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Foreword  

W est African Agriculture is at a turning point. 
After long periods of limited attention to the 

sector, West African countries and their Develop-
ment Partners now clearly recognize the sector’s vital 
importance for broad-based growth, food security, 
nutrition and poverty reduction. This renewed at-
tention to Agriculture has crystalized around the 
Comprehensive African Agriculture Development 
Programme (CAADP), which in West Africa is 
implemented by the Economic Community of West 
African States (ECOWAS) and its member states as 
part of the ECOWAS Regional Agricultural Policy 
(ECOWAP). The recognition of agriculture’s vital 
role has coincided with fundamental changes in the 
regional and global context for agricultural growth, 
bringing about unprecedented opportunities along 
with new challenges. The combination of strong 
demand growth, higher agricultural prices, and an 
improved macroeconomic and policy environment 
has generated the most conducive conditions for 
agricultural growth in over 30 years. At the same 
time, new challenges ranging from climate change 
to increased price volatility threaten the ability of 
West Africans to seize these opportunities.

This study on Agricultural Growth in West Africa 
(AGWA) is thus very timely. It examines Agriculture 
in its broader framework of a transforming agrifood 
system, from input supply to the consumer, for the 
15 ECOWAS countries, using the term Agriculture 
(with a capital “A”) to designate this entire system. 
Based on an analysis of the drivers of past and po-
tential future growth, the study derives implications 
for the design and implementation of more effective 

and inclusive Agricultural policies and investments. As 
West African Agriculture is responding to the region’s 
demographic, social and economic transformations, 
policy making has become more complex. The range 
of stakeholders has broadened, with private sector 
and civil society organisations playing stronger roles 
in policy formulation and implementation. Hence, 
intersectoral coordination is becoming ever more 
important. Addressing the multiple demands on the 
Agricultural sector requires going well beyond the tra-
ditional mandates of ministries of agriculture. Crafting 
Agricultural policies now involves understanding the 
interconnections among issues as diverse as research, 
transport investments, monetary policies, and nutri-
tion education. This document collates a rich source 
of empirical information, knowledge and analysis 
highlighting these interconnections. 

Acknowledging the many opportunities and 
threats emanating from the changing context for 
West African Agriculture, the African Developement 
Bank (AfDB), ECOWAS and the Food and Agri-
culture Organisation of the United Nations (FAO) 
decided to join forces in carrying out this analytical 
work. The study’s aim is to provide a stronger empiri-
cal foundation to inform the ongoing policy reform 
and investment choices at the national and regional 
levels and to serve as a source of information and 
analysis to a broad range of stakeholders working to 
build a more robust, sustainable and inclusive West 
African Agriculture. The study has a forward-looking 
perspective and is essential reading for policymakers, 
development partners, scientists, farmers and other 
players in the agrifood system alike.

Foreword

Donald Kaberuka
President

African Development Bank

Kadré Désiré Ouédraogo
President

ECOWAS Commission

José Graziano da Silva
Director-General

Food and Agriculture Organization 
of the United Nations
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 Major Findings  

The AGWA study examines, for the ECOWAS region, the opportunities and challenges facing the agrifood system 
(referred to in the study as Agriculture, with a capital A) emanating from a rapidly changing context for Agricultural 
growth. It analyses more closely the drivers and trends affecting the demand for and supply of agrifood products, 
the performance of the Agricultural sector and related policies, and the implications for future policy priorities. Major 
findings and key messages about the way forward include the following:

Major Findings 
Opportunities for West African Agricultural growth 
are unprecedented

》》 Market opportunities for West African food 
producers are increasingly dynamic due to pop-
ulation growth, urbanisation, income growth, 
dietary diversification and higher output prices. 
The strongest market growth potential exists for 
animal products, followed by rice, fish, and fruits 
and vegetables. Producing and marketing such 
products are labour-intensive and offer potential 
for substantial job creation. 

》》 Food demand is transforming from undifferenti-
ated bulk commodities towards food products 
with differentiated quality attributes such as 
nutritional and health characteristics, packag-
ing, and ease of preparation, offering important 
opportunities for value addition. Much of this 
growing demand is currently captured by imports.

》》 Global demand for Agricultural products is also 
expanding, especially in fast-growing emerging 
economies, providing increased opportunities 
for West Africa’s traditional and non-traditional 
agricultural exports. 

》》 The Agricultural policy and incentive environ-
ment has improved over the past two decades 
and raised Agriculture’s profile at the national, 
regional and global levels, most recently through 
the ECOWAP/CAADP process.

》》 The emergence of more independent, dynamic 
stakeholder organisations enhances growth 
prospects. 

But these opportunities are combined with new 
challenges for West Africa’s agrifood systems, ren-
dering policy making more complex

》》 The international market environment has be-
come increasingly volatile, making long-term 
projections increasingly difficult. 

》》 West African Agriculture is facing growing 
competition, both on the market side and for 
its natural resources, including land and water. 

》》 Agricultural policy development and imple-
mentation is increasingly complex because of 
the greater number of stakeholders involved 
and the multiple demands placed on Agricul-
tural policy, ranging from broad-based income 
growth through job creation to provision of 
increasingly nutritious and safe food to envi-
ronmental protection. 

》》 Restricting food imports to raise prices in order 
to stimulate regional production will become 
politically more difficult in view of the increas-
ing numbers and political weight of poor con-
sumers in urban areas and because the majority 
of West Africans spent a large share of their 
incomes on food.

》》 The growing importance of regional integration 
requires increased policy coordination across 
ECOWAS member states.

》》 Achieving the broad set of objectives that 
West Africans want their agrifood system to 
accomplish requires actions well beyond the 
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traditional mandates of ministries of agricul-
ture, requiring better coordination among a 
range of ministries (e.g., agriculture, health, 
transport, energy, education) and among levels 
of government (national, provincial, and local).

》》 The dietary transition underway, particularly 
in urban areas, is resulting in a double burden 
of malnutrition, where undernutrition coexists 
with increasing levels of overweight and obesity 
and their attendant problems such as heart 
disease, hypertension and diabetes.

West Africa’s growth remains highly vulnerable to shocks

》》 West Africa’s strong economic growth has 
been driven to a significant extent by a natural 
resource boom and extractive industries. As 
many of these resources are non-renewable, 
policies need to focus on productively investing 
earnings from them in order to increase pro-
ductivity throughout the economy, including 
the agrifood system, rather than simply using 
them to finance growing food imports.

》》 The region remains vulnerable to natural and 
man-made disasters, as exemplified most re-
cently by the Ebola crisis. Hence, the agricul-
tural growth agenda needs to be closely linked 
to the resilience agenda. 

West Africa’s response thus far to these opportunities 
and challenges has been mixed 

》》 Despite strong output growth over the past 
30 years, especially in many food staples, sup-
ply response in some of the more dynamic 
markets has not kept up with demand growth 
(e.g., for rice, livestock products, and processed 
products). Furthermore, there has been an in-
consistent record in increasing productivity and 
hence lowering per-unit production costs, as 
output expansion has often involved environ-
mentally unsustainable extensification. As a 
result, West Africa’s competitiveness has been 
declining for many tradable agricultural prod-
ucts, as evidenced by growing food imports 
and the region’s declining share in several of 
its traditional export markets. 

》》 While there are a number of West African 
Agricultural success stories, most Agricultural 
value chains suffer problems of poor coordina-
tion and limited trust among actors, associ-
ated with high costs and limited transmission 
of information and incentives. Given these 
weaknesses of domestic supply chains, many 
of the most dynamic domestic market seg-
ments for processed food products are based 
on imported raw materials. The success stories 
show the potential of what could be achieved. 
Crucial challenges include learning from past 
successes, adapting key lessons from them to 
other settings, and scaling up. 

Policy implementation is a bigger challenge than 
policy design. Problems of implementation are often 
related to three factors: 

》》 A tendency to propose solutions that are well 
beyond the financial and human-resources 
at the disposal of the implementing entities. 

》》 Frequent policy reversals and ad hoc government 
interventions creating mistrust between private 
actors and the government, undermining policy 
effectiveness and investment incentives. 

》》 Diverging interests and the poor alignment 
of incentives, either at the national or at the 
individual level, to implement the proposed 
policies. Divergent national interests explain 
some of the difficulty in reaching agreement 
on regional trade regulations and the lacklustre 
enforcement of them once they are officially 
adopted. The lack of alignment of individual 
incentives with regional and national interests 
coupled with poor governance and institutional 
capacity are at the heart of much of the rent-
seeking behaviour that still hinders regional 
trade and the effectiveness of regional and na-
tional Agricultural policies.
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The Way Forward: Key Messages

Six broad principles should guide Agricultural poli-
cies in the region: 

1. The diversity of West African agrifood systems 
requires a differentiated set of policies for and 
within each segment of the system, from farm-
ing through agroprocessing to retailing. A one-
size-fits-all approach to policy is likely to fail. 
Levelling the playing field between food sys-
tem actors of different sizes, and special support 
to women and youth are cross-cutting policy 
priorities, while linkage opportunities with 
larger food systems stakeholders with trans-
formational potential should not be dismissed.

2. Agrifood system interventions need to be based 
on a firm understanding of the rapidly evolv-
ing nature of consumer demand to identify 
investment opportunities for different food 
system stakeholders and guide priorities for 
supporting public policies and investments. 

3. Improving productivity throughout the ag-
rifood system is the only sustainable way to 
meet both consumer and producer needs si-
multaneously. Rather than a simple replica-
tion of a “Green Revolution”, a combination 
of sustainable intensification, climate-smart 
agriculture and inclusive-value chain develop-
ment is needed.

4. Enhancing value addition is essential to captur-
ing more lucrative markets and raising incomes 
in the agrifood system. This requires an ena-
bling investment environment, improved mar-
ket and transport infrastructure, and strength-
ened stakeholder organizations from farmers 
to consumers.

5. If West African Agriculture is to be com-
petitive in a wide range of products with large 
global actors such as Brazil, China and India, 
it needs to capture some of the scale economies 
those countries enjoy in agricultural research, 
input markets and technology development, 
amongst others. This is only possible if there 
is greater regional integration. The future of  

regional integration, however, depends criti-
cally on the behaviour of the big players, es-
pecially Nigeria. In the past, Nigeria and other 
large players, such as Ghana, Côte d’Ivoire and 
Senegal, have often taken policy actions that 
have hindered greater regional integration.

6. Agricultural productivity growth needs to be 
complemented by measures to enhance resil-
ience.

Achieving more rapid, broad-based and sustainable 
Agricultural growth in West Africa requires an 
improved policy environment, critical public-sector 
investments and strengthened policy implementa-
tion.

》》 An improved policy environment is needed to in-
duce greater Agricultural investment in produc-
tivity-enhancing technologies and institutional 
innovations by private-sector actors (including 
farmers); enhances quality and improves risk 
management throughout the agrifood system; 
and provides a more predictable and effective set 
of tools for improving the poor’s access to food. 
Key elements of an effective policy environment 
are its predictability, focus, participation and 
inclusiveness (including gender inclusiveness), 
coherence, and ability to evolve over time as the 
economy and broader society evolves.

》》 Critical public-sector investments should com-
plement and “crowd-in” additional private in-
vestment and address critical food policy objec-
tives, such as improved risk management. 

Increasing the level of public investments in 
and for Agriculture (e.g. up to the CAADP 
target of 10% of the government budget) is 
important, but a better investment mix is even 
more important. Much of the recent increase 
in agricultural spending has been used for sub-
sidies for private goods, mainly fertilizer and 
other inputs, as well as farm equipment. The 
danger is that heavy spending on subsidies 
may crowd out other public investments in key 
public goods, which are critical to long-term 
growth, while at the same time discouraging 
private investments in input provision. 
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The public sector should focus its investments 
in areas with the highest returns for long-term, 
broad-based growth, and in which the private 
sector has limited ability or incentives to in-
vest. Key elements include:

• Agricultural research, extension , strength-
ening stakeholder organizations and pro-
moting development and related human 
capital development. 

• Infrastructure, especially rural roads, market 
infrastructure, irrigation and a reliable supply 
of electricity. 

• Building the skill base for Agriculture in the 
twenty-first century, through a transforma-
tion of Agricultural education systems, from 
the primary schools through universities. 
Transforming West African Agriculture will 
require a profoundly different set of skills at 
all levels in the agrifood system than currently 
exists in most ECOWAS countries. 

• Supporting collective action, strengthening 
stakeholder organizations and promoting in-
stitutional innovations for managing risks and 
reducing transaction costs. 

• Working with the private sector to improve 
food safety and quality. 

》》 Investment in hardware needs to be comple-
mented by policy and regulatory reforms, such 
as reform of rules that restrict competition in 
the trucking industry and thus reduce the re-
turns to improved roads and policy reforms in 
agricultural finance that are needed to induce 
greater private grain storage and hence increase 
returns to investments in storage infrastructure.

》》 To reap the full benefits of public investments 
in infrastructure, capacity development and 
collective action in terms of stimulating com-
plementary private investments, further im-
provements are needed in the ease of doing 
business. ECOWAS countries generally rank 
in the bottom third of all countries in the world 
in terms of the World Bank’s indicators of ease 
of doing business (licensing requirements, time 
to register a business, corruption, etc.).

》》 Improving policy implementation requires (1) 
strengthening the implementation, analytic, 
and monitoring and evaluation capacities of 
key agencies and organisations charged with 
implementation; (2) improving the data base 
upon which policy decisions are made, and (3) 
strengthening the alignment between the inter-
ests of the different countries, individual actors, 
and the region as a whole. Perhaps the strongest 
incentives for transparent and effective policy 
implementation will result from encouraging 
strong national and regional private-sector and 
civil-society stakeholder groups and a free press 
that can act as counterweights to inefficient 
and/or corrupt policy implementation.


