot be 
improved nor poverty reduced without renewed public 
commitment to invest more, and more wisely in agriculture. 
Investments must include the forgotten poor people who live in 
marginalized areas, be context specific, demand-driven, 
participatory, and promote sustainable rural livelihoods through 
environmentally sustainable and empowering practices that treat 
men’s and women’s needs equitably.  

 



Summary1

In July 2008, world food prices reached their highest peak since the 
early 1970s. Food stocked on grocery store shelves was out of reach. 
Riots ensued. Millions were afflicted. Another 100 million people were 
pushed into the ranks of the hungry, raising the total to nearly one 
billion worldwide. And these numbers could climb again as food prices 
remain high, and continue to rise in many local markets. 

Notwithstanding, the 20th century witnessed unprecedented growth in 
agricultural productivity for one primary reason: strong government 
commitments to invest in agricultural research and development (R&D) 
and supporting sectors.2 Growth occurred most visibly in the rice and 
wheat ’Green Revolutions‘ of Asia during the 1960s and 1970s, where 
rice yields grew by 32 per cent and wheat by 51 per cent. Without these 
advances, it is largely recognized that there would be large food deficits 
in the world today,3 but these gains were not achieved without losses to 
the environment and human health, increased rural inequality, and 
insufficient solutions to establishing better policy frameworks for 
tenure security, labour regulations and enforcements, and women’s 
empowerment. 

Ironically, these successes contributed to public complacency about the 
world food supply, leaving many on the sidelines of prosperity.4  

Complacency manifested itself in decades of faltering public 
commitment to investing in agriculture in developing countries. And 
this complacency has hampered farmers’ ability to cope with price 
volatility, climatic and economic shocks, or to pull themselves out of 
poverty. Yet rich countries did not neglect their own agricultural 
sectors. Respectively, the USA and the EU invested annually an average 
of $17,765 and $7,614 per farm from 1986 to 2007, compared with the 
miniscule $1.01 (US) and $2.46 (EU) invested in small farms in poor 
countries over nearly the same period.5 Even though investments did 
occur, they were insufficient in magnitude, inadequate in scope, and 
inequitably distributed, and therefore unable to address the needs of 
many agricultural communities, particularly those of smallholders, 
women and workers in marginalized areas.  

The 2008 World Development Report renewed interest in agriculture as 
the foundation for poverty and hunger reduction. In response, 
investments from all donors increased nearly 25 per cent from $3.8 
billion in 2006 to $5 billion in 2007.6 The food crisis of 2008 then riveted 
public attention on the plight of agriculture. Bilateral and multilateral 
donors came swiftly, although inadequately, to the rescue, only to be 
shadowed by the impact of and response to the global financial crisis 
and tailing recession. Failing banks and lenders have already begun to 
worsen the effects of the food crisis and to steal the spotlight.  

With at least $8.7 trillion injected into the global financial sector since 
January 2009 to resume trade and credit flows, 7 the donor community 
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is drawing on empty pockets as national governments watch their 
revenues dwindle, potentially reversing any gains made in poverty 
reduction in recent decades. Under a worst-case scenario, global 
unemployment could reach 231 million, and another 53 million people 
could be trapped into poverty living on less than $2 a day.8 Yet donors 
and governments must see investing in agriculture as part of the long-
term solution to the food, financial, and climate crises. In poor countries 
whose economies depend on agriculture, agricultural growth can 
reduce poverty through broad-based demand for labour, rural goods 
and services.  

Global agricultural growth and rural livelihoods cannot be improved, 
nor poverty reduced, without renewed public commitment to invest 
more, and more wisely, in agricultural research and development, rural 
development, and supporting sectors: education, infrastructure, health, 
and the environment. With relatively few opportunities for profitable 
investments by private sector investors in many of these areas, the 
public sector and voluntary sector must play stronger roles. When 
measured against poverty reduction indicators rather than returns on 
investment, investing in poor people pays.   

Major, predictable funding of agricultural development is critical. 
Agriculture is a diverse and dynamic industry. As conditions vary from 
place to place, ‘one size’ will not ‘fit all.’ Agricultural investments must 
be tailored to the specific conditions and actors in different locations. 
Just as there is no one technology that will work everywhere, 
technology in and of itself is only part of the answer. To address 
poverty, investments must be made in, in support of, and outside of 
agriculture.  

Investment where and for whom is also significant. Agricultural 
investments must include those who have been left behind by the 
productivity gains of the past century – an estimated two-thirds of 
farmers in low and middle-income countries who live in risk-prone 
growing environments or in remote areas, or both – and for whom 
fewer non-farm employment options are available. Due to their 
physical and social exclusion, poverty in these areas is more prevalent 
due to physical, social, and political exclusion. Desperation-led 
migration exacerbates social problems, particularly for women. 
Insecure land and workers’ rights make labour more casual. Women 
left on farms don’t always have the time, assets or social capital to 
engage productively in farming. Thus, investing equitably in men’s and 
women’s needs is fundamental.  

Farmers in marginalized areas are also the caretakers of some of the 
most degraded lands, shouldering the burden of conserving global crop 
biodiversity and managing some of the world’s most fragile soils. Thus 
they are critical allies in the fight against climate change. A longer-term 
perspective on resource conservation means shifting from a technology-
only approach to an environment-centred paradigm. Rather than 
focusing solely on improved yields, investments must also aim to 
promote environmental sustainability.  
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Looking ahead, investments in agriculture must invest in people. 
Cultivating the social and knowledge capital of poor people, 
particularly women, in rural areas, and enabling them to adopt 
environmentally sustainable farming methods through participatory 
design, must become centre stage. Operationally, investments need to 
be demand-driven, but also to include some combination of: cutting-
edge science; low-cost farmer-driven models of technology 
development and diffusion; value chain expansion incorporating 
stakeholder empowerment; and instruments for better risk 
management. Producers and labourers need basic protection and 
enforcement of their labour rights, and governments must help retailers 
and employers to create an environment of  ‘development 
inclusiveness.’  

Together, investments must aim to reduce poverty; respond to the 
needs of poor people; promote environmental sustainability; and 
empower women and rural communities to build sustainable rural 
livelihoods. Indicators of success for donors and governments alike 
must be measured against these criteria.  

Oxfam recommends that donors, national 
governments and private sector investors: 
1. Make agriculture centre stage. Ultimately, to reduce poverty, 

agriculture must once again become a top priority for governments 
and donors alike. 

2. Invest more, and more wisely. Investments in agriculture must be 
greater than previously envisioned, predictable, transparent, untied, 
channelled through budget support, and complemented by funding 
for civil society groups, both as government watchdogs and as 
complementary service providers. 

3. Recognize that one size does not fit all. Investments in agriculture 
and agricultural research for marginalized areas need to be tailored 
to the conditions of specific locations, participatory, and demand-
driven.  

Oxfam recommends that national governments, 
with the help of donors, must:  
1. Fill the gap left by the private sector. Because private sector 
investors find few profitable opportunities in marginal areas, the public 
sector and voluntary sector must play stronger roles.  

2. Build sustainable rural livelihoods. Public investments in 
agriculture are paramount, but must be complemented by investments 
in non-farm rural development, soft and hard infrastructure, education 
and health care, to have the greatest impact on productivity and 
ultimately on poverty reduction. 

3. Invest in marginal areas. Agricultural investments must include 
those who have been left behind: an estimated 66 per cent of poor, rural 
people. Any strategy that exclusively emphasizes agricultural 
investments in favoured areas is ill-advised, particularly in countries 
with limited shares of high-potential land.  
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4. Support low external input technologies. Investments are needed in 
the development of low external input technologies that address 
resource conservation, reduce dependence on purchased inputs, and 
promote farmer empowerment in marginal and favoured areas.  

5. Recognize that there is no silver bullet. Just as there is no one 
technology that will work everywhere, technology in and of itself is 
only part of the answer. Investments must also reach outside of 
agriculture entirely to provide safety nets for those affected by climatic 
and market shocks and who cannot engage consistently in the 
economy.  

6. Empower farmers and their communities to participate in 
identifying their own needs and most suitable investments, by 
strengthening the capacity of producer organizations to undertake 
collective actions, and bargain for better prices and services and self-
finance development priorities.  

7. Treat people as the key resource to develop. Delivery of better 
technology will not in itself end hunger or improve food security. 
Investments in agricultural technologies that work in marginalized 
areas require substantial investments by farmers themselves. Most 
promising new technologies are knowledge-intensive. Their adoption 
and impact depends on farmer education outside formal schooling, 
such as farmer field schools.  

8. Strengthen labour rights. Waged agricultural workers need 
enforceable legislation that provides better worker protection, 
minimum wages, pensions, and access to health care.  

9. Invest in women’s needs. Women are the key to food security. 
Investments in agriculture must involve women and address women‘s 
needs within agriculture and related sectors. Women’s access to inputs 
and financial services must be improved in order for their potential to 
be realized. 
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1 Introduction 
Hidden high in the Andean hillsides of Peru, Jose Gonzalez Condo, an 
alpaca farmer in Chinosiri – perched 16,000 ft (4,900m) above sea level – 
does not have enough money to feed and shelter his alpaca herd. Aissa 
Tenin Sidibe, a mother and cotton farmer in the dusty fields of 
Bougouni in southern Mali, struggles to afford fertilizer for her crops 
and to manage her work alongside caring for her family. Alami Bera 
and her husband are wheat and teff farmers in Ethiopia’s Bacho district, 
and worry whether they will be able to feed their eight children. Two 
thousand miles (3,200 km) south, in Zimbabwe, Beatrice Masuhu’s 
family faces similar challenges of poor rainfall and limited access to 
seeds for staples like sorghum and millet. And across a continent, in 
Cambodia, Rort Kea strives to make a living from growing rice.  

What do all these farmers have in common? Fairly little, based on the 
characteristics of their growing environments, customs, and asset 
endowments. But this holds true: they all rely on agriculture for their 
livelihoods, which are growing more precarious by the day from the 
threats of climate change, the recent food and financial crises, and 
falling investments in agriculture. Why? They live in marginalized, 
diverse and harsh growing environments. As a result, they are difficult 
to reach and have varying needs that are often unattractive to donors 
and the private sector. No single intervention can help them all. But 
reducing poverty, mitigating climate change, and building resilience to 
climatic and market shocks means empowering these farmers and their 
communities to identify the investments that will best meet their needs. 
This, however, will require serious commitments on behalf of donors, 
national governments, the private sector and farmers themselves to 
invest more, and more wisely, in agriculture.  

Against the backdrop of three global crises, securing attention and 
funding for agriculture and rural development will be no small feat, 
particularly as all eyes remain on the financial sector. Despite attempts 
to coalesce a global coordinated response to the food crisis, as 
evidenced by the creation of the UN High Level Task Force (UHHLTF), 
the 2008 Rome and 2009 Madrid summits and G8 Agriculture Ministers 
meeting, the global community has come up very short. While AIG 
walked away with $85 billion in US bailout money,9 countries like 
Eritrea, Jamaica, Panama and the Philippines have received a combined 
total of $2.7 million from the USA in Official Development Assistance 
(ODA) for agriculture from 2002 to 2007.10   

Donors and governments must stop the practice of crisis chasing and 
start making sound investments that comprehensively tackle the food, 
financial, and climate crises. Down-payments in the future of poor, 
rural people are paramount. On both moral and economic grounds, 
donors and governments must make them their top priority.  Investing 
in agriculture in agriculture-based economies pays for itself by 
reducing poverty. 
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Investments in agriculture must not only be demand-driven, but also be 
developed and assessed based on their ability to achieve environmental 
sustainability, reduce gender inequities, and promote empowerment. 
Each of these elements is fundamental for achieving poverty reduction. 
This paper illustrates the challenges involved and proposes options to 
address them, providing a platform for public investment in 
agriculture. Failure to rethink how and in whom to invest will make 
poverty reduction an ever distant, if not impossible, goal. This paper: 

1. makes the case for why investing in agriculture is critical to 
poverty reduction 

2. identifies trends in agricultural investments over the last three 
decades 

3. demonstrates that public investments are essential to fill the 
gap left by the private sector to meet the needs of society 

4. locates and describes the conditions of poor people who have 
been left behind by agricultural growth  

5. outlines options for investing in them, and raises challenges 
and recommendations for addressing social inequities in high-
value agriculture  

6. suggests options for future investments that build sustainable 
rural livelihoods. 

In addition, governments, poor and rich, must create the right enabling 
environments for poverty reduction through appropriate and fair 
pricing, regulatory, trade, and agriculture policies. However, these 
issues are not addressed here.  
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2 Agriculture is key to poverty reduction 
The strongest reason for governments to invest in agriculture is that it 
can reduce poverty. Seventy-five per cent of the ‘dollar-poor’ work and 
live in rural areas; projections suggest that over 65 per cent will 
continue to do so until 2025.11  Sales and exports from agriculture 
constitute the main source of revenue for many poor countries; and in 
some cases, upwards of 40 per cent of gross domestic product.  

Investing in agriculture leads to broad-based growth. Labour-intensive, 
it has the capacity to tap underused labour, such as rural workers who 
own no land and farmers who own too little to make a living. 
Agricultural growth reduces food prices and acts as a multiplier in local 
economies, leading eventually to higher rural wages and vibrant rural 
markets where farmers and workers spend their earnings. Studies show 
that in Ethiopia, Ghana, Rwanda, Uganda and Zambia, when 
smallholders produce more food staples like cereals, roots, tubers, 
pulses, oil crops and livestock and trade in rural markets, equitable 
growth is more likely. In Rwanda, a one per cent growth in gross 
domestic product (GDP), driven by increased production of staple 
crops and livestock, had a greater effect on poverty reduction than the 
same rate of growth generated by export crops or non-agricultural 
sectors.12 In-depth, multi-country analyses have shown that income 
among the poorest households rises much more with each one per cent 
increase in agricultural – as compared with non-agricultural – GDP for 
the poorest households.13   

Investing in agricultural research and development (R&D) has 
generated large social benefits14 and has stimulated more growth in 
agricultural GDP than other forms of public spending.15 Looking at 
public spending allocations by sector in China, India, Thailand, and 
Uganda, investments in agricultural R&D generated one of the top two 
greatest impacts on poverty reduction in every case. Education and 
infrastructure were the other ’runners-up’.16

Based on economic principles, there is a strong case for public, rather 
than just private, investments in agriculture. Relative to other 
industries, the agricultural sector has numerous, spatially dispersed 
producers. Innovation is uncertain – many dollars must be invested and 
options pursued before any single one pays off. Most private investors 
will not take on a risky investment with a payback period that can span 
decades. Public investments must compensate in order to meet the 
needs of society.17

While no country has been able to develop without growth in 
agriculture, some analysts argue that agriculture-led growth may no 
longer work as a development strategy, suggesting instead that trade 
liberalization and foreign direct investment can open better 
opportunities.  Claiming that linkages between agriculture and other 
sectors have weakened, the best technological advances exhausted, and 
that farmers increasingly rely on non-farm sources of income, some 
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contend that poor farmers would be ’better off laying down their 
hoes’.18  Yet, many poor countries have no viable, industry-based engine 
of growth. Income diversification is common worldwide and not in 
itself a signal that farmers are exiting agriculture; and massive 
outmigration without enough demand for labour will just exacerbate 
urban poverty.19 Thus, the case is undeniable: in poor countries whose 
people depend on agriculture for their livelihoods, donors and 
governments must invest in agriculture to reduce poverty.  
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3 Public expenditures on a slippery slope 
The 20th century witnessed unprecedented growth in agricultural 
productivity, spurred by government commitments to agricultural 
R&D and supporting sectors. In developing countries, this growth 
occurred most visibly in the rice and wheat ‘Green Revolutions’ of Asia. 
Ironically, although the same advances did not occur across the globe, 
progress contributed to public complacency about the world food 
supply. Following the oil and debt crises of 1970s and 1980s, fiscally 
burdensome government programs were reined in to ’let markets 
work’ in the process of structural adjustment. The result? Investments 
in agriculture in developing countries declined precipitously.  

Band-aid to agriculture? 
Faltering public investments in agriculture over the last two decades 
were undoubtedly an underlying cause of poor people’s vulnerability 
to the 2008 global food crisis. ODA to agriculture dropped 75 per cent 
during the late 1980s and early 1990s (see Figure 1). Total donor 
investments in agriculture have since remained low, at around $4 
billion per year. In 2007, US and EU ODA commitments to agriculture 
increased slightly to $1.2 billion and $1.4 billion, compared with the 
astonishing $41 billion and $130 billion lavished on their own 
agriculture sectors in 2006.20  

Yet, millions of families in poor countries depend on agriculture for 
their livelihoods. If donors and governments in developing countries 
had invested in smallholder agriculture over the past two decades, 
many countries would be far less vulnerable to the price shocks 
experienced today. The few countries, such as Brazil and Mexico, which 
followed different paths and invested in smallholder agriculture and 
social protection, have proved to be far more resilient to the crisis than 
other developing countries.21 In response to the food crisis, donor 
spending began to increase, reaching $5 billion in 2007.  
Figure 1. Global Official Development Assistance (ODA) to Agriculture 
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Renewed donor interest in agriculture began in 2004, and more 
commitments are trickling in to address the food and financial crises, but 
whether or not the downward trend will be permanently reversed remains 
to be seen. A return to 1986-7 levels of commitment to agriculture (about $20 
billion per year) would be in line, although not quite sufficient to meet the 
recommendations made by the United Nations High-Level Task Force on 
the Global Food Crisis (UNHLTF) in the Comprehensive Framework for 
Action (CFA). The CFA estimates that $25–40 billion per year is needed for 
recovery from the current food crisis and prevention of another. At least 50 
per cent of the estimated needs should be invested in agriculture and the 
local transport and market systems supporting smallholder farmers; the 
remainder is recommended for emergency interventions, nutrition 
programs and social protection. 

While emergency food aid is a first-order response to the food crisis, 
indefinite reliance on it does not address the underlying challenges to food 
insecurity, nor does it help poor, rural people build up assets to become 
more resilient to shocks in the future. On the whole, member countries of the 
OECD’s Development Assistance Committee (DAC) have spent twice as 
much on emergency response than on agriculture in recent years. Food aid 
has served as a band-aid. Investing more in agriculture would contribute to 
long-term food security, climate change mitigation and poverty reduction. 

Turning the tables, sector by sector 
Within the agriculture sector, the bulk of commitments are allocated to 
agricultural development, agricultural administration/agrarian reform, 
water resources, forestry and fishing (see Figure 2). Fewer commitments 
have been designated for cooperatives, inputs, research, food crop 
production, livestock and pest and post-harvest control – areas which are 
crucial for enabling poverty reduction. These data do not explain the 
multitude of factors that contribute to determining spending priorities, 
particularly because they measure commitments and not disbursements. 
Nonetheless, they raise questions about whether these resources are 
allocated effectively.  
Figure 2. Commitments to agriculture by sector, 1995–2007 
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From 1995 to 2007, donors invested most in policy and administration 
and agricultural water resources. As climate change experts forecast an 
increase in water scarcity and, as a result, a potential increase in 
conflicts threatening food security for millions of people, investments in 
water management are crucial. Agricultural water resources, as a 
sector, includes irrigation, reservoirs, hydraulic structures and 
groundwater exploitation. However, large-scale irrigation, reservoirs, 
and dams may not be the most practical water management systems for 
poor farmers and those most affected by climate change and water 
scarcity in coming years. Improving access to water has a profound 
impact on food production and security, especially by increasing the 
productivity of smallholders. Women farmers in Africa are often 
among the smallest smallholders,22 and can spend four to five hours per 
day carrying water for their families.23  

Assistance to cooperatives and producer organizations all but 
disappeared during the 1990s, re-emerging this decade to make up 
roughly one per cent of aid to agriculture. Producer organizations are 
invaluable in the design and dissemination of new technologies, 
adopting conservation measures; strengthening indigenous knowledge; 
pooling resources; and empowering rural people. Empowering poor 
people leads to greater transparency and better government 
accountability. If loud enough, rural voices can affect the structure of 
public expenditures and demand that their governments invest in ways 
that will have better outcomes for them, their food security, 
environments and livelihoods.  

Globally, donors invested more ODA in food crop production than in 
export and industrial crop production, but the reverse is true for Africa. 
From 1990 to 2005, the African agriculture sector grew by 3.72 per cent 
– more than any other developing region – yet poverty has actually 
been rising.24 The size of a country’s agriculture sector is typically 
measured by agricultural GDP. However, this fails to include 
subsistence farming, non-market transactions, underground markets, 
and the non-monetary economy, and may not be representative of the 
distribution of growth. Thus, growth measured by agricultural exports 
may not be a good indicator of food security and poverty rates.  

Around 20 per cent of agricultural ODA to sub-Saharan Africa was 
allocated for land resources such as soil improvement, water drainage 
in logged areas, desalinization, erosion and desertification control. 
Plagued by barriers to natural resource management as a region, it is 
mystifying why greater resources are not allocated towards these 
priorities. Further, the onset of the impact of climate change on food 
production demands greater attention to natural resource management 
overall.  
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Box 1. Climate change affects food security  

The catastrophic effects of climate change are hitting poorest people first 
and worst. Continued excessive greenhouse-gas emissions, primarily from 
industrialised nations, are – with scientific certainty – creating floods, 
droughts, hurricanes, sea-level rise, and seasonal rainfall unpredictability. 
The result is failed harvests, disappearing islands, destroyed homes, water 
scarcity, and deepening health crises, all of which can reverse the advances 
made towards poverty alleviation in the last half century.  

While higher average temperatures may lead to yield increases in northern 
countries, southern countries, mostly developing, will experience the 
greatest negative impacts. Projected increases in the frequency and severity 
of extreme weather events and water scarcity will undoubtedly affect food 
production. Agricultural production accounts for an astounding 70 per cent of 
fresh-water use. Five hundred million people already live in water-stressed 
zones, and the number is projected to increase to four billion by 2050 as 
unsustainable water-use practices and climate change leave many 
agricultural areas vulnerable to conflict over scarce water resources. 

According to the Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change (IPCC), 
climate change could reduce yields from rain-fed crops in parts of Africa by 
50 per cent as early as 2020, putting between 40 and 170 million more 
people at risk of hunger worldwide.25

A study by the International Rice Research Institute (IRRI) showed that 
when temperatures increase by 1°C (33.8°F) at night during the growing 
season, global rice yields could be decimated. Another study showed that 
rice and wheat production could fall globally by eight per cent and 32 per 
cent respectively by the year 2050.26 In Asia, where more than half of the 
world’s population resides in just two countries – China and India – if no 
measures are undertaken to halt the impacts of climate change, agricultural 
production in China could drop by five to ten per cent; in India, where there 
will likely be less water for rain and meltwater-fed agriculture, production 
could decline by nearly a third.27

Climate uncertainty and risk are a fact of life in the high Andes (above 
2,500m), but climate-related pressures are worsening. Most of the world’s 
tropical glaciers are found in the mountains of Peru, Bolivia, and Ecuador. 
Rates of de-glaciation are expected to increase, leading to changes in the 
rates and timing of water discharge from mountain rivers. In turn, this will 
destabilize slopes, creating natural hazards like landslides, worsen water 
stress during dry seasons, and reduce water availability for food preparation 
and power generation. Future climatic conditions could bring changes in 
rainfall, and higher risk of drought. All of these factors contribute to making 
farming systems more vulnerable to erosion, a major threat to the 
agricultural livelihoods of Andean communities.28

Reducing the impact of climate change on food security requires global 
cooperation. Rich countries must commit to finance adaptation in developing 
countries, with new resources to support the efforts of communities to build 
their resilience by adopting appropriate technologies and diversifying their 
livelihoods.29  
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Maputo in the distance  
At the same time as donor support to agriculture was declining, 
investing in agriculture also went out of fashion for developing country 
governments, with the exception of Brazil, China and India.  In Africa, 
governments spend on average 4.5 per cent of their budgets on 
agriculture – despite an overwhelming number of Africans who 
depend on agriculture for their livelihoods and an African Union (AU) 
target of ten per cent agreed to in the 2003 Maputo Declaration. While 
many African countries have increased their national agricultural 
expenditures, only a few – Ethiopia, Madagascar, Malawi, Mali, Niger, 
Senegal and Zimbabwe – have been able to reach this target.30  
 
Figure 3. Countries with more than 10% national expenditure on 
agriculture 
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Due to the long, steady decline in ODA to agriculture and national 
public investments, it will be difficult to fill this gap. Donors cannot 
expect poor national governments to fill it alone. Financing and 
implementation must occur through innovative partnerships that, 
when appropriate, include the public, private and voluntary sectors.  
Aid should be channelled as budget support when possible; provided 
in a predictable and transparent manner; untied; free from economic 
conditions; and – in conjunction with budget support – it should ensure 
continued funding for civil society groups both as government 
watchdogs and as complementary service providers. In all cases, 
farmers themselves must have a strong voice in the planning and 
implementation to ensure that the assistance is sustainable and 
appropriate.  
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4 Filling private sector gaps with public 
investments 
Agricultural R&D in rich countries is increasingly conducted by the 
private sector and geared to cutting edge research for industrialized 
growers, rather than the technologies needed for poor farmers in 
marginalized areas. ODA to agriculture overall and agriculture R&D as 
a sub-sector are miniscule compared with private sector investments:  
private investments in agricultural R&D totalled $25 billion in 2000 
compared with ODA to agriculture that barely exceeds $5 billion today. 
Much of the growth in agricultural productivity in poor countries 
during the past century, including the Asian ’Green Revolution’, was 
spurred by technological spillovers from rich countries. The changing 
landscape of agricultural research in rich countries means that only 
high-value agriculture in emerging economies (such as Brazil, India, 
and China) is likely to benefit from the paradigm of the past.  Poor 
farmers will depend on the public sector. 

Private sector neglect 
As the face of agriculture has changed in rich countries, the research 
agenda has shifted away from the interests of poor countries. Private 
sector dollars are targeted towards those investments that will generate 
the highest rates of return, not to where they may be needed most to 
reduce poverty. Technologies developed by ‘life science’ research 
corporations focus on the world’s most heavily traded or high-value 
crops – neglecting many crops that are minor in global commercial 
value, but often of major importance to the diet and income of poor 
people.  

Global agricultural R&D reached $25 billion in 2000, more than five 
times that of total ODA. Private firms accounted for 41 per cent of 
spending and 96 per cent of the research was conducted in rich 
countries. At the same time, private sector investment in agricultural 
research and development in low-income countries is negligible.  

 
Figure 4. Public and private shares of agricultural R&D 2002/03 

 

Sub-Saharan 
Africa 
 

Latin America 
and Caribbean 
 

Asia and Pacific  

Public 97.7 96.6 91.6 

Private, for 
profit 

2.3 4.4 8.4 

Sources: Beintema and Stads (2006, 2008), Stads and Beintema 2009.31

Advanced agricultural and food system technologies developed by the 
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private sector are designed to meet the needs of industrialized 
agriculture in temperate climates, rather than developing agriculture in 
tropical climates. Most are particularly unsuitable for farmers in 
marginalized areas where poor soils and/or inadequate moisture, often 
combined with poor market access for inputs and services, mean that 
farmers face both production and price risks. The private sector cannot 
make a profit in such circumstances. The primary reason why 
continued and enhanced public sector investment is desperately 
needed in these environments is that the private sector just will not go 
there yet.   

Box 2. The great scientific ‘divide’ 

High-income countries as a group continue to invest more in public 
agricultural R&D than do developing countries.32 And except for a handful of 
developing countries – Brazil, China, and India – many face serious funding 
and institutional constraints that inhibit the effectiveness of their agricultural 
R&D systems. Regionally, these limitations are most pronounced in sub-
Saharan Africa. 

In 2000, the top ten countries in terms of public investments in agricultural 
R&D were the United States, China, India, Japan, Brazil, Germany, 
Australia, South Korea, the United Kingdom and Canada. China and India 
led the investment growth in the Asia-Pacific region, where total 
expenditures more than doubled from 1981 to 2000, reaching 20 per cent for 
the region. The shares for sub-Saharan Africa and Latin America and the 
Caribbean declined over the same period. 

Agricultural R&D investment and capacity in Latin America and the 
Caribbean is varied and unequal.33 About three-quarters of all investments in 
2006 ($3 billion) were spent by only three countries – Brazil, Mexico and 
Argentina. The investment gap has widened between the region's low- and 
middle-income countries since 1996. Some of the poorer, more agriculture-
dependent countries (such as Guatemala and El Salvador) have 
experienced the sharpest cuts. By contrast, Argentina and Mexico 
experienced growth. 

In a number of ways, African agricultural research systems were better off in 
the 1960s than they are today. First, the funding base was better, and the 
number of scientists declined by 25 per cent from 1991 to 2000. Over the 
years, these systems have become more reliant on donor funding, as 
donors have become more fickle. Second, the quality of human resources 
declined over time, due to deteriorating salary levels and retirement 
packages, outdated scientific infrastructure, low operating budgets, and the 
’brain drain‘ of researchers to more remunerative areas.34

Ups and downs: what the Green 
Revolution did and did not accomplish 
Public investments in the rice and wheat-based Green Revolutions of Asia in 
the 1960s and 1970s were initially targeted to irrigated areas, neglecting rain-
fed and marginal lands.35 The benefits – greater demand for labour and food 
at affordable prices for poor, urban people – were transmitted through 
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markets. But there were many downsides. Initially, the Green Revolution 
was criticized for widening the inequality gap.36 By the 1990s, it was clear 
that the benefits of technology were uneven across farming areas and poor 
farmers in marginal areas had remained poor. Meanwhile, farmers in the 
more favoured areas were beset by stagnating yields;37 the adverse effects of 
unsafe chemical use on human health;38 and environmental problems such 
as salinity and waterlogging.39 Further, the number of poor people remains 
high in Asia: 912 million in India and 488 million in China.40  

Box 3. What was the ‘Green Revolution’?  

The Green Revolution was the spread of short-strawed, fertilizer-responsive 
varieties of wheat and rice in the 1960s and 1970s that led to ’quantum 
leaps’ in food supplies in many Asian countries. Rice yields grew by 32 per 
cent and wheat by 51 per cent. The area under irrigation in developing 
countries grew by 82 per cent over the same period.41 Agricultural growth in 
Asia, particularly in China and India, exploded with the widespread adoption 
of improved seeds, inputs, and irrigation alongside public investments in 
land reform and infrastructure. Even as the world’s population has more than 
doubled over the half-century since 1960, global aggregate food production 
has kept pace. It is widely recognized that without the Green Revolution, 
there would be large food deficits in the world today,42 but these gains were 
not achieved without losses to the environment and human health, 
increased rural inequality, and insufficient solutions to establishing better 
policy frameworks for tenure security, labour regulations and enforcements, 
and women’s empowerment. 

Many advocate for another Green Revolution to bring about large increases 
in food productivity and economic growth in developing countries. For 
instance, the Alliance for a Green Revolution in Africa (AGRA) takes an 
approach that draws heavily on the first Green Revolution, with a strong 
emphasis on developing more productive and resilient varieties of Africa’s 
major food crops along with other interventions to promote input suppliers, 
fortify depleted soils, and improve access to water. For others, the history of 
the Green Revolution demonstrates that the environmental, human health, 
and equity costs of such an approach are too high. Standardized technology 
packages based on intensive use of purchased inputs and improved seed 
have not proved suitable for many marginal areas. Not only are these 
options environmentally unsustainable given their associated soil depletion, 
water salinity and scarcity problems, one-size-fits-all approaches never did 
and never will have what it takes to reach these marginalized populations 
and make significant strides towards poverty reduction.  

Yet, experiences show that two aspects of the Asian Green Revolution are 
worthy of replication: its smallholder, family farm base; and the massive 
public commitments and investments by national governments, research 
and extension systems, and donors. A reinvigoration of public commitment 
and dollars to these priorities is needed to undo the damage caused by 
decades of neglect. But, moving forward, there is limited potential for the 
remaining conventional approaches to be successful. Addressing many of 
today’s food security challenges will require new approaches to investing in 
technologies for marginalized areas as well as revamping approaches in 
favoured areas.  
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5 Investing in poor farmers pays 
Decades of underinvestment has left stagnating yields, degraded lands, 
and a scarcity of fresh water. Moving forward, new investments must 
be both greater than previously envisaged, predictable, committed over 
the long term and strategically focused on poor farmers in 
marginalized areas, while emphasizing environmental sustainability, 
the needs of women and building empowerment. These challenges 
cannot be met by the private sector alone, either in rich or poor 
countries. Investments in and of themselves cannot reduce poverty; 
they must be supported by public accountability and matched by 
public policies and institutions that support poverty reduction. 
Renewed public investments must also reach beyond agriculture to 
build rural economies and strengthen the asset base of poor people by 
bolstering social protection programs where they exist and creating 
them where they do not. 

Nobody has worked at this 
height… No one wants to 
come up here. Only us. 
Rivera, a llama herder from 
Caylloma, Peru 

The forgotten farmers 
Globally, location has a lot to do with poverty, and is expected to do so 
for the next few decades. The incidence and severity of rural poverty 
exceeds urban poverty almost everywhere. Vocation does too. In each 
region of the world, smallholder farmers and communities in rain-fed 
areas are among the poorest socio-economic groups, and their poverty 
may be intensified by displacement, caste or tribe, or gender. Other 
poor groups are comprised of waged labourers, artisanal fisherman, 
pastoralists and displaced people.43  

Marginalized areas – ‘lands neglected by man and nature’ – are 
characterized by highly diverse climates, with low productivity 
potential due to degraded lands and poor soils that usually correlate 
with market isolation. As a consequence, people in marginalized areas 
are often socially disfavoured and exposed to greater price and 
production risks than those in more favourable growing environments. 
Rural markets are open-air and not well equipped; often they lack 
regulation to protect farmers and small-scale traders from bad 
practices. For farmers in 45 per cent of agricultural communities in poor 
countries, it takes over four hours by car to get to the nearest market 
town.44 In many cases, motorized transport is not an option, so 
’transport’ is really ’carrying’; a task that generally falls 
disproportionately on women and girls.45 For these communities, 
opportunities to improve growing conditions through sustainable 
methods, and to supplement income and offset risk, are in great 
demand.  

’Push‘ migration – where poor farmers feel there are no other 
opportunities except to search for work in distant urban centres or 
abroad – increases the likelihood that the households left behind are 
headed by women. De facto rather than de jure, these women heads of 
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household often have no legal protection or rights to their land, limited 
access to credit or other means to access inputs for food production, 
and often are ill-equipped to participate in cash crop production or 
marketing activities. Disempowered to participate in farming, their 
poverty is exacerbated. Migration also increases the prevalence of 
pandemics such as HIV and AIDS in already undernourished 
populations. And while remittances are a welcome source of income, 
work conditions for the migrant family member are often appalling.46  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

According to Oxfam’s definition,47 in sub-Saharan Africa (SSA) and the 
Latin American and Caribbean (LAC) region, about 46 and 43 per cent 
respectively of the agricultural population live in marginal areas, as 
compared with only 25 per cent in Asia.  The share of agricultural land 
that is marginal is also slightly greater in SSA (54 per cent) than in 
either LAC (40 per cent) or Asia (50 per cent). However, the greatest 
numbers of people living in marginal areas are in Asia (505 million) and 
Africa (157 million). But when market isolation is added as a factor of 
marginalization, and all low- and middle-income countries are 
included, the numbers increase dramatically.  

Twenty per cent (542 million) of the farm population in low- and 
middle-income countries is ‘neglected by nature and man’. Ten per cent 
(290 million) is neglected by nature, although not by ‘man’.  Investing 
in agricultural technologies for these farmers is necessary, but probably 
will not be sufficient to lead them out of poverty – they will need 
multiple pathways.   
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An additional 34 per cent (906 million) of the farm population in low- 
and middle-income countries is ‘neglected by man’ but not by nature.48  
Adequate public investments today in markets and the critical 
institutions that enable these farmers to participate can offer them the 
social and economic resources they need to pull themselves out of 
poverty.   Together, farmers ‘neglected by man and/or nature’ 
represent two-thirds of the farmers in all low- and middle-income 
countries or a total of 1.7 billion farmers.   

 
Figure 5. Rural population and marginal land area by region 

Developing region
Not in 

agriculture Irrigated Favored
Less 

Favored Total Irrigated Favored
Less 

Favored Total

Sub‐Saharan Africa 110 9 176 157 451 2.6 51.5 45.9 100.0

Latin  America/Caribbean   29 14 64 57 164 10.1 47.4 42.5 100.0

Asia 162 1106 389 505 2161 55.3 19.4 25.3 100.0

Middle East/North  Africa 35 26 11 51 123 29.7 12.6 57.7 100.0

Total 335 1154 640 770 2899 45.0 25.0 30.0 100.0

Sub‐Saharan Africa 11 0 5 7 24 1.4 44.2 54.4 100.0

Latin  America/Caribbean   10 0 6 4 20 4.7 55.7 39.6 100.0

Asia 7 4 3 7 21 27.6 22.2 50.2 100.0

Middle East/ North Africa 6 1 0 2 9 23.7 9.2 67.1 10

Total 35 5 15 20 74 12.9 37.3 49.8 100.0

 population (millions of persons) 
 share of  agricultural rural population 

(%) 

area (millions of  square kilometers) share of agricultural land  (%)

Data: Sebastian 2009; includes low and middle income countries, except CIS, Eastern Europe, Central Asia, certain  island 
nations, and countries with negligible agricultural land. The data does not  include persons or land area marginalized  by market 
isolation. 

0.0

Poor people in marginalized areas have been overlooked because they 
are difficult to reach physically and often, as socially marginalized 
groups, have little political voice at the national level. Consider the 
pastoralist areas in East Africa. Pastoralist communities, which cover 70 
per cent of arid land in the Horn of Africa and represent ten per cent of 
the population in Kenya and Tanzania, are marginalized on the basis of 
their geographical remoteness, their ethnicity, and their livelihood, 
which is viewed as ‘out-moded’ by many governments across the 
region. Unable to defend their traditional land rights or secure access to 
health and education services, they have the highest incidence of 
poverty in the region. In Uganda, 64 per cent of the pastoralist 
population lives below the poverty line compared with 38 per cent 
nationally. In Tanzania, illiteracy afflicts 75 per cent of the pastoral 
population. In Kenya, the majority of public spending for agriculture 
has been allocated to ’high potential’ areas, dwarfing investments in 
pastoral lands ten to one. 
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Box 4. The Jie and Maasai left behind 

Pastoralist communities, like the Jie in northern Uganda, tend to have the 
highest incidence of poverty and the least access to basic services such as 
schools and health care. The Jie also have higher rates of infant mortality 
and lower literacy levels than any other communities in the country. The 
district administration is unable to address the needs of the Jie, partly 
because they earn little income, creating a low tax base for the government. 
Limited work is available in nearby towns and food insecurity has increased 
significantly. The Jie communities have been chronically reliant on 
emergency food relief since the 1980s. 

The livestock, and thus the livelihoods, of the Maasai in Tanzania is 
disappearing. Livestock growth has not kept pace with population growth, 
because of disease epidemics and livestock starvation associated with 
floods and recurrent drought. As a result, households started selling off 
female livestock to purchase food, thus depleting their core reproductive 
herds. Increasingly, many pastoralists can no longer rely on livestock alone 
to provide them with a livelihood, yet other income-earning opportunities 
remain limited, as evidenced by the growing number of destitute ex-
pastoralists. Continuing successful pastoral livelihoods, and healthy 
rangelands and ecosystems, will depend on reinvigorating pastoralism as a 
way of life in eastern Africa as well as generating alternative income-earning 
opportunities in rural marginalized areas. 

Source: Oxfam Briefing Paper 116: ‘Survival of the Fittest’ 

Few opportunities for alternative employment have led to stagnating 
incomes, under-employment, migration of men to urban areas, and 
greater responsibilities for women. Despite having some strong social 
institutions, in general, the pastoralist areas are politically weak and 
disorganized as a result of their social and economic marginalization. 
Where pastoral civil society groups exist, they remain relatively weak.  

On the other side of the world, in the Andean hillsides of Peru, Ecuador 
and Bolivia, indigenous farmers are some of the poorest in the 
hemisphere, suffering from high rates of child malnutrition.49 They 
typically grow and raise native crops and animals such as local 
potatoes, quinoa, amaranth, and llamas, which can withstand the harsh 
conditions and climatic extremes. The environments are diverse, and 
these farmers work landholdings that range from under half a hectare 
to a few hectares in size. Most rely on some form of off-farm 
employment, and migration to seek out this employment is high – 
reaching 18 per cent in Ecuador. This has major implications for the 
responsibilities of women, particularly in some Bolivian and Peruvian 
communities where there is a marked division of labour between men 
and women. Women in these communities often do not feel 
empowered to take part in most farming and market-related activities.50

Investing in marginalized areas will improve food security and mitigate 
climate change. Farmers and communities in these areas depend 
directly on their harvests for food because the locations are remote and 
often hard to reach by transport. Lack of well-adapted improved seed 
or the absence of a commercial seed industry also means that many rely 
on their own harvests and each other for seed. Thus, with little 
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connection to wider, better functioning markets, ensuring food security 
in marginalized areas will depend on farmers themselves.  

These farmers also shoulder the burden of conserving global crop 
biodiversity and managing some of the most environmentally fragile 
lands in the world. Living on the edge of deserts and watersheds, 
climate change mitigation will require their participation in better 
resource conservation and management. Mounting land pressures for 
food, fuel and urban growth mean that more expansion of land for 
cultivation will also occur in marginalized areas. Many of these areas 
may also become more vulnerable to climate shocks: extreme cold, heat, 
drought and floods. Adapting to weather-related disasters and variable 
rainfall patterns posed by climate change must be a precursor for 
reducing poverty.  

A new look at agriculture  
Farmers in diverse, risk-prone environments cannot take advantage of 
the standardized packages developed for farmers in well-watered, 
fertile, production areas. The search for technologies to improve the 
productivity of smallholders in a sustainable manner must be as wide 
as possible, and there are some promising technologies underway for 
difficult environments; such as seed varieties with tolerance to drought, 
or to low phosphorus and nitrogen in the soil. But technology itself is 
not the answer. There is no one single strategy for investing 
successfully in marginalized areas, due to the diversity of their physical 
environments, asset endowments and, in many cases, the social 
exclusion of certain groups.  

In addition to investments in agricultural research, direct public 
investments in decentralized and innovative extension services, 
alongside sectors that support agriculture – such as rural enterprise 
development, health, infrastructure and education – are fundamental. 
Enhancing farmers’ capacity to manage risk, promoting value chains 
for ‘orphan crops’, and supporting the development of input markets, 
are obvious options for program investments. To reach those who 
cannot participate in or benefit from these options, such as the elderly, 
orphaned and sick, safety nets may prove more successful.  

A closer look must also be taken at innovative ways to invest in the 
livelihoods of poor women in marginal areas. Achieving food security 
depends on women’s involvement, but fundamental problems such as 
low rates of literacy and numeracy, poor nutrition and inadequate 
health services impede the capacity of many of these women to 
participate productively in agriculture. Women’s time burdens must be 
reduced, and they must be empowered through education, training, 
self-help, and women’s groups. To this end, local and national 
institutions must be strengthened to reduce vulnerability, build 
resilience and unleash women’s untapped potential. Empowering poor 
women will mean in part that they understand all of their livelihood 
options, including the option to exit farming altogether.  
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Low external input technologies pave 
the way 
Low external input technologies (LEIT) for farmers in remote, less 
productive areas may be their only option precisely as a consequence of 
the challenges they face. They may also be a fundamental underpinning 
for approaches everywhere. LEIT complement or substitute for external 
inputs and, as a result, may be more accessible, provide significant 
environmental benefits and, as a principle, focus on farmer 
empowerment.51 Unlike standardized packages, LEIT often result from 
the experimentation of farmers themselves, or farmers in a hands-on 
collaboration with researchers.   

As a consequence of where and how they are developed, LEIT have no 
single prototype. The nature of their success is their specificity to 
location. They follow a general set of principles, centred on the 
promotion of natural resource management and conservation; reduced 
use of externally acquired inputs; and farmer empowerment through 
participatory design. Because they often depend on labour investments 
by entire communities, LEIT encourage group activities, social learning, 
and development of human and social capital where strong producer 
or rural associations play a key part. Thus, LEIT have the potential to 
reduce poverty among hard-to-reach populations and preserve global 
public goods through resource conservation. 

Operationally, these varied and overlapping technologies (practices, 
techniques) aim to: 

• enhance soil fertility (manures, composts); 

• protect soils against water erosion (water harvesting, conservation 
tillage, mulches, cover crops); and 

• control weeds and pests (integrated pest management, 
intercropping).  

Some combine nutrient and water management to improve crop 
establishment (planting pits, system of rice intensification).52
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BOX 5: LEIT successes53

Water harvesting in 
the Sahel 

Green manure on the 
hillsides of Central 
America 

Integrated pest 
management in Asian 
rice 

During the 1970s and 
1980s, farmers 
constructed contour 
lines, planting pits and 
small dams across the 
Yatenga Plateau in 
Burkina Faso, 
recapitalizing land they 
had lost to the desert. 
The improved, 
indigenous technology 
was diffused by 
farmer-innovators, 
NGOs such as Oxfam 
and the Groupements 
Naams, a federation of 
farmer associations 
that evolved from 
traditional Mossi 
mutual assistance 
groups. Rates of return 
to some areas were as 
high as 40 per cent. 

Farmers call mucuna 
pruriens the fertilizer 
bean. A cover crop, it 
is best known as a soil 
amendment. A 2002 
study showed average 
smallholder maize 
yields were 3–9 times 
higher after a period of 
10–22 years relying on 
cover crops and velvet 
bean in Honduras. 
More recent research 
documents its enduring 
use on steep hillsides 
and poor soils. Asian in 
origin, the plant was 
originally adopted by 
indigenous 
Guatemalans working 
on United Fruit 
Company plantations. 
Since then, it has been 
widely diffused by 
farmers and NGOs. 

Integrated pest 
management (IPM) 
approaches seek to 
reduce unsafe use of 
synthetic insecticides. 
Farmers learn 
principles and develop 
adaptive responses to 
pest pressures in their 
own farming system. 
Compared with soil 
and water 
conservation, they can 
earn benefits from IPM 
in a single season, 
whether or not they 
own the land. The 
most successful 
examples come from 
the irrigated rice fields 
of the post-Green 
Revolution – in 
Indonesia. FAO has 
widely promoted IPM 
in Asia through farmer 
field schools. 

Sceptics are concerned that these approaches, like others, are adopted 
first by better-off farmers in the community. The approaches tend to be 
knowledge- and labour-intensive, making them costly for women, the 
aged, and the poorest in farming communities, who must often sell 
their labour to survive. While LEIT approaches typically rely on 
farmers’ investments and seek to promote empowerment, attention 
should be made to reaching the poorer farmers in communities, 
particularly women. 

With the increasing pressures on land and water, and the threats of 
climate change, most experts agree that few other, if any, approaches 
will be appropriate for marginalized areas, and increasingly for 
favoured ones too. Improving LEIT successes has less to do with 
improving existing technologies than on how to develop and diffuse 
them more widely.  

Farmer field schools (FFS), one very promising diffusion method, is an 
adult education method originally developed and widely promoted in 
Asia to teach integrated pest management (IPM) practices. While there 
is considerable variation in form and content, the basic approach 
involves teaching farmers how to solve problems, set priorities, and 
conduct experimental research through facilitated, hands-on sessions in 
fields allocated by the farming community for study.  

In Myanmar, Oxfam works with the Metta Development Foundation to 
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promote community development through FFS. At school, a farmer-to-
farmer model enables trained farmers to educate their peers about 
seeds, crops and new technologies. After implementing 125 projects in 
nine regions, the school trained 600 farmer facilitators, and expects to 
reach a total of 18,000 farmers.54 Such approaches have also been 
successful in Peru, where farmers who participated in FFS about IPM 
for potato cultivation generated higher yields as a consequence.55 FFS in 
the Sahel enabled farmers to combat yield losses from millet headborer, 
a devastating pest.56 In the region of San, Mali, FFS were used to 
improve farmer management of genetically diverse millet and sorghum 
varieties in order to combat their insect damage and drought 
problems.57 Other aims of FFS include the promotion of aquaculture, 
vegetable production, and social causes such as combating HIV and 
AIDS.58  

Empowering producer organizations 
drives development 
Empowering farmers and the rural poor must be a key component of 
investing in agriculture. Collective bodies such as producer 
organizations (POs), self-help groups, and women’s groups are 
fundamentals to building sustainable rural livelihoods. POs, in 
particular, can enable communities to exploit economies of scale and 
create greater bargaining power in markets for prices, inputs and 
services. Particular attention must be paid towards the ability of 
women to access these resources, especially due to cultural barriers.  

The number of POs and their prominence has been growing. Between 
1982 and 2002, spurred by the human and environmental crises caused 
by serial drought, the number of villages with a PO rose from 21 per 
cent to 91 per cent in Burkina Faso.59 Between 1966 and 1998 in India, 
the total number of cooperative societies increased from 346,000 to 
488,000, involving 65 per cent of all rural households.60 POs have an 
increasingly important role to play in climate change adaptation and 
resiliency.  

25 



Box 6. Cotton farmers get organized 

‘Cotton has been one of the most stable cash crops in Mozambique for the 
last 100 years,’ said Alberto Malico. ‘There are more than 350,000 cotton 
farmers supporting some 1.5 million dependants. Income from cotton pays 
school fees, medical bills and many other essential expenses.’ Two years 
ago, Alberto Malico was just one of 300,000 cotton farmers in Mozambique 
struggling to make a living against overwhelming odds – the forces of 
nature, unfair contracts binding him to the cotton companies, and inequitable 
international cotton markets.  

For the first time cotton 
farmers are represented at a 
national level and taken 
seriously by government 
and the cotton companies. 
We are now able to put 
pressure on government, 
raise the concerns of the 
small cotton farmers, and 
begin to address the 
imbalance of power between 
the concessions and the 
cotton growers. 

Today he is an independent cotton producer and the President of the 
National Cotton Producers Forum (FONPA), which has organized small 
cotton farmers and has become an equal partner with government and 
industry in improving the lives of small-scale cotton farmers across 
Mozambique.  

‘For the first time cotton farmers are represented at a national level and 
taken seriously by government and the cotton companies. We are now able 
to put pressure on government, raise the concerns of the small cotton 
farmers, and begin to address the imbalance of power between the 
concessions and the cotton growers,’ said Mr Malico. “By joining together in 
associations, we have found it easier to negotiate a better price for our 
cotton and to help each other by working together to improve our production 
and harvesting.’ 

 Alberto Malico, Mozambique 

 

At the same time, studies and anecdotal evidence indicate a relatively 
high failure rate of POs.61 Many new POs collapse because they did not 
get the support they needed to invest in management and capacity 
building, in addition to weak markets being unable to deliver better 
services to their members. But this is precisely why POs need greater 
institutional support. POs and their members need capacity building 
and training, not just for marketing their products, but also in many 
cases in literacy and numeracy. Without these basics, poor farmers 
won’t be able to fully access resources or new technologies. But 
reaching the poorest and most marginalized farmers will require 
working through local organizations and institutions. 

Tapping into the potential of local seed 
markets  
Making seed markets work in marginalized areas is critical to food 
security. Farmers rely on themselves and each other for seeds because 
their own seeds often perform better, because the state is absent, and 
because the private sector is nascent. Yet, making seed markets work in 
these environments poses unique challenges. Farmers in marginalized 
areas grow crops for which well adapted, high-yielding varieties have 
not been developed or are not widely adopted. They face high risks 
since seed quality may not be assured and the costs of obtaining 
certified seed from distant outlets may be prohibitive. Given these 
limitations, seed demand in these areas is irregular, reducing incentives 
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for private firms to supply seed.  

Supply and farmer access to certified seed in risk-prone areas can be 
improved by making certification requirements less stringent, 
introducing small seed packs, and hosting seed auctions by NGOs and 
farmer associations where market infrastructure is sparse. Some 
countries, such as Mali and Kenya, actually prohibit the trade of 
uncertified seed, even though farmer seed suppliers are often 
recognized by other farmers for their knowledge and the quality of the 
seed they provide. Permitting the sale of farmer- or community-
certified seed, or truthful labelling, could be a boon to farmers and help 
salvage crop biodiversity. Any reforms aimed at ‘formalizing’ seed 
trade should be mindful of the risk of driving out women, unless 
specific efforts are made to include them, for example, through 
cooperatives for seed production and sales.62  

Developing seed markets can happen through innovative public–
private partnerships and research–producer association partnerships. 
For example, the Initiative Service Conseil (ISC), an agro-dealer and 
input shop in Niger, partners closely with the national research institute 
(INRAN) on seed multiplication. ISC-certified seed is truthfully labelled 
and sold through agro-dealer social networks; farmers’ radio clubs and 
competitions; field demonstrations; public meetings; and displays in 
local markets.63  

Innovative partnerships for seed development and certification can also 
improve access to other inputs and address larger marketing 
challenges. In the same countries, farmers’ associations achieved a real 
productivity ’kick‘ by working with researchers and input shops to 
make mineral fertilizer with certified seed cost-effective for poor 
farmers. When they identified lack of phosphorus as the most limiting 
cause of soil infertility, researchers found a fertilizer that was high in 
this element, and recommended that farmers apply ’micro-doses’ to 
each plant, cutting costs and the time required for application. Yields 
rose dramatically, but farmers were stuck selling their grain surpluses 
at a low price after harvest; new solutions were needed. Farmers’ 
associations resolved this problem by managing an inventory credit 
system. They purchased fertilizers in bulk, lowering costs, and stored 
them in village input shops, selling smaller, affordable packets. They 
built warehouses for grain storage so farmers could sell at better prices. 
Lastly, offered a credit of 80 per cent of the grain price, farmers could 
diversify into fruits and vegetable production, fattening sheep and 
extracting groundnut oil during the dry season.64  

Moving into the market: value 
chains for orphan crops65

Women tend to lose control over income as products move from farm 
to market.66 They find it difficult to maintain market niches and are 
even at risk of losing control of ’women’s crops’ when they are 
profitable. Thus, their market access is more limited. Value chain 
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approaches can strengthen the linkages among many actors in the 
supply chain – producer groups, women’s groups, service providers – 
and increase incomes. Value chains for orphan crops offer equitable 
and participatory integration into markets for poor producers, 
especially women.  

Orphan crops have minor importance in commercial trade, limited 
cropped area and use relative to economic potential, and because of 
this, have been neglected by both public and private agricultural 
research. But they persist because they are highly valued in many local 
communities, retain biodiversity, demonstrate better productivity on 
marginal lands and contribute to land restoration. Others are a source 
of food, dietary diversity, micronutrients or herbal remedies. 
Traditional knowledge is usually associated with their use, since 
scientific information is limited.  

While orphan crops – such as rice bean in the hills of Vietnam and 
baobab fruit and leaves in the drier savannahs of Africa – continue to be 
grown or collected, developing value chains can improve livelihood 
security of poor people in marginalized areas. For example, in the 
Syrian drylands, cultivating or collecting herbs and plants such as fig, 
jujube, laurel, caper, purslane and mallow generated 23 per cent of 
household income. Depending on the species, 64–95 per cent of the 
product was sold in local markets. The involvement of women was 
very high, particularly in collection (53 per cent of workers), growing 
(38 per cent) and processing (34 per cent), as compared to trading (12 
per cent).67  

Commercializing orphan crops requires expanding demand, increasing 
the efficiency of supply and marketing channels, and creating niche 
markets.68 Public awareness can stimulate demand, including from 
consumers in rich countries, who demand socially, environmentally 
and ethically sourced products. Product fairs, rural theaters, poetry or 
local festivals, religious and cultural events have been useful venues to 
draw attention to these products in local and regional markets. For 
example, in southern India, products made from minor millets have 
been promoted and sold at temple festivals. Nepalese writers created 
rural roadside dramas based on village stories to highlight the value of 
conserving local crops and varieties. Public programs can be used to 
support a stable local or national demand through school feeding 
programs and hospital meals.  

Successfully marketing a product of satisfactory quality at a reasonable 
price requires basic communication tools that are often missing. 
Producer organizations, farming and women’s cooperatives can 
address this problem. By vertically integrating, farmers may benefit 
from cooperating to collectively demand better prices and access to 
inputs and services and by engaging in processing to sell valued-added 
products.  

28 



Box 7. Improving market access for Kolli Hills 

Kolli Hills is a mountainous area with a temperate climate located in Tamil 
Nadu, India. Almost all 50,000 residents are from the Malayali tribal 
community occupying 28,000 ha, about half of which are agricultural lands. 
Filled with valleys, springs, wetlands, and forests, the region is diverse. The 
Malayalis produce minor millets and cassava on dry or rain fed lands and 
the outskirts of the valleys are planted to pineapple, coffee and pepper 
among other spices and herbs. Despite the lush and productive areas, Kolli 
Hills is only linked to the rest of the Namakkal district by a single paved road, 
and most places are only accessible by foot. 

With financial and educational support from NGOs, the Malayalis were able 
to organize into self-help groups (SHGs), a common type of grassroots 
organisation in India. Through the SHGs, task-driven groups were formed by 
local communities to streamline the marketing and processing of millet. 
Millet productivity was improved through farmer selection of superior seeds 
tested in their own fields, alongside practices for procurement, de-husking 
and processing. A women’s group took the lead in gathering individual 
harvests and transporting them to a village assembly point for collective 
transport to the mill. Demand was generated through organic branding and 
labeling, and labels were written in both Tamil and English. Finally, the 
organic millet was advertised at road shows, temple festivals and agricultural 
fairs. 

Source: Gruère et al. 200869

Product differentiation is also a key component to preserve returns 
through geographical indication, branding and labeling.  Yet engaging 
farmers in these activities depends often on the support of well-
developed institutions, including cooperative arrangements, joint-
ventures (NGOs, public or private where appropriate), and legal 
frameworks to ensure access to resources, property rights, grading 
schemes and quality standards. Companies must also be regulated to 
control for environmental and social externalities.  

Public investments should be made in the development of open-air 
village markets, including both soft and hard infrastructure. Informal, 
rural social networks are good sources of information, as are more 
formal producer associations. But both are exclusive: marginalized 
people are less likely to belong to them. By investing in information 
systems that are publicly available, better market facilities, and simple 
operating rules in village markets, the state can play a role in leveling 
the playing field.70  

Managing risk and building resilience  
Farming is a risky business. Risks and dangers come from all angles – 
changes in weather patterns, natural disasters, pest outbreaks, market 
prices, resource scarcity – and these challenges are expected to intensify 
with the onset of climate change, water scarcity, and population 
growth. Investing in agriculture and rural livelihoods also means 
reducing vulnerability to risks, building resiliency to disasters when 
they strike, and helping people to get back on their feet when they fall 
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down. Escaping poverty altogether and preventing further slides into 
poverty requires alternative financial tools, strong safety-net programs, 
and reliable exit strategies.  

Agriculture is inherently uncertain because of a lapse – sometimes long 
– between investing in and harvesting crops. Farmers in marginal areas 
bear more production and price risk because of their more challenging 
growing environments and disconnection from larger markets. They 
participate in thin markets where volumes are small and prices more 
tightly linked to local production levels. Thus, when many farmers 
suffer crop failure simultaneously, limited access to food from 
alternative markets causes prices in local markets to skyrocket, 
threatening their food security as net-food buyers.  

Strategies that reduce risk directly include yield-enhancing or yield-
stabilizing technologies or practices. Vertically integrated market 
chains, such as those of high-value export crops and perennials, spread 
the risk among actors. Participating in producer associations and 
cooperatives may be another way of offsetting the price risk faced by 
individual farmers in local markets.   

Other strategies help farmers manage under risky conditions. These 
include better information about markets and weather. Income or crop 
diversification is common in marginalized areas, through crop 
biodiversity, intercropping, sequential planting, agroforestry, and 
integrated crop and livestock production. However, the range of non-
farm options is narrower than in favoured areas.  

For poor farmers, the most promising interventions are not always 
within agriculture. Safety nets are needed to help them cope with 
shocks and prevent them from making irreversible decisions with long-
term consequences to meet short-term needs. When poor people barely 
have enough to meet basic needs, shocks can lead to harmful cuts that 
affect long-term household welfare: illness left unattended; children 
pulled out of school; worsening diets. When forced to make choices to 
meet short-term needs that ultimately undermine the capacity for 
future productivity, poor people can be pushed even further into 
poverty.71  

When widespread famine and distress-sales of assets occur, social 
protection programmes or ’safety nets’ are desperately needed. Short-
term food aid transfers, cash transfers, and public works programmes 
can be live-savers – those most affected by the current financial crisis 
are a prime example. If present, safety nets could help lessen the blow 
to the more than 200 million people expected to lose their jobs and for 
the additional 53 million people that will be trapped on living on less 
than $2 a day as a result of the crisis. Social protection needs to be at the 
forefront of interventions to reduce poverty in order to help poor 
people access food and other basic needs during hard times, and to 
assist those who are unable to engage in productive activities 
consistently due to impediments such as old age, ill-health or 
disability.72  
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Box 8. Horn of Africa Risk Transfer for Adaptation (HARITA) 

Human induced climate change will create unprecedented climatic stress for 
many of the world’s most vulnerable communities. People are unable to 
cope effectively with shocks, less predictable weather patterns, and the 
increasing intensity and frequency of natural disasters. Poor farmers and 
those in already drought-stricken regions of Ethiopia are no exception. 
Ethiopians regard drought as the primary risk to their livelihoods, since 85 
per cent of Ethiopians depend on rain-fed agriculture for their livelihoods. 

Weather index insurance could help farmers reduce their negative risk 
exposure and feel more comfortable taking on productive risks, such as 
taking credit for improved seeds. Oxfam and Swiss Re, in collaboration with 
partners Relief Society of Tigray (REST) and the International Research 
Institute (IRI) for Climate and Society, launched an innovative pilot for 
weather index insurance for the cereal crop teff in the water-stressed village 
of Adi Ha, in Tigray, Ethiopia. The Horn of Africa Risk Transfer for 
Adaptation (HARITA) is founded on a participatory model for empowerment 
that works with farmers and farmer organizations to identify their needs and 
create meaningful participation in insurance product design. 

Source: Oxfam America 

Reducing poverty by building resilience to future shocks through 
productive safety nets – that generate income growth and stimulate 
multiplier effects in the economy and labour markets – shows promise. 
The value in productive safety nets is their ability to first mitigate the 
impact of shocks after they occur, and second, to create an enabling 
environment for greater asset and income growth. While the benefits of 
these approaches are not yet proven, several pilots are underway. For 
instance, the Hunger Safety Net Program, sponsored by the UK’s 
Department for International Development and the Government of 
Kenya, offers monthly cash transfers of  $15 to households in extreme 
poverty in Kenya. Beginning in late 2009, poor households will also be 
offered an index-based insurance policy. Losses will be measured with 
satellite imagery of livestock populations. Often these schemes can be 
too expensive for poor farmers, so subsidies or links to other income-
enhancing interventions to reduce the policy premium might be ways 
of overcoming this barrier. Additionally, because insurance can 
improve the eligibility of farmers for credit, this could also be a 
pathway towards improved access to cheaper credit if bundled 
together.  

Farmer-financed development  
Where there is strong niche market potential, farmers’ associations may 
have the option of commissioning private research and development, 
paid by levies on sales. The revenue enables producer organizations to 
have a voice in establishing the research agenda. Research on export 
crops in many East African countries is increasingly financed by 
producers themselves. Significant shares of coffee, tea, cotton, tobacco, 
cashew and sugarcane research are financed in this way in Tanzania, 
Kenya and, to lesser extents, in Uganda and Zimbabwe. In Latin 
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America, a number of countries  – including Colombia, Costa Rica, 
Guatemala and Honduras – use production or export taxes to fund 
agricultural R&D on high value crops (cotton, coffee, sugarcane, oil 
palm), via producer associations. 

Most suitable for commodities that pass through a narrow, well-
integrated market chain such as export commodities or horticultural 
crops, the farmer-financed approach is also feasible for staple food 
crops, under similar market conditions. For example, farmers in Kenya 
and India have financed research for maize and wheat, respectively. 
Farmer-financed development could be suitable in marginalized areas 
when markets are developed for high-value orphan crops. Further, 
much of the development and adaptation of LEIT will by necessity be 
funded privately by farmers and their communities, linking value chain 
development for orphan crops to improving food security and 
mitigating climate change. 
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6 Building sustainable rural livelihoods 
While it is generally true that farmers in favoured areas work land that 
is potentially more productive and enjoy better access to markets, they 
face mounting environmental challenges due to input-intensive 
farming; inequality in the distribution of land; and land quality that is 
often pronounced, as are social inequities related to land and labour 
rights, especially for women. Some smallholders are ’virtually 
landless’,73 participating in increasingly casual and informal labour 
markets. With highly profitable, capital-intensive farming go other 
forms of risk engendered by the volatility of world prices and financial 
markets. Smallholders in favoured areas are likely to benefit from 
employing agro-ecological approaches to resource management, 
improving women’s access to inputs and services, generating better 
income and livelihood diversification options, and minimizing post-
harvest loss. Social protection programs and productive safety nets 
must also be available options.  

Soil erosion, nutrient depletion, and water salinity are all serious 
environmental impacts and challenges, in part due to reliance on input-
intensive farming. Some of the most promising innovations for 
addressing these challenges, especially in Asia, are zero tillage and 
integrated pest management (IPM) because many areas are irrigated.74 
LEIT, likely the most favourable option for marginalized areas, have 
actually demonstrated very high success rates in favoured areas.75 And 
with the onset of climate change, adopting agro-ecological – 
environmentally sustainable – approaches in favoured areas is a 
necessity. 

Women are key 
Women are the key to food security for their households.76 However, 
investments in food production typically target men rather than 
women, because it is assumed that knowledge will be shared 
throughout the family. Yet, often this information is unsuitable for 
women’s needs. Technology adoption, for instance, depends on many 
factors, sometimes unrelated to the technology itself. Access to 
resources such as land, credit, inputs and information are often lacking. 
So even if a woman has access to her own plot, yield differences are 
imperceptible if other constraints are not addressed first.  

Female farmers, especially female-headed households, often are not 
contacted by extension services.77 Lower yields of women farmers are 
attributable to lower levels of inputs, such as fertilizer and credit, 
symptomatic of less access to land, extension, and financial services.78 
Statistically, once these factors are taken into account, men and women 
maize growers in Western Kenya are equally efficient, and will respond 
equally to higher maize prices.  

The ’missed potential’ in agricultural productivity from failing to invest 
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in women and women’s needs is great. The World Bank found that in 
Burkina Faso, shifting labour and fertilizer between men’s and 
women’s plots could increase output by 10 to 20 per cent; in Kenya, 
giving women farmers the same inputs and education as men could 
increase yields by more than 20 per cent; in Tanzania, reducing time 
burdens of women could increase cash incomes for smallholder coffee 
and banana growers by ten per cent; and in Zambia, if women enjoyed 
the same overall degree of capital investment in agricultural inputs, 
including land, as their male counterparts, output could increase by up 
to 15 per cent.  

When provided with a combination of land rights, input and credit that 
address multiple constraints simultaneously, female-headed 
households in favoured areas will be equal contributors to agricultural 
growth.79 However, attention must be paid to the many demands on 
women’s time. For example, women are often unable to attend 
extension meetings because of such demands, but ensuring their access 
to these services will in turn improve women’s crop productivity and 
subsequently their families’ nutrition while generating greater demand 
for goods and services in the economy.  

Harnessing fairness in high value 
markets 
Small is not always poor or inefficient. Competitiveness has a lot to do 
with assets, including human, social, financial, and physical capital 
other than land. Many small-scale farmers participate in high-value 
market chains, including supermarkets, when they have access to 
irrigation, information, education and transportation, which enables 
them to build their knowledge and social capital. For instance, lettuce 
farmers in Guatemala who farm on 2 ha plots – the generally 
recognized definition of a small farm – are more likely to participate in 
supermarket supply chains when they have some degree of education, 
irrigated farms, live closer to roads, own trucks, and are members of a 
producer organization.80  

But it is under rare conditions that an emphasis on high value export 
chains will reach poor farmers because, if supermarkets have a choice, 
they prefer medium and big farms as suppliers. Yet those workers 
employed by medium and big farms, increasingly women, are often 
subject to appalling conditions that take their toll: long hours, low 
wages, unsafe and unhealthy environments. Workers need to get 
organized and retailers and farmers must commit to respecting labour 
standards.81  

To improve the chances that high value export chains will reach poor 
farmers, public investments should encourage farmers to ‘follow 
demand.’ National governments should upgrade transport 
infrastructure, and provide credit to traders, processors and farmers.82 
Governments can put in place a number of policies to help retailers 
contribute to ‘development inclusiveness’. These include: 
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• enforcing appropriate regulations in the supermarket sector, such as 
policies to promote competition in oligopolistic chains such as those 
found in Latin America; 

• upgrading the infrastructure and services provided to retailers and 
farmers in wholesale markets; 

• helping farmers organize to become suppliers to supermarkets;83 
and  

• implementing and enforcing internationally accepted labour 
standards.  

Post-harvest losses are also a major constraint to integrating 
productively in value chains. The steps between harvesting and 
consumption are many: sorting, cleaning, packing, storing, transporting 
and processing; leaving many opportunities for spoilage and damage. 
In fact, field studies show that 40 to 50 per cent of horticultural crops 
grown in Africa are lost before they can be consumed.84 In India, post-
harvest loss accounts for 40 per cent of annual production.85 Fruits and 
vegetables are lost mainly due to bruising, water loss, and decay during 
handling.  

Solutions to these challenges, however, can be simple and cost effective. 
For instance, the containers usually used in Africa for handling fruits 
and vegetables are made of rough materials and don’t stack well. 
Wooden containers could be fitted with fibreboard liners, costing little 
and protecting against scrapes and cuts. Where more resources are 
available, stackable plastic crates could be considered. In rice growing 
regions of South-East Asia, sometimes farmers just need more durable 
bags that can prevent spillage, spoilage, contamination, and make for 
easier transport. Other simple activities include building structures and 
awnings to provide shade for recently picked produce to reduce the 
temperature where they are handled when cold storage isn’t feasible. 
Low-cost investments in these areas could have very high pay-offs.  

Making financial services work for poor 
farmers  
Farmers can be assisted to better manage risk through provision of 
financial services. Financial services offered by micro-credit institutions 
have made great strides incorporating poor farmers into income 
generating economic activities, but their success in agriculture has been 
more limited. Typically, farm credit isn’t offered for crops or on-farm 
investments such as irrigation, as they have proven too expensive and 
inflexible. Financial services, even micro-credit, are notoriously hard to 
come by in rural areas, particularly for marginalized groups and 
women. Globally, women receive an estimated one per cent of all 
agricultural credit.86 And where women do receive credit, it is often 
through male relationships. To overcome these challenges, where 
culturally appropriate, many rural women are participating in rotating 
or accumulating savings and credit associations (ROSCAs). Oxfam 
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supports many of these initiatives in West Africa, East Asia and Central 
America. They have proven to be easily replicable at low cost, to build 
solidarity and confidence, and to create new opportunities for poor 
rural women and men.  

BOX 9. Saving for change 

Sometimes just having a safe place to save, or access to a small loan, can 
help a family work its way out of poverty. But many poor people can’t go to 
banks and credit unions for that kind of help. Often, these services aren’t 
available, especially in rural areas, and where they are available, poor 
people may not qualify. 

Through ’Saving for Change’, Oxfam helps poor women in Mali, Senegal, 
Burkina Faso, El Salvador and Cambodia to improve their livelihoods and 
build a better future by increasing their access to financial services. Village 
groups are supported to act as their own community banks, where savings 
group members save, lend, and pay each other interest without the risks of 
taking on debt from a credit provider, moneylender or intermediary. These 
loans are used to start small business, participate in petty trade and buy 
much-needed supplies for their families. 

As more women participate in the program, they gradually change how they 
think about themselves and their place in their family and village. In Mali, 
group meetings provide a forum for villagers to learn how to prevent and 
treat malaria. In Cambodia, Saving for Change participants learn about the 
System of Rice Intensification (SRI), a new way of growing rice that 
increases productivity while decreasing the use of pesticides and harmful 
chemicals. 

Since Saving for Change was launched in April 2005, more than 250,000 
poor women and men in five countries have joined savings and lending 
groups. Their savings add up to $4 million so far, and the program continues 
to grow. 

Source: Oxfam America 

Poor farmers generally under-invest in their farms because the wrong 
move could prove disastrous. Farmers need financial tools that will 
encourage them to undertake risk that is potentially rewarding. 
Weather insurance packages, where feasible to design and operate, can 
protect against revenue, yield and price loss. Insurance policies can also 
be bundled with credit and other types of inputs, like improved seed or 
fertilizer and linked to cash transfers for labour in public works 
programmes. Appropriate financial tools must be created through 
participatory design models to limit the risks and reduce the impact of 
economic and climatic shocks for poor farmers.  

Diversifying income and securing 
labour rights improves livelihoods 
Off-farm income is important to most farmers in the world, regardless 
of farm size or location. In fact it accounts for a third to two-thirds of 
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smallholder income everywhere.  
 
Figure 6. Average farm size and average non-farm share of income, by 
region 

 Region Mean farm 
size (ha) 

Mean non-farm 
income share (%) 

Africa 1.6 42 

Asia 1.6 32 

Latin America and 
Caribbean 

67.0 40 

   Source: Nagayets (2005); Haggblade, Hazell, and Reardon (2005). 

Recent Oxfam studies show that in Chile, small-scale farmers earn 50 to 
60 per cent of their income from farm production, but 26 to 29 per cent 
is secured off-farm. Nearly two-thirds of all small-scale farmers engage 
in waged agricultural work to survive. For women, this can result in 
extraordinarily long days that can exceed 12 hours while they divide 
their labour among their own plots, others’ plots, and care of their 
families. In Colombia, waged work constitutes 30 per cent of farm 
family income. But nearly 70 per cent of rural workers earn less than 
the minimum wage, 50 per cent of jobs are informal and 90 per cent 
receive no benefits.  
 

Figure 7. Composition of rural non-farm employment by region (per 
cent) 

In Asia, farms have dwindled in size, and the number of landless and 
virtually landless people has increased. In South Asia, it is common to 
find one-third to one-half of the rural population without land.87 A 
recent study in Ghana confirms that female-headed households make 
up a larger share of the virtually landless population.88 As a result, 
nearly half of all people working in agriculture are farm labourers, and 
the number of waged workers as a share in the agricultural labour force 
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is growing. Agricultural labour is often temporary or seasonal, and 
casual and increasingly feminine. Wages are low relative to other 
sectors and conditions hazardous and unfavourable. The ILO reports 
that 170,000 agricultural workers are killed every year.  

The number of waged women working in agriculture is rapidly 
increasing. Women’s share of rural non-farm employment is at least 20 
per cent in all regions of the world except West Asia and North Africa. 
Women’s labour is also increasingly casual, has a distinct gender bias, 
and the wage gap is large. Protection for women’s labour rights is 
limited and often poorly enforced, if legislation even exists.  

Agricultural waged workers face many hazards and are rarely covered 
under national labour laws. Since most labour laws favour industry 
employment, agriculture is often excluded entirely. And where laws do 
exist, they are barely enforceable. Waged agricultural workers need 
enforceable legislation that provides better worker protection, 
minimum wages, pensions and access to health care.  
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7 Conclusions and recommendations 
To reduce poverty, achieve food security and mitigate climate change, 
investing in agriculture must become a top priority for donors and 
national governments. In whom and where to invest is equally, if not 
more, important than how much. Investments must be predictable, 
transparent, untied, and reach farmers in marginalized communities in 
a participatory and empowering manner. Despite the low returns on 
investing in marginalized areas perceived by the private sector, 
investing in poor farmers pays. Although developing innovative 
agricultural technologies may prove crucial, to address the needs of 
these farmers, the gap left by private sector neglect must be filled by the 
public sector. Investments must be tailored to their growing 
environments and needs, which vary widely. Given the challenges 
faced by these farmers, the best investments may be outside of 
technology and agriculture altogether. In favoured areas, more 
concerted efforts should be made to reduce inequality and to ensure 
environmental sustainability. Above all, investments in agriculture will 
need to be context specific, demand driven, socially and 
environmentally sustainable, empowering and participatory, and they 
must treat women and men equitably.   

Oxfam recommends that donors, national 
governments and private sector investors: 
1. Make agriculture centre stage. Ultimately, to reduce poverty 

agriculture must once again become a top priority for governments 
and donors alike. 

2. Invest more, and more wisely. Investments in agriculture must be 
greater than previously envisioned, predictable, transparent, untied, 
channelled through budget support, and complemented by funding 
for civil society groups both as government watchdogs and as 
complementary service providers. 

3. Recognize that one size does not fit all. Investments in agriculture 
and agricultural research for marginalized areas need to be tailored 
to the conditions of specific locations, participatory and demand-
driven.  

Oxfam recommends that national governments 
with the help of donors must:  
1. Fill the gap left by the private sector. Because private sector 

investors find few profitable opportunities in marginal areas, the 
public sector and voluntary sector must play stronger roles.  

2. Build sustainable rural livelihoods. Public investments in 
agriculture are paramount, but must be complemented by 
investments in non-farm rural development, soft and hard 
infrastructure, education and health care to have the greatest impact 
on productivity and ultimately poverty reduction. 

3. Invest in marginal areas. Agricultural investments must include 
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those that have been left behind – an estimated 66 per cent of poor, 
rural people. Any strategy that exclusively emphasizes agricultural 
investments in favoured areas is ill-advised, particularly in countries 
with limited shares of high-potential land.  

4. Support low external input technologies. Investments are needed 
in the development of low external input technologies that address 
resource conservation, reduce dependence on purchased inputs and 
promote farmer empowerment in marginal and favoured areas.  

5. Recognize that there is no silver bullet. Just as there is no one 
technology that will work everywhere, technology in and of itself is 
only part of the answer. Investments must also reach outside of 
agriculture entirely to provide safety nets for those affected by 
climatic and market shocks and who cannot engage consistently in 
the economy.  

6. Empower farmers and their communities to participate in 
identifying their own needs and most suitable investments by 
strengthening the capacity of producer organizations to undertake 
collective actions, bargain for better prices and services and self-
finance development priorities.  

7. Treat people as the key resource to develop. Delivery of better 
technology will not in itself end hunger or improve food security. 
Investments in agricultural technologies that work in marginalized 
areas require substantial investments by farmers themselves. Most 
promising new technologies are knowledge-intensive. Their 
adoption and impact depends on farmer education outside formal 
schooling such as farmer field schools.  

8. Strengthen labour rights. Waged agricultural workers need 
enforceable legislation that provides better worker protection, 
minimum wages, pensions and access to health care.  

9. Invest in women’s needs. Women are the key to food security. 
Investments in agriculture must involve women and address 
women‘s needs within agriculture and related sectors. Women’s 
access to inputs and financial services must be improved in order for 
their potential to be realized. 
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Annex I. Official Development Assistance (ODA) to 
agriculture 
 
A. Agriculture as a share of total Official Development Assistance (ODA) 
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Source: Authors’ calculations based on data from OECD Stat 

B. Sector allocation of Official Development Assistance (ODA) 1998– 
2007 

Sector  

Average 
Allocation per 
Year, 1998-2007 

Action relating to debt $11,399,698,000 

Transport, Storage, Communications, Energy $9,177,494,000 

Multi-sector/Cross-cutting/Unallocated/Unspecified $8,982,732,000 

Government and civil society $7,762,319,000 

Education $7,376,472,000 

Health, including population and reproductive $6,393,776,000 

Humanitarian aid $6,040,225,000 

Commodity aid $4,679,909,000 

Administrative costs of donors $4,320,966,000 

Other social infrastructure and services $4,183,097,000 

Agriculture, Forestry, Fishing $4,029,451,000 

Water Supply and Sanitation $3,695,842,000 

Business, Banking, Financial and other services $2,305,185,000 

Support to NGOs $2,167,924,000 

Industry, Construction, Mining, Tourism, Trade, etc. $2,012,173,000 

Refugees in donor countries $1,623,935,000 

Source: Authors’ calculations based on data from OECD Stat 
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C. Multilateral vs. bilateral Official Development Assistance (ODA) to 
agriculture 
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D. Top ten bilateral donors of Official Development Assistance (ODA) to 
agriculture 1995–2007 
 

Rank 
Donor 
country 

ODA to 
agriculture 
1995–2007 

1 Japan $8,175,243,942 

2 United States $5,777,363,181 

3 France $2,832,595,248 

4 Germany $2,230,933,842 

5 
United 
Kingdom $1,733,700,679 

6 Netherlands $1,582,827,797 

7 Canada $1,187,265,396 

8 Denmark $1,178,342,676 

9 Belgium $938,555,998 

10 Australia $802,428,409 

Source: Authors’ calculations based on data from OECD Stat 
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E. Bilateral Official Development Assistance (ODA) to agriculture 
In millions of constant 2006 dollars 
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F. Bilateral Official Development Assistance (ODA) to agriculture as a 
share of total ODA 
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*Other donors include New Zealand, Korea, Norway, Switzerland, Turkey, 
Canada and Australia. 
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G. Top 15 cumulative recipients of Official Development Assistance 
(ODA) to agriculture 2000–2007 

Rank 
Recipient 
country 

ODA to 
agriculture 2000–
2007 

1 India $2,474,233,636 

2 Viet Nam $1,570,924,335 

3 Afghanistan $1,191,400,812 

4 Indonesia $1,093,409,343 

5 Ethiopia $959,114,225 

6 China $933,912,192 

7 Kenya $758,517,856 

8 Pakistan $744,527,632 

9 Mali $718,027,230 

10 Ghana $709,315,061 

11 Tanzania $621,554,504 

12 Bolivia $591,571,847 

13 Egypt $577,144,065 

14 Bangladesh $530,893,288 

15 Colombia $516,261,103 

Source: Authors’ calculations based on data from Creditor Reporting System of OECD Stat 

*Agriculture includes forestry and fishing 
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Annex II. Recipient regions 
A. Regional average annual growth rates of agricultural Gross Domestic 
Product (GDP) 1990–2005 
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B. Official Development Assistance (ODA) to agriculture by recipient 
region 1986–2006 
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*Coverage ratios prior to 1995 average 68% for agriculture sector 
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C. Magnitude of Official Development Assistance (ODA) to agriculture 
by region 

Region 

Cumulative 
ODA to 
agriculture 
(1986–2006) 

Mean annual 
ODA to 
agriculture 
(1986–2006) 

Growth 
rate of 
ODA to 
agriculture 
(1986–
2006) 

Mean 
annual 
ODA to 
agriculture 
per rural 
capita 
(1986–
2006) 

Mean 
annual 
ODA to 
agriculture 
per rural 
capita (last 
five years) 

Asia-Pacific $39,271,590,062 $1,870,075,717 -6.12% $0.87 $0.53 

CaMexiCa $3,895,138,186 $185,482,771 -7.03% $2.78 $2.30 

Mid-East/North 
Africa $7,246,334,764 $345,063,560 -7.94% $2.80 $1.50 

South America $5,014,838,893 $238,801,852 1.31% $2.46 $3.06 

Sub-Saharan 
Africa $31,475,875,799 $1,498,851,229 -11.14% $3.32 $2.33 

Total $86,903,777,704 $4,138,275,129 -7.70% $1.43 $0.98 
 
Source: Authors’ calculations based on Creditor Reporting System (CRS) of OECD.Stat and 
Sebastian 

* CRS coverage in agriculture sector prior to 1995 averages 68% 

** Total growth rate of ODA to agriculture is a weighted average of regional growth 
rates. 

*** Total mean annual ODA to agriculture per rural capita is a weighted average. 

 

D. National government expenditures on agriculture 
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ANNEX III. Marginalized areas 
 
A. Market proximity by car within low-income countries by favourability 
of areas 
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B. Top 25 countries by share of population (within agricultural lands) 
living in marginalized areas 

Rank Country 

Percentage 
of 
population 
(within 
agricultural 
lands) living 
in 
marginalized 
areas 

Population 
(within 
agricultural 
lands) living 
in 
marginalized 
areas 

Mean 
annual 
(1995–
2007) ODA 
to 
agriculture, 
in 2006 
US$ 

Mean 
annual 
(1995–
2007) ODA 
to 
agriculture 
per rural 
capita, in 
2006 US$ 

Mean 
annual 
(1995–
2007) ODA 
to 
agriculture, 
as a 
percentage 
of 
agricultural 
GDP  

1 Botswana 99.96% 659,409 2,010,929 2.03 1.21% 

2 Eritrea 99.84% 2,505,016 14,238,724 4.65 10.95% 

3 Namibia 99.71% 614,138 5,770,132 5.51 1.55% 

4 Niger 98.73% 8,545,284 29,413,783 3.34 3.50% 

5 Mauritania 98.68% 532,721 18,895,966 24.79 5.67% 

6 Mongolia 98.28% 729,846 11,754,720 11.31 3.33% 

7 Somalia 92.60% 3,863,086 2,349,816 0.35 N/A 

8 Lesotho 92.57% 1,359,427 4,254,415 2.88 3.14% 

9 Senegal 79.88% 3,769,490 50,869,971 10.04 5.82% 

10 Gambia 75.58% 417,631 5,574,975 9.44 3.93% 

11 Bolivia 74.90% 1,847,485 65,468,639 19.76 4.88% 

12 Mali 74.29% 5,592,134 69,069,734 8.05 5.59% 

13 Iran 73.64% 18,060,272 489,587 0.02 <0.01% 

14 Zimbabwe 73.18% 4,438,963 21,264,126 2.71 1.87% 

15 West Bank 73.16% 257,594 8,908,503 18.48 N/A 

16 Burkina Faso 72.62% 6,872,834 57,498,417 5.76 6.08% 

17 Jamaica 71.24% 781,125 6,198,252 5.36 1.00% 

18 Ethiopia 69.73% 27,611,376 120,046,287 2.16 2.45% 

19 Panama 68.71% 687,676 1,546,342 1.28 0.16% 

20 Morocco 67.81% 7,751,584 37,662,568 2.85 0.51% 

21 Peru 67.18% 4,998,902 52,537,044 3.82 1.08% 

22 Jordan 66.48% 444,583 12,971,447 11.37 4.97% 

23 Afghanistan 65.78% 10,619,156 92,350,831 5.27 N/A 

24 Turkey 63.80% 12,647,787 6,568,703 0.28 0.02% 

25 Ecuador 63.59% 2,847,878 27,696,959 5.41 1.31% 

*Sources: Authors' calculations based on data from Sebastian data, Creditor Reporting System of OECD.Stat, World Bank Group's World 
Development Indicators 
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C. Top 25 countries by share of agricultural lands considered 
marginalized areas 

Rank Country 

Percentage 
of 
agricultural 
lands 
considered 
marginalized 
areas 

Agricultural 
lands 
considered 
marginalized 
areas, in 
km2 

Mean 
annual 
(1995–
2007) ODA 
to 
agriculture, 
in 2006 
US$ 

Mean 
annual 
(1995–
2007) ODA 
to 
agriculture 
per rural 
capita, in 
2006 US$ 

Mean 
annual 
(1995–
2007) ODA 
to 
agriculture, 
as a 
percentage 
of 
agricultural 
GDP  

1 Namibia 99.97% 277,771 5,770,132 5.51 1.55% 

2 Botswana 99.97% 252,277 2,010,929 2.03 1.21% 

3 Eritrea 99.77% 71,916 14,238,724 4.65 10.95% 

4 Niger 99.51% 339,543 29,413,783 3.34 3.50% 

5 Mauritania 99.47% 170,878 18,895,966 24.79 5.67% 

6 Mongolia 98.67% 762,854 11,754,720 11.31 3.33% 

7 Somalia 97.05% 226,350 2,349,816 0.35 N/A 

8 Lesotho 92.09% 28,644 4,254,415 2.88 3.14% 

9 Mali 83.55% 389,134 69,069,734 8.05 5.59% 

10 Kenya 82.99% 338,875 76,687,199 3.16 1.69% 

11 Afghanistan 82.62% 392,862 92,350,831 5.27 N/A 

12 Bhutan 82.15% 10,545 4,824,409 2.05 3.26% 

13 Zimbabwe 81.97% 242,268 21,264,126 2.71 1.87% 

14 Peru 81.21% 279,228 52,537,044 3.82 1.08% 

15 Gambia 80.29% 8,818 5,574,975 9.44 3.93% 

16 Ethiopia 78.53% 530,253 120,046,287 2.16 2.45% 

17 Senegal 78.07% 133,934 50,869,971 10.04 5.82% 

18 Iran 77.17% 723,856 489,587 0.02 0.00% 

19 Chad 76.07% 446,825 18,251,784 3.00 2.58% 

20 Morocco 75.17% 200,216 37,662,568 2.85 0.51% 

21 Jamaica 72.82% 10,898 6,198,252 5.36 1.00% 

22 Chile 70.00% 243,645 1,727,396 0.48 0.03% 

23 Panama 68.35% 44,568 1,546,342 1.28 0.16% 

24 Jordan 68.30% 5,813 12,971,447 11.37 4.97% 

25 Burkina Faso 67.82% 168,000 57,498,417 5.76 6.08% 
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