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Abstract
Achieving SDG2 (zero hunger) in a situation of rapid global population growth requires a continued focus on food production.
Farming not merely needs to sustainably produce nutritious diets, but should also provide livelihoods for farmers, while retaining
natural ecosystems and services. Rather than focusing on production principles, this article explores the interrelations between
farms and farming systems in the global food system. Evaluating farming systems around the world, we reveal a bewildering
diversity. While family farms predominate, these range in size from less than 0.1 ha to more than 10,000 ha, and from hand hoe
use to machine-based cultivation, enabling one person to plant more than 500 ha in a day. Yet, farming in different parts of the
world is highly interdependent, not least because prices paid for farm produce are largely determined by global markets.
Furthermore, the economic viability of farming is a problem, globally. We highlight trends in major regions of the world and
explore possible trajectories for the future and ask:Who are the farmers of the future? Changing patterns of land ownership, rental
and exchange mean that the concept of ‘what is a farm’ becomes increasingly fluid. Next to declining employment and rural
depopulation, we also foresee more environmentally-friendly, less external input dependent, regionalised production systems.
This may require the reversal of a global trend towards increasing specialisation to a recoupling of arable and livestock farming,
not least for the resilience it provides. It might also require a slow-down or reversal of the widespread trend of scale enlargement in
agriculture. Next to this trend of scale enlargement, small farms persist in Asia: consolidation of farms proceeds at a snail’s pace in
South-east Asia and 70% of farms in India are ‘ultra-small’ – less than 0.05 ha. Also in Africa, where we find smallholder farms are
much smaller than often assumed (< 1 ha), farming households are often food insecure. A raft of pro-poor policies and investments
are needed to stimulate small-scale agriculture as part of a broader focus on rural development to address persistent poverty and
hunger. Smallholder farms will remain an important source of food and income, and a social safety net in absence of alternative
livelihood security. But with limited possibilities for smallholders to ‘step-up’, the agricultural engine of growth appears to be
broken. Smallholder agriculture cannot deliver the rate of economic growth currently assumed by many policy initiatives in Africa.
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1 Introduction

Achieving global food and nutrition security demands a global
approach to food systems. All four pillars of food and nutrition

securitymust be addressed: availability, access, utilization and
stability to ensure that the basic human right to food is met for
everyone. This is the challenge set by Sustainable
Development Goal 2: End hunger, achieve food security and
improved nutrition, and promote sustainable agriculture
(United Nations, 2015). There is consensus that food produc-
tion must increase to meet global needs, that adjustments in
diets are required to ensure efficient use of food to avoid
undernutrition and obesity, that the expansion of land under
agriculture should be avoided, and that food should be pro-
duced in a sustainable way. Global population growth con-
tinues apace with most recent estimates of 9.4–10.1 billion by
2050 and an extra 0–2.7 billion people by 2100 (United
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Nations, 2019). A recent study presents a more optimistic
analysis in which the global population will peak at 9.7 billion
people in 2064 and decline to 8.8 billion by 2100 (Vollset
et al., 2020). Even with these revised calculations the popula-
tion of sub-Saharan Africa will reach 3.1 billion in 2100 –
almost 2.5 times what it is now. Thus, there is no doubt that
global and in particular regional food production must in-
crease to meet the future demand of the growing population
– but by how much? Where in the world will it be produced?
And above all – who are the farmers of the future who will
produce the food to feed us all? These are the questions that
we address in this review.

Questions about the future of farming are often framed
around the need to reform ‘conventional’ agriculture around
the principles of agroecology, organic agriculture and
(increasingly) regenerative agriculture (Giller et al., 2021).
Leading reports conclude that the food system faces a crisis
of the sustainability of agriculture, land use, and degrada-
tion of the environment (e.g. Springmann et al., 2018).
Rather than reviewing and repeating published analyses,
we draw attention to a different, less-frequently mentioned
crisis: the crisis in the economic and social sustainability of
(family) farming. A major challenge for agricultural policy
across the globe is how to maintain and increase the via-
bility of a variety of farms with different scales of
operation.

Smallholder production is estimated to account for 50–
70% of global food production: smallholders play a crucial
role in food systems (see section 2 below). We face an ironic
and invidious situation where many smallholder households
are food insecure themselves. This is a particularly acute, dou-
ble pronged problem in lower-income countries where small-
holder farms are key to both their own food security and to
economic development. This is especially true in sub-Saharan
Africa. We therefore focus particularly on (future) develop-
ments in Africa, where food is produced overwhelmingly on
smallholder farms, where the growth of population and food
demand is most rapid, and where agricultural transformation
appears to be most urgent.

Our paper opens with an update (section 2) of projections
of future global food demand, where we highlight the major
global food sources (exporting countries) and sinks (importing
countries). We then review major trends in agriculture in dif-
ferent regions (in section 3). This review is used to identify
major commonalities and differences across the globe (section
4) and to inform a discussion on the future of farming (section
5), and particularly smallholder farming in Africa. Our review
of agricultural development across the global does not imply
we expect agricultural development in Africa to follow a sim-
ilar path as observed on (any) other continent(s). However,
options for agricultural intensification in Africa have to be
considered in the context of a globalised food system. Given
that international trade in the basic food commodities is key to

the functioning of the global food system, we cannot under-
stand the opportunities, challenges and future prospects of
smallholder farmers in isolation. For this reason highlighting
pathways of development followed by agriculture in other
parts of the world, who compete on the worldmarket and local
markets with smallholders on what can hardly be considered a
level playing field.

We conclude by returning to the question as to what does
the future of farming look like from the perspective of global
food and nutrition security? And what does that future per-
spective hold for the millions of rural households who inevi-
tably will continue to depend, at least partly, on agriculture? In
Africa, it seems that the sustainable intensification of agricul-
ture has been foreclosed by land fragmentation and a lack of
alternatives outside agriculture. The need for more
regionalised, environmentally-friendly agricultural produc-
tions systems, and better shielding of smallholder farmers
against the vagaries of globalised markets, implies the need
for major policy shifts: away from globalised free trade agree-
ments, and instead towards strengthened local and regional
agricultural production systems.

2 Revisiting the need to increase global food
production

Studies on future global food production and global food se-
curity generally take as a premise that global demand for food
will increase by 60% between 2005/2007 (the base period)
and 2050 (Alexandratos & Bruinsma, 2012), and that the
global crop demand may increase by 100–110% over the
same period (Tilman et al., 2011). Yet, “projections are often
simplified into a goal of doubling yields, which serves as an
urgent rallying cry for research, policy, and industry” (Hunter
et al., 2017). The premises and assumptions that are common-
ly used in projections of future global demand for food need to
be challenged for a number of reasons (Hunter et al., 2017).

First, the increase in food demand projected by the FAO is
expressed in a monetary value which has widely contrasting
implications for different food items and agricultural
commodities. Second, the baseline used by Alexandratos
and Bruinsma (2012) is over 10 years old. Third, projections
of population increase, economic growth and income increase
(the main drivers of future food demand) need continuous
update: for instance, global population projections for the year
2050 have increased since 2005/2007 from ca. 9.1 billion to
9.8 billion (United Nations, 2019). Fourth, demand increases
are directly converted into production increases on the basis of
current consumption patterns and their current links with gross
domestic product (GDP): accumulating and compelling evi-
dence (earth system boundaries, human health) shows that
both production and consumption must be altered, particularly
in developed nations (Hunter et al., 2017; Springmann et al.,
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2018; Muller et al., 2017; Willett et al., 2019). Fifth, current
grain demands are strongly determined by meat consumption
patterns, which are likely to change with dietary shifts and
advances in nutritious and healthy meat alternatives (Rubio
et al., 2020; Parodi et al., 2018; Alexander et al., 2017).
Sixth, the projections are for the globe as a whole, but play
out very differently for individual continents and regions. For
instance, Europe will face a decreasing population, which is
also ageing, and with increasing awareness for human health
issues associated with unbalanced nutrition. van Ittersum et al.
(2016) make the case that regional targets for increases in
production are probably more meaningful and relevant than
global targets. They estimate that cereal demand in sub-
Saharan Africa (SSA) will increase by a factor of 3.4 between
2010 and 2050 due to rapid population growth and expected
changes in diets.

Based on these arguments, and the different assumptions
used regarding future economic growth rates and changes in
diets, estimates of the agricultural production increase re-
quired to meet global demand by 2050 range from 25% to
70% (Hunter et al., 2017). Countries in Australasia, parts of
Europe and Central Asia, North and South America are global
food sources (Clapp, 2017). Given their slow growing or de-
clining populations, the expected shifts in diets and the focus
on large-scale, commercial farming, it is likely that they will
continue to be major food exporters in future. Other countries,
notably those in sub-Saharan Africa, will probably remain
food sinks, because the rate of population growth will almost
certainly outstrip the required increases in agricultural produc-
tivity for self-sufficiency (van Ittersum et al., 2016).

The question of ‘who produces our food’, and more spe-
cifically what contribution smallholder farmers make to global
food security, has been the focus of a series of recent papers.
Ricciardi et al. (2018) concluded that smallholders produce
30–34% of global food supply on 24% of global cropland
area, in contrast to Samberg et al. (2016) who indicate that
smallholder farming is responsible for 41% of total global
calorie production, and 53% of the global production of food
calories for human consumption. Herrero et al. (2017) use
different farm size thresholds and conclude that globally,
small and medium farms (≤50 ha) produce 51–77% of nearly
all commodities and nutrients. They also conclude that very
small farms (≤2 ha) are important and have local significance
in sub-Saharan Africa, Southeast Asia, and South Asia, where
they contribute about 30% of most food commodities, al-
though this would be much more in the case of rice. The
studies use different methods, however, both Ricciardi et al.
(2018) and Herrero et al. (2017), and many other global agri-
cultural production studies, rescale their national agricultural
production numbers using the same FAOSTAT national agri-
cultural statistics thereby forcing their numbers through the
same ‘eye of the needle’, the reliability of which is debatable.
Yet, it is widely recognised that there is large uncertainty in

current crop distributionmaps, together with a wide uncertain-
ty of actual production and yield estimates, especially in low
and middle income countries. Thus, although the role of
smallholder farmers in food production is undoubtedly impor-
tant, the precise contribution of small farms to global food
security is uncertain.

3 Trends in farming around the world

Major trends in farming can be identified based on the primary
resources for agriculture: land, labour and investment capital
(Fig. 1, van Vliet et al., 2015). We distinguish two main path-
ways by which the economic size of a farm may increase. We
use the term intensification to represent situations where cap-
ital investment in technology is used to increase output with-
out, or with only a small increase, in the physical footprint of
farming. Where land is scarce and major capital investment
possible, intensification drives production of high value crops,
horticulture or intensive livestock production. The term
expansion is used to describe situations where capital invest-
ment in inputs and technology, often through machinery for
crop establishment and harvest, allows large increases in
physical farm size. In regions where land and capital for in-
vestment are relatively abundant, such as Australia, North and
South America, we witness a continued expansion of farms,
largely at the expense of other farms. Advances in
mechanisation mean that precision agriculture can be

Fig. 1 Farm diversity and development trajectories in relation to the
availability of capital and land. Options to increase the economic size of
farms include intensification and expansion. In case of decreasing
availability of land and/or capital, marginalisation occurs. As capital is
generally available in developed and lacking in developing regions
(Hazell et al., 2010), these are depicted in the upper and lower parts of
the figure. Intensification and expansion often go hand in hand with
specialisation, which is not explicitly captured in the figure (Modified
from van Vliet et al. 2015)
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practised on farms of 5–10,000 ha often managed by only few
individuals.

In less-developed countries very different trends are ob-
served. In the case of ‘extensification’, the physical farm size
expands without accompanying increases in inputs or technol-
ogy – a case where poor yields prevail but are compensated by
an increase in the land area cultivated. Sub-division of farms
due to population growth leads to fragmentation of land into
smal l and uneconomic uni t s , of ten resul t ing in
marginalisation. In this section we examine each of these
trends in turn.

3.1 Expansion of farms in Australia

Australia presents a relevant example to compare with Africa
as these two continents share some agroecological character-
istics in terms of climate and soils (van Wart et al., 2013). So,
can Australia provide insights as to what is possible when
capital is not constrained?

Currently, about 85,000 Australian farms manage 58% of
Australian land. They produce 2.2% of gross domestic prod-
uct, 11% of goods and services exports (Australia exports
around 70% of the total value of agriculture, fisheries and
forestry production) and directly employ 2.6% of the work-
force. The value of agriculture, fisheries and forestry produc-
tion, at aroundAUD 69 billion, increased by 19% in real terms
over the 20 years to 2018–2019 (Jackson et al., 2020).

The mix of Australian agricultural activity is determined by
climate, water availability, soil type and proximity to markets.
Livestock grazing is widespread, occurring in most areas of
Australia (with 345 million hectares grazing on native vege-
tation) while cropping (29 million hectares) and horticulture
(0.53 million hectares) are generally concentrated in areas
relatively close to the coast (ABARES – BRS 2010;
ABARES, 2016). The average farm size of 4331 ha is skewed
by the very large cattle grazing properties in the northern
rangelands where, as an extreme example, Australia’s largest
cattle station, Anna Downs, is 24,000 sq. km yet only stocks
around 10,000 head. However, farm size does matter: large
farms have grown from around 3% to around 15% of the total
number of farms over the last four decades, while their share
of output has increased from 25% to around 58% of the value
of output (Jackson et al., 2020). Ninety-seven per cent of
Australian farms (and 86% of agricultural land) are family
owned. The rest are either vertically integrated with supply
chain operations or else owned by non-farm equity investors.

3.2 Intensification and specialisation of farming in
North-West Europe

Recent trends in European agriculture are tied up with the
development of the European Union in the 1950s, its
Common Agricultural Policy (CAP), and the introduction of

Green Revolution technologies (Oskam et al., 2011). Making
strong use of price support and market protection, the CAP
was established to ensure self-sufficiency of major food prod-
ucts, stable prices of food and other agricultural products for
consumers and producers and regional agricultural
development.

The strong development in agricultural productivity
was an important stepping stone that supported
mechanisation and increasing wages of agricultural
labourers as well as growth in employment in the in-
dustrial and service sectors. This led to a process of
intensification and specialisation of farming (Abson,
2019) which further drove down costs and stimulated
productivity in terms of land, capital and especially la-
bour as an increasingly expensive production factor.
Farming became more capital-intensive and mechanized,
which went hand in hand with specialisation and scale
enlargement (e.g. Fig. 2), driven by economies of scale
(Oskam et al., 2011; Abson, 2019). Specialisation is
exemplified by a strong decrease in the number and
share of mixed farms that combine arable and livestock
farming (Schut et al., 2020; Garrett et al., 2020), con-
centration around a limited number of (high-value)
crops, and regional specialisation (e.g. horticulture,
chicken production) together with dedicated support
services.

The economic benefits of scale are substantial and
are made possible by advances in technology including
mechanisation and robotics, and availability of relatively
cheap finance, while the price of labour has increased.
Yet, despite the trends of specialisation and upscaling,
farmers’ incomes in Europe are under high pressure,
especially for smaller farms. Nominal prices of agricul-
tural products have been decreasing (Koning & van
Ittersum, 2009), whereas the costs have not reduced
concomitantly due to the need to continuously invest
in new technology, buildings and land. Farm incomes
are substantially less than the average income of all
professions, in particular in richer countries, even with
an important share of the income provided through EU
subsidies (Fig. 3).

Increasing farm sizes and limited land availability, par-
ticularly in North-West Europe, resulted in decreasing
numbers of farms and in negative effects on rural jobs,
livelihoods and services. It also resulted in massive over-
production, an increasingly costly CAP and spill-over ef-
fects in terms of negative impacts on the environment. In
the 1990s, these developments led to a series of reforms of
the CAP and a shift in focus from agricultural intensifica-
tion and production to other objectives, such as rural de-
velopment, environmental protection and nature conserva-
tion. Price support was increasingly replaced by direct in-
come support to farmers, with some conditions to meet
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agri-environmental criteria. In parallel, environmental pol-
icies were developed: in 1991 the Nitrates Directive was
introduced to control nitrate pollution and water quality.
The process of introducing legislation for environmental
protection and nature conservation (e.g. the Habitats
Directive in 1992) took centre stage, with frameworks set
by the EU and their national implementation.

More recently, societal concerns about food production,
animal welfare, and as some call it, the ‘industrial scale’ of
farming, food quality and impacts of agriculture on the envi-
ronment have becomemore prominent. These concerns have
become an additional driver of change for agriculture, either
through voluntary changes by farmers or enforced through
legislation. The demands of retailers and consumers are in-
creasingly influencing the modes of production. Next to

organic farming, which is still relatively small in most
European countries (8.5% of the total utilized agricultural
area in 2019, EUROSTAT 2020), other alternative forms
of agriculture are promoted, including agroecology, circu-
lar agriculture, urban farming and nature-inclusive agri-
culture, often accompanied by a range of food labels.
Several of these include a drive and/or incentives to di-
versify the production systems or to promote a smaller
scale of farming. Further, societal attention is given to a
range of environmental issues – air pollution, water qual-
ity, habitat destruction, climate change – while legislation
is fragmented and evolves continuously. All this results in
pressures on farmers and farming in North-west Europe to
adapt, invest and change continuously, while many feel
that a long-term perspective of farming is lacking.

Fig. 2 Changes in the number of
milking cows per farm and the
number of dairy farms in the
Netherlands between 1980 and
2019. Data source: Centraal
Bureau voor de Statistiek, www.
cbs.nl

Fig. 3 Income of farmers in EU countries with and without EU subsidies in comparison with average incomes from all professions. Source: (EC, 2020)
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3.3 Agricultural expansion and a dualist agrarian
structure: Family farming and large-scale export ag-
riculture in Latin America

Despite a history of conflict over land access, popular
protest, expropriation and land redistribution (Oxfam,
2016), agriculture in Latin America is still characterized
by a highly unequal access to land and natural re-
sources. Very large land properties (the so-called
‘latifúndios’), ranging in size for several hundred to
thousands of hectares, are concentrated in the hands of
a small fraction of land owners who run farms using
wage labour that dominate export-oriented production.
Yet, the vast majority of Latin Americans farmers are
nearly landless farm workers and family farms (FAO,
2019a; Oxfam, 2016). Although most farms across the
world can be considered to be family farms (van Vliet
et al., 2015), the concept has specific relevance in the
Latin American context. It became increasingly popular
since the end of dictatorships, as family farmers were
able to strengthen their mobilization and organisation in
movements, unions, associations, and cooperatives
(Schneider, 2016). Moreover, many public policies and
legal regulations directed to family farmers were creat-
ed, with long-term programmes implemented in Brazil,
Argentina, Cuba and Uruguay (Schneider, 2016).
Although family farmers have been increasingly
recognised for their contribution to the social, environ-
mental and economic development of Latin American

countries, they often do not fit the modernization para-
digm of agriculture and have also been largely margin-
alized, which results in challenges such as poverty re-
duction, integration to markets and access to land
(Medina et al., 2015). While it is estimated that 14%
of all land in Latin America has changed hands through
land redistribution, land negotiation or land colonization
between 1930 and 2008 (FAO, 2019a), land distribu-
tions remain much more skewed than in other
structurally-transformed economies, such as the United
Kingdom, or other agricultural export-oriented countries,
such as the Netherlands (Fig. 4). It is estimated that 1%
of farms hold more than half of the total agricultural
land in Latin America (Oxfam, 2016).

Aside from the political power and economic signif-
icance of large scale, export-agriculture, Latin American
family farming plays a significant role in income gen-
eration and food production and security (IFAD, 2019).
It is estimated that family farms represent 80% of all
farms (17 million farms), occupy 35% of the cultivated
land in Latin America, and provide 27–67% of the total
national production of Latin American countries (IFAD,
2019). While covering a smaller land area than large-
scale agriculture, family farms generate 57–77% of the
total number of jobs in rural areas (Schneider, 2016).

Despite the competition for land and resources between the
large-scale and family farming sectors, there is often limited
overlap in terms of crop focus and competition in agricultural
markets. In Brazil, where large-scale farming dominates

Fig. 4 Lorenz curves showing the
cumulative share of agricultural
area (%) plotted against the
cumulative share of farm holdings
(%) for different countries in
Latin America: Brazil (2017),
Chile (2006), Colombia (2014),
and Uruguay (2011). The
Netherlands (2010) and the
United Kingdom (2010) are
included for the purpose of
comparison (Source: FAO,
2019a; IBGE, 2019)
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export-oriented production of sugarcane and soybean, family
farming is largely responsible for the production of beans,
coffee, cacao and horticultural crops (Fig. 5).

Although large-scale farming dominates export agriculture
in Latin America, there are remarkable differences among
countries. In countries with hilly, discontinuous terrain such
as Chile, Colombia and Peru, there is a strong focus on high
value and horticultural crops, such as coffee and fruits (FAO,
2020). In these countries, smaller, labour-intensive farms play
a larger role in export-oriented agriculture (FAO, 2019b). By
contrast, in countries with high land availability and/or high
suitability for mechanization (e.g. Brazil, Argentina and
Uruguay) there is a strong focus on low value, high volume
field crops, such as soybean and sugarcane (FAO, 2020). The
rapid expansion of soybean and sugarcane in the Cerrado and
Amazon in Brazil is a response to global market demands as
well as governmental incentives (Cattelan & Dall’Agnol,
2018; de Arruda et al., 2019). Production expansion was led
by technological interventions, such as (overhead) irrigation,
fertilization, plant breeding and microbial inoculation, en-
abling cultivation in areas previously unsuited for commodity
crops (Cattelan & Dall’Agnol, 2018). Yet, the expansion of
agricultural areas under large-scale monocultures is also asso-
ciated with land grabbing, expropriation and conflicts with
local communities (Eloy et al., 2016; Sauer, 2018), biodiver-
sity loss (Barona et al., 2010; Rausch et al., 2019), climate
change (Escobar et al., 2020; Lathuillière et al., 2014), and
reduced water provision and quality (Escobar et al., 2020;
Lathuillière et al., 2014; Rekow, 2019). These unprecedented
externalities are critical at local and global level. They indicate

the urgent need of policies, programs and regulations that
focus on the use and conservation of biodiversity and natural
resources in agriculture, as well as on the rights and well-being
of local communities.

3.4 Economic structural transformation and slow farm
consolidation in China and South-east Asia

Despite the rapid structural transformation of the Chinese and
some other South-east Asian economies, agriculture in this
region remains characterized by the presence of very small
farms (for a comprehensive review, see Thapa & Gaiha,
2011). In the two largest countries in the region, China and
Indonesia, the average size of operational holdings is just 0.6
ha and 0.8 ha respectively (Hazell, 2013; Thapa & Gaiha,
2011; Otsuka, 2013). This dominance of small-scale farming
in the region – only the Philippines, Malaysia and Indonesia
have substantial plantation sectors and policy support for their
development– is the result of land fragmentation driven by
population growth on fertile lands. Although smallholder
farms remain dominant, economic structural transformation
in South-east Asia has been accompanied by a steady reduc-
tion in rural poverty. Between 1990 and 2011, the extreme
poverty headcount ratio (US$1.25/day, 2005 PPP) declined
from 46% to 12%. However, in most of East and South-east
Asia’s extreme poverty remains concentrated in rural areas
(IFAD, 2019).

Next to reduced rural poverty, economic structural trans-
formation is also visible in changes in agricultural production.
In response to growing incomes and urbanization and the

Fig. 5 Share of the total value of
crop production contributed by
different crops across different
farm classes in Brazil (Source:
IBGE, 2019) (Plant extractivism
is often practiced by local and
traditional communities and refers
to plant products, such as wood,
tea, and fruits, obtained from the
management of natural
ecosystems)
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associated dietary changes, the share of cereal production has
steadily declined – in China from nearly 40% in the 1990s, to
about 20% two to three decades later – while production of
livestock and high value crops has increased. For instance, in
Indonesia, Myanmar, and Thailand, the expansion of industri-
al (e.g. oil palm, and rubber) and beverage (cacao, coffee, and
tea) crops, resulting from strong policy support, has driven the
transformation of significant parts of their agricultural sector.

Increasing rural wages represent a strong stimulus for
mechanization and labour productivity enhancing technolo-
gies and crops. Yet, the average size in Asia hardly increases
(in China from 0.55 ha to 0.6 ha between 2000 and 2010). To
understand this slow growth in average farm sizes in situations
of rising rural wages and (projected) decreasing rural popula-
tions, a focus on the process of farm consolidation may be
useful. Rural out-migration and increasing rural wages are
triggering investments in expanded farm operations through
increased land renting and farm mechanization (Wang et al.,
2014; Yamauchi, 2014). Smallholders with relatively larger
holdings and cooperatives appear to drive this slow consoli-
dation process. Policy initiatives to achieve land consolida-
tion, such as those in Japan (Otsuka et al., 2016; Kuo, 2014;
Seo, 2014), have met with only limited success. Farm consol-
idation, mechanization and increased labour productivity in
agriculture will play an increasing role in the policy agenda
of China and South-east Asia given the paramount concern of
ensuring that food production remains competitive
internationally.

Countries such as China, Vietnam, Myanmar and the
Philippines have all enacted land policies with the objective
of improving tenure security (of state-owned land) and land
(rental) markets (Gao et al., 2012; Pingali & Xuan, 1992). In
addition, since 2000, more governments have followed Japan
and South Korea, establishing agricultural protection policies
to sustain farm incomes while keeping the cost of food pro-
duction in check. Price policies, food trade restrictions and
agricultural input subsidies have resulted in higher public ex-
penditure on agriculture, but as agriculture’s share in GDP
diminishes, efficiency losses from protection become more
diluted among consumers and taxpayers (Hayami, 2007). As
a result, the demand for protection tends to find less resistance
among policy makers concerned with the growing income gap
between rural and urban areas.

3.5 South Asia: The persistence of small-scale farming
in India

India, like its South Asian neighbours, is often considered a
nation of smallholders that seems to have escaped the trend
towards farm consolidation (Eastwood et al., 2010). Small
farms in India are defined as holdings less than 2 ha and
operational holdings greater than 10 ha are classified as
“large”. Between 1990–91 and 2015–16, the share of

operational holdings larger than 4 ha has halved from 8.8%
to 4.4% whereas the share of those considered small and mar-
ginal (with <2 ha) rose from 78 to 86%. ‘Ultra-small’ farms
predominate: 71.7% of holdings had less than 0.05 ha. This
shrinking size of land holdings is partly an outcome of subdi-
vision of property across generations, but also of India’s pol-
icies. Imposed ceilings on land ownership, ownership transfer
restrictions, and land reforms (like in Kerala and West
Bengal), have favoured land ownership for smallholders over
consolidation. Although there have been land reform
programmes aimed at consolidation (see Oldenburg, 1990,
for example) these have had limited impact on the larger
trends.The persistence of smallholders in India is, however,
also an outcome of the country’s particular pattern of econom-
ic transformation: while agriculture’s contribution to GDP has
fallen to around 14%, about 50% of the workforce continues
to partially rely on agriculture for their livelihoods (GoI, 2018;
Jodhka & Kumar, 2017). Although the price of land increases
(Chakravorty, 2013; Vijayabaskar & Menon, 2017), most
smallholders hold on to their very small plots as a fall-back
(Jakimow et al., 2013). This has caused a burgeoning popula-
tion of rural people who are functionally landless, more aptly
described as ‘landed labour.’

For these Indian smallholders operating less than 1 ha, in-
comes from farm and poorly paid off-farm activities do not
cover household expenditure and smallholders’ indebtedness
appears to be symptomatic of an underlying rural crisis
(Reddy & Mishra, 2009; Vasavi, 2012; GoI, 2016, 2014a,
2014b). Agriculture no longer offers the mainstay of farming
households’ livelihoods and 32% of these households’ in-
comes is derived from wage income. Today, rural is no longer
synonymous with agriculture and many households depend
on pluri-activities, including (circular) labour migration.
Whether such incomes are reinvested in agriculture or in ac-
quiring the skills or education for jobs in order to exit agricul-
ture is a moot point (Vijayabaskar et al., 2018).

The current terms of trade are against agriculture – rising
input costs and stagnating output prices coupled with low
yields make for low returns. Rural households in a number
of states experience negative growth in real net incomes
(Kumar et al., 2020). Productivity growth in field crops ap-
pears to have stagnated owing to a combination of poor soils,
water constraints and unbalanced fertilizer use. The current
crisis in Indian agriculture is often attributed to a historical
policy that privileged self-sufficiency over sustainability
(Kumar et al., 2020). The Green Revolution – the rapid in-
crease in yields – in wheat and rice was enabled by a system of
procurement of food grains at a guaranteed support price with
subsidies on fertilizer and electricity (for irrigation). This
entrenched system of input subsidies and price support has
encouraged an overwhelming dominance of rice and wheat
in the production basket with a mounting fiscal burden of
these subsidies. Combined with skewed input subsidy policies
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for fertilizers, energy and water, these have led to unbalanced
use of fertilizers and depletion of groundwater resources
(Mukherji, 2020; Shah et al., 2012). The combination of gov-
ernment procurement and input subsidies was eminently ef-
fective in increasing food grain production, but is now deemed
to have outlived its usefulness.

Yet, the space for change in food policy is very limited. The
majority of Indians (62% in 2011–2012) and South Asians
(52.4% in 2014) live on less than $3.20 a day (World Bank,
2020a). Such poor households spend a large share of their
total consumption expenditure on food and even a small in-
crease in food prices has a large impact on their welfare.
Indian policymakers, therefore, face the twin challenge where
food prices must be affordable for its vast population of con-
sumers (including many smallholder farmers), while the price
farmers realise needs to be high enough to encourage in-
creased production. Since India has many more consumers
than farmers and most farmers are net buyers of food, food
price inflation is a greater policy concern than farmers’ in-
come. As a result, despite heavy subsidies on fertilizers,
electricity, and water, Indian farmers were implicitly net
taxed in the 2000–2016 period (OECD, 2018). These two
contradictory policy imperatives also mean that the food
economy cannot be left entirely to the market. Public pol-
icies and expenditure will continue to play a vital role. The
prospects of climate change put further pressure on policy
makers (Dinar et al., 1998; Mall et al., 2006). Annual mean
temperatures are rising, the number of extreme heat days
and rainfall intensity have also risen (Mani & Sushenjit
Bandyopadhyay, 2018), and are projected to rise further
(Mani & Sushenjit Bandyopadhyay, 2018). Smallholder
farmers in India have low adaptive capacities given their
limited abilities to invest in new technologies that can mit-
igate climate risks.

Active investments in institutional innovations can im-
prove the farmer’s share in the retail price of a commodity.
Whether these are achieved through collective action, invest-
ment in post-harvest and retail enterprises that are farmer
owned, through direct farmer-consumer channels or state
managed cooperatives, would depend largely on the local
context and conditions. India offers two examples – the dairy
cooperatives under Operation Flood, and more recently, a fed-
erated structure of women’s Self-Help Groups under the
National Rural Livelihood Mission (Pandey et al., 2019;
Brody et al., 2015). While the effectiveness of these initiatives
remains unknown as yet, initiatives that enable market access
and the growth of employment-intensive agro-based enter-
prises that are small or medium-scale are crucial where non-
farm opportunities remain limited.

Despite these concerns, recent years have seen a dramat-
ic increase in smallholder production of high value crops –
as of 2018–2019 the production of horticultural crops stood
at 314 million tonnes (fresh weight), outstripping the

historical domination of food grains which stood at 285
million tonnes (dry weight) – driven largely by rising de-
mand from urban consumers. Livestock (predominantly
dairy), fisheries and poultry are among the fastest growing
segments and now contribute collectively 35.5% of the
Gross Value Added at basic prices in agriculture and allied
activities (GoI, 2020). There also continue to be stark dif-
ferences between rainfed and irrigated agriculture, and be-
tween those with access to markets and those without (Rao
et al., 2006). But as Indian agriculture remains smallholder
dominated, it is clear that state support is paramount,
whether in extension services, input and price subsidies,
the provision of infrastructure or access to markets.

3.6 Heterogeneous pathways of intensification,
extensification and marginalisation in farming
systems of sub-Saharan Africa

Africa’s rapid population growth in the twentieth century has
led to the expansion of agricultural land and increased
cropping intensity across the continent (e.g. Headey &
Jayne, 2014,). Yet, population pressure exhibits variation as
it is correlated with agro-ecological potential (land quality,
climate). Also human and livestock disease pressure, con-
flicts, trade history, infrastructure development and land ten-
ure arrangements play a role. For example, human settlements
and sedentary agriculture first originated in the East African
highlands with their favourable climate and fertile soils.
Nowadays, these areas exhibit some of the highest rural pop-
ulation densities in sub-Saharan Africa, reaching 499 people/
km2 in Rwanda (in 2018) with regional peaks at around 1000
people/km2 onMount Elgon in Uganda (World Bank, 2020b).
In contrast, inherently harsh environments remain sparsely
populated, with densities as low as 3 people/km2 in Namibia
or 15 people/km2 in DRC (in 2018).

The general farming systems evolution model originating
from the work of Boserup (1965) and Ruthenberg (1980) sug-
gests that under influence of two main driving factors – pop-
ulation pressure and market access – farming systems intensi-
fy and land productivity increases. This intensification usually
consists of (combinations of) fallow reduction, soil fertility
management, mechanization of cultivation practices and
crop-livestock integration, requiring labour and capital invest-
ment, and often depending on land tenure arrangements. As a
result, output per ha is predicted to increase, but due to chang-
es in prices and farm size, profit per ha and income per house-
hold does not necessarily increase as well (Binswanger-
Mkhize & Savastano, 2017). However, earlier signs come
again to the fore that the Boserup-Ruthenberg model may
not be generally applicable (Lele & Stone, 1989), and that
agricultural development can become trapped in a downward
unsustainability spiral fuelled by the nexus between popula-
tion, agriculture and environment (Cleaver & Schreiber,
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1994). Over the past decades, agricultural production growth
in Africa has predominantly occurred through expansion of
agricultural area (Chamberlin et al., 2014; Benin, 2016, Fig.
4.1), even in very densely populated areas (Nin-Pratt, 2016).
A widely described problem of slow agricultural development
(e.g. Headey & Jayne, 2014) is linked to low capital invest-
ment and limited use of agricultural inputs. Mineral fertilizer
is still used at very low rates in many African countries and
there is only a weak relation between population density and
fertilizer use at the country level (Nin-Pratt, 2016). There are
exceptions, as illustrated by a doubling of maize yields in
Ethiopia in the last two decades (van Dijk et al., 2020), which
is linked to the use of hybrid varieties and mineral fertilizer
(Abate et al., 2015). Another reason for sluggish agricultural
development is the limited use of irrigation technology (You
et al., 2011). Overall, it seems that the growth in output per
hectare has been largely achieved through extra labour invest-
ment. This is an unsustainable pathway, because the low use
of (mineral and organic) fertilizer raises the risk of soil mining
and land degradation, potentially leading to vicious cycles of
marginalization.

In the following sections we address in more detail two
contrasting regions to highlight and explain the heterogeneity
in agricultural development pathways in sub-Saharan Africa.

3.6.1 The East African highlands: Marginalization
and intensification

The East African highlands are characterized by
favourable climate conditions, good soil fertility and a
low human and livestock disease burden. As a well-
studied example (e.g. Tittonell et al., 2009), Western
Kenya illustrates that although extremely high popula-
tion density and good market access create the perfect
drivers for Boserupian intensification, less straightfor-
ward and heterogeneous development pathways co-exist
in reality. Overall, the increase in population density in
this region led to farm fragmentation, while a lack of
investment in land management and agricultural input
use led to a decline in soil fertility. Whereas these are
signs of agricultural marginalization (Muyanga & Jayne,
2014), in the same communities, some farmers also in-
tensified land use and were able to improve their wel-
fare. Already from the early twentieth century agricultural
land and natural resources became scarce and since the
1920s, off-farm employment and migration were impor-
tant strategies to deal with the severe land constraints
(Crowley & Carter, 2000). The arrival of improved tillage
technology reduced labour peak demands in agriculture
and freed up time for engaging in other, non-farm activi-
ties. People engaging in high-paying employment were
able to invest in (hired) labour and technologies in their

farm, with improved land management and better produc-
tivity as a result.

The Ethiopian highlands, with their wide diversity in
agro-ecological conditions, also offer interesting insights
in the role of population pressure in agricultural develop-
ment. In the favourable climate zones of the south, the typ-
ical home garden systems traditionally combined the culti-
vation of enset (Enset ventricosum) for food and coffee for
cash with livestock (Mellisse et al., 2018b). In the past de-
cades, increasing population density led to farm fragmenta-
tion, resulting in unviable farm sizes. Together with market
development and a changing dietary preference towards ce-
reals as staple crops in the urbanizing areas, this trans-
formed the farming system. In areas close to markets,
farmers replaced enset and coffee with khat (Catha edulis),
a narcotic crop. In more remote areas, the enset-coffee sys-
tems were replaced with cereals and vegetables. The decline
in enset, coupled with the disappearance of grazing land
decreased livestock herd sizes weakened the crop-
livestock interactions that had sustained the functioning of
the system in the past (Mellisse et al., 2018b). Although
more market-dependent, farmers in the new systems be-
came more food secure and able to access a more diverse
diet (Mellisse et al., 2018a). However, the danger of agri-
cultural marginalization due to fragmentation still looms, as
also in these new khat-oriented systems, the smallest,
resource-poor farms are not able to meet family food needs.
This shows that market developments can provide opportu-
nities for better food security on small farms, but can come
at the expense of greater inequity among farms and house-
hold exposure to market and environmental hazards.

Characterized by a drier climate, the northern
Ethiopian highlands have been cultivated for centuries
with cereals and pulses and are home to the grain-
plough complex (Westphal, 1975). Photographic evi-
dence shows signs of environmental degradation and a
severe lack of woody vegetation cover already at the
end of the nineteenth century at relatively low popula-
tion densities (Nyssen et al., 2014). With population
densities on the rise, farmers responded by labour-
based intensification with very small and decreasing
returns to investment. Combined with environmental
degradation and droughts, this process culminated in
the food crises of the 1970–1980s (von Braun et al.,
1999). Yet, since then, changes in the policy context
have institutionalized the improvement of land manage-
ment practices in the highlands, including protection of
forests, natural areas and tree plantations, which led to a
remarkable re-greening of the region by the 2010s
(Nyssen et al., 2014). This shows again that population
pressure is not the only driver of agrarian development
and that depending on the institutional context, margin-
alization and degradation trends are not irreversible.
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3.6.2 The Sudano-Sahelian zone in West Africa:
Intensification, extensification and stagnation

The East-West oriented belt of the Sudanian and southern
Sahelian zone in West Africa has a relatively low agro-
ecological potential due to climatic and inherent soil fertility
constraints, which is reflected in a relatively small population
density. These areas are the food baskets of several West-
African countries and since colonial times generate a large
share of export earnings through cotton production (Bingen,
1998). Also here, the general pathway of agricultural devel-
opment is driven by population increase, forcing farmers to
increase the area under cereal production and abandon
fallowing. The expansion of the cultivated area was facilitated
by the introduction of animal traction, and the integration of
cropping and livestock keeping allowed the recycling of nu-
trients for soil fertility maintenance (de Ridder et al., 2004). A
next phase in the intensification pathway took place where a
conducive market and political environment facilitated the use
of external inputs, such as mineral fertilizers (de Ridder et al.,
2004). In Mali the parastatal cotton company (CMDT;
Compagnie Malienne pour le Développement du Textile)
played an important role in this intensification process since
the 1960s (Tefft, 2010). Indeed, alongside the promotion of
cotton, the CMDT promoted the use of ox-drawn ploughs and
provided access to inputs on credit. As a result, the cropping
system shifted from a system based onmillet and sorghum to a
rotation system in which cotton and maize receive most inputs
and the cattle herds of sedentary farmers grew markedly.

Different stages and some deviations from this general
pathway can be discerned in the sub-humid Sudanian zone
in the South and the slightly drier southern part of the
Sahelian zone, just north of the first. In the more humid zone
the current low population density (<40 people/km2) is attrib-
uted to past factors including human and animal disease pres-
sure and depopulation during the slave raiding period (Brian,
2004). Political stability during colonial times and the promo-
tion of cotton and groundnut production led to cropland ex-
pansion after about 1910, and land is still abundantly available
(Ollenburger et al., 2016). Even though recent decades saw
the increase of fertilizer application rates in association with
the introduction of cotton and maize (Laris et al., 2015), crop
yields have not increased. Rather, increasing food demands
have been met by the expansion of cultivated land and de-
creasing fallow (Ollenburger et al., 2016). In this land-
abundant area, farmers have no incentive to intensify by in-
creasing yields on existing land, as described also for other
less densely-populated regions of Africa (Baudron et al.,
2012). In the northern zone where the higher population den-
sity (± 70 people/km2) has left no land available for expan-
sion, there are no obvious signs of intensification. In the past
20–30 years, external input use only increased during a period
of strong institutional support from the CMDT, crop yields

remained fairly constant and labour productivity declined
(Falconnier et al., 2015). Local inheritance rules perpetuate
the current system of farms being managed by several nuclear
families living together, meaning that farm fragmentation and
consolidation are very rare phenomena. Combined with the
stagnation in agricultural productivity, the majority of farms
has been ‘hanging in’ instead of ‘stepping up’ (in the sense of
Dorward, 2009).

The comparative analysis across African regions illustrates
that population pressure results in heterogeneous pathways of
intensification, marginalization and extensification due to dif-
ferences in agro-ecology, market, policy and institutions and
to some extent path dependency and historical patterns. Even
though agricultural intensification is far from a general trend,
cases of increasing total factor productivity (Fuglie, 2018)
illustrate that farming systems can transition towards more
sustainable forms. However, for high population-density areas
with small farm sizes, there are severe risks of widespread
marginalization if current trends continue. For lower-density
areas, farm fragmentation is not yet alarming, but there, con-
tinued expansion will jeopardize biodiversity, degrade ecosys-
tem services, and aggravate social injustice.

4 Are there common patterns in agricultural
development across the world?

4.1 Production growth has multiple drivers, yield
increase relates to GDP per capita

Global food production increased enormously during the sec-
ond half of the twentieth century, keeping pace with popula-
tion growth. Different regions of the world have expanded
food production along contrasting pathways (Fig. 6). Taking

Fig. 6 Past intensification and area expansion trajectories across different
regions. Data is shown in relation to the base year of 1961 (Source: FAO,
2020)
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1961 as a base year, average yields of staple cereals have
increased throughout the world, but to different degrees. The
strongest increases have been witnessed in Latin America
where average yields are more than four-fold larger. In
Europe and in (irrigated) agriculture in Asia, yields have dou-
bled or tripled but more modest increases of around 70% have
been observed in Africa. Trends in harvested area are also
different, having decreased by ca. 20% in Europe, compared
with increases of 60% in Latin America, 25% in South and
Southeast Asia but close to 250% in Africa where yield
growth has stagnated and area expansion has been the domi-
nant pathway to increase production (Fig. 6).

These different trajectories as well as the prospects of fu-
ture production increases are, of course, linked to differences
in agricultural potential. Differences in agricultural potential
and the degree to which that potential is reached by current
agricultural practices, are usually expressed in terms of agro-
ecology specific, yield potentials (Yp for irrigated and Yw for
rainfed systems), actual yields (Ya), and the difference be-
tween the two: the yield gap (van Ittersum et al., 2013). An
analysis in terms of yield gaps suggests a strong relation be-
tween economic development and increases in agricultural
productivity; yield gaps for the major cereal crops are much
wider in countries with lower GDP per capita (cf. Figs. 7 and
8). For instance, relatively small yield gaps (ca. 20% of Yw)

are observed for wheat in the Netherlands and for maize in the
USA, while the largest yield gaps are found in rainfed cereals
in countries of sub-Saharan Africa (Fig. 7, van Ittersum et al.,
2016) but also in India. Only irrigation appears to blur this
observed relation between yield gaps and GDP per capita.
Comparing trends in yields and yield gaps across countries
suggests that the Asian Green Revolution has largely occurred
in irrigated agriculture. Large yield gaps persist in rainfed
cereals in parts of Asia, and these are of similar magnitude
to those observed in Africa (Fig. 7).

The observed large yield gaps in rainfed agriculture in both
Africa and Asia suggest that there is still an enormous poten-
tial for intensification on existing agricultural land. For in-
stance, highland banana, root and tuber crops (e.g. cassava,
sweet potato, yam and Irish potato) and aroids (e.g. taro and
cocoyam) are, next to cereals, important staple crops in the
tropics (Tittonell & Giller, 2013). Potential yields for highland
banana in Uganda are estimated at 113 t fresh finger yield ha−1

(Nyombi, 2010; Taulya, 2015), far more than actual yields of
7.4 t ha−1 in Uganda (Smithson et al., 2004). Cassava has the
potential to yield 100 t ha−1 of fresh root within a 12-month
growing season (Adiele et al., 2020), compared with national
averages of 8.7 t ha−1 in Nigeria and 20 t ha−1 in Ghana
(Adiele, 2020). Yet, few farmers use fertilizers on highland
banana or cassava which largely explains why these yield

Fig. 7 Yields and yield gaps for
rainfed wheat (A), maize (B) and
rice (C), and irrigated rice (D)
across selected countries. Yield
ceilings of irrigated and rainfed
crops are the potential (Yp) and
water-limited yields (Yw),
respectively. Ya refers to actual
yield. Country codes refer to iso3
codes. (Source: FAO (2020), and
Global Yield Gap Atlas)
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gaps are so large. The Asian Green Revolution and incidental
productivity booms in smallholder agriculture in Africa – i.e.
Zimbabwe’s agricultural revolution in the 1980s (Rukuni &
Eicher, 1994) – testify to the large impacts relatively localized
productivity growth can have.

4.2 Countries that depend most on agriculture for
income earn the least

When we examine the dependence of different countries on
agriculture (expressed as % GDP), a familiar pattern emerges.
In line with the generalized model of structural transformation
(Timmer, 2009), countries most dependent on agriculture as a
source of employment derive the largest share of their GDP
from agriculture (Fig. 6). Most food exporting regions are also
high-income countries (Clapp, 2017) which derive only a
small proportion of their GDP from agriculture, and where
only a small fraction of the population is involved in agricul-
tural work (Fig. 6). This results in a strong inverse relationship
between agricultural employment and labour productivity
expressed as the economic value added per worker. Of course,
the dependence on agriculture reflects the weak development
of, and opportunities for employment in, other economic sec-
tors. Agricultural development has often been a main driver of
economic structural transformation. But the question remains
as to whether agriculture can drive economic development
and reduce poverty when employment opportunities outside

agriculture remain very limited, as in many countries of sub-
Saharan Africa. A lack of productivity growth in non-
agricultural sectors appears to act as a lid on the agricultural
engine of growth.

In many parts of the world, agricultural mechanisation
and increased technology use leads to large increases in
productivity per agricultural worker and goes hand-in-
hand with increases in farm size. This can even be ob-
served at the level of simple technology, where ox-drawn
ploughs allow larger areas to be cultivated and increase
labour productivity as compared with hand hoes. Yet, de-
spite mechanisation, rates of land consolidation in South-
east Asian countries are generally very low (see section
3.4, Liu et al., 2020). Meanwhile, use of yield-improving
technologies on-farm leads to an overall decrease in the
number of agricultural jobs, as the agricultural service
sector cannot absorb the labour that farms shed.

4.3 Population density or alternative jobs? What
drives agricultural transformation in developing
countries?

Historical trends suggest that a certain population density is
necessary for intensification to occur; in African countries
yields have increased only where population densities exceed
2.5 people per ha (Breman et al., 2019) – one often cited
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explanation for the lack of a Green Revolution in sub-Saharan
Africa (Djurfeldt et al., 2005).

On the other hand, alternative employment opportunities
are needed before the consolidation of small farms into larger,
potentially more economically viable units can occur. But
whereas rural populations in Asia are beginning to plateau
or decline (as they did in Europe), in sub-Saharan Africa they
will continue to increase strongly for the foreseeable future,
despite rapid urbanisation (United Nations, 2018). And al-
though the proportion of workers in agriculture continues to
fall, their absolute number is still increasing (Christiaensen &
Brooks, 2018); an indication that the prospects for farm con-
solidation in sub-Saharan Africa are small. Employment
growth outside agriculture is simply not large enough.
Consequently, in most countries in SSA, there are few alter-
natives for young people than to remain in agriculture (ACET,
2014; Christiaensen, 2020; Sumberg, 2021). Thus, farming
remains the single largest occupation of rural youth, and there
is no general trend of depopulation in rural Africa, somewhat
similar to the situation in India. Essentially this remains an
economic lock-in.

The lack of alternative jobs implies that raising agricultural
productivity and diversification to produce higher-value crops
are critically important to increase farmers’ income, particu-
larly as there is no other apparent engine for rural economic
growth. The economic lock-in is also evident in the lack of
investment in technological change in agriculture. Yet, in the
predominantly rainfed agricultural systems of Africa, farm
sizes are often already so small that (sustained) investments
in technological change are unlikely to be profitable, and
small farms are unlikely to generate the investment capital
required for technological change. For example, direct invest-
ment in mechanisation is only profitable for farms of a certain
size per farm worker, although smallholders may access
mechanisation through service providers. Farmer organisa-
tions (e.g. saving and lending clubs, cooperatives or unions)
also offer opportunities to access inputs, technology and
markets.

However, what is mostly needed, is jobs – alternative em-
ployment. This can draw people out of agriculture, and enable
some degree of farm consolidation. Frankema and van
Waijenburg (2018) suggest that domestic market integration
could become the engine for growth; intensification and di-
versification of rural-urban exchange networks, which may
lead to better market functioning and economies of scale in
commodity production and services. Over what time scale
such developments might happen, is unclear.

4.4 The fluidity of farming: Beyond existing
categorisations

Not least due to the tight margins on produce, farming house-
holds diversify incomes everywhere. The persistent strain on

the economic viability of farming has led to off-farm income
generation in rural households. This is not merely a problem
for smallholder farms in Asia or Africa, but also for substan-
tially larger and more capitalised farm enterprises in both de-
veloped and less-developed countries (Weltin et al., 2017).
Examples are windmills for electricity generation, agritour-
ism, farmers managing nature areas, and so called, care farms
for people with disabilities. Such diversification calls the va-
lidity of existing categorisations into question – e.g. is the
farm still a meaningful economic unit?

Although we tend to have an image in our minds of a farm
as a fairly fixed, physical unit of land, there is an increasing
number of exceptions that do not fit this image. The inter-
change of land through hiring or sharecropping is a common
practice in all corners of the world (e.g. Adjei-Nsiah et al.,
2004). Such practices are increasingly common, especially
where farm size becomes a constraint. For instance, in
China, many ultra-small farms are managed as larger units to
allow mechanisation; in 2017, 36.5% of all land usage rights
were rented out to other farmers, cooperatives or firms, fol-
lowing recent legislative changes (Hayes et al., 2018). In
densely-populated parts of western Kenya, we see individuals
renting land from several neighbours to create a more
economically-viable scale of production. Such trends often
remain obscured in agricultural statistics that focus on farm
ownership.

In northern Europe, highly specialised farmers utilise the
latest technology for the production of specific crops; they can
afford to rent land, profiting from technology-enabled econo-
mies of scale, while remaining flexible. The large investment
costs of specialised equipment that is used within a short time
window of the growing season precludes ownership by indi-
vidual farmers. Thus, many farm operations are conducted by
companies contracted to provide services, where the farmer is
a specialist who manages his/her farm.

Similar problems of categorization are apparent for agricul-
tural labour and labour productivity. For instance, low agri-
cultural labour productivity in sub-Saharan Africa is, at least
partly, an artefact. (McCullough, 2017). First, people work
fewer hours in a year in agriculture than those employed in
other sectors. This points to ‘hidden unemployment’ suggest-
ing that a large reserve of labour exists in rural Africa. Second,
there are issues as to who is categorised as an agricultural
labourer. In surveys, people are generally registered on the
basis of their primary income source, whilst they often engage
in more activities, particularly in slack periods when farming
demands less attention. Thus people are classified as
employed full-time in agriculture whereas in reality they de-
vote only part of their time to farming activities (World Bank,
2020b; Frelat et al., 2016). On the other hand, others who are
not classified as agricultural workers, help out during peak
periods, including children, are often not accounted for in
agricultural statistics. Hence, the clear categorization of
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labourers into distinct economic sectors, which may seem to
be logical and illuminating for structurally-transformed econ-
omies, actually obscures trends in sub-Saharan Africa.

5 Who are the farmers of the future?

In this section we return to the question of who will produce
our food in the future. As highlighted in the introduction, the
debate on the future of farming often focuses on the principles
of production – i.e. whether agricultural production should be
agro-ecological, organic, regenerative or ‘conventional’ –
rather than on the relations between different elements of the
global food system, or the interdependencies between differ-
ent types of agricultural systems. However, calls for the re-
form of ‘conventional’ agriculture toward more ecologically-
friendly ways of food production provide little concrete guid-
ance for agricultural development in particular regions of the
world. Not only is ‘conventional agriculture’ highly diverse,
so is its environmental footprint. The trends and transforma-
tions required in large-scale, capital-intensive agriculture can-
not serve as a policy model for smallholder agriculture in the
Global South, which is less capitalised and has a much smaller
environmental footprint. Yet, such trends and transformations
are highly relevant for the Global South as they impact global
markets, and thereby the context within which agriculture will
develop.

At the same time the profitability of farming is a huge
concern globally. To transform the diverse farms and farming
systems across the world, while ensuring their viability, re-
quires strong policy frameworks that can stimulate both higher
productivity, more environmentally friendly production
methods and allow for the co-existence of diverse farms and
farming systems. But what do such possible transformations
in agriculture look like in different parts of the world?

5.1 Trends in large-scale farming: Specialisation, di-
versification and integration at different scales

Farmers operate in complex socio-economic conditions and
compete in local and global markets. Although individual
farmers struggle to maintain viability on nearly all continents,
net food exporting countries still have potential to increase
their production. Plant breeding (perhaps with wider accep-
tance of genetic modification in future) and improved man-
agement continue to shift production potential upwards, and
productivity is still rising (albeit with some signs of levelling
off – Cassman & Grassini, 2020). Technological develop-
ments in large-scale farming systems within well organised
value-chains drive a process of lowering nominal prices of
agricultural commodities (Koning et al., 2008). This will con-
tinue to drive many farmers to reduce operational costs and
increase production to maintain their incomes. However,

aggravating environmental problems, animal welfare con-
cerns, human health issues, and stronger voices of consumers
will steer agricultural production towards lower environmen-
tal footprint technologies and value-adding marketing chan-
nels. Although affordable food prices will remain important, it
seems unavoidable that environmental costs (and perhaps the
progressively recognised social and human health costs) in-
curred by the production and consumption of food will be
internalised in agricultural systems. This is likely to lead to
lower output/input price ratios, and drive capital-intensive
farms which already operate near the local production poten-
tial to become more efficient with (on-farm) available re-
sources, while using less external inputs (per hectare and per
unit of produce). In turn, this will help to sustain the environ-
ment, and to cope with finite resources while avoiding further
biodiversity loss. Urban farming is also likely to grow in sig-
nificance, as are alternative forms of protein production.
These changes can have far-reaching effects on the environ-
ment, on international trade in all kinds of commodities, but
also on individual farmers. These changes will take place in
the main food source areas of the world and will have
consequences on food sinks – on the food supply of
food-importing countries. Such changes will therefore re-
quire international coordination and agreement, which is
far from trivial. But it is hard to imagine that the road of
cost minimisation without accounting for all sorts of ex-
ternalities can be maintained.

Whether this means that the world will develop towards a
system with a larger focus on regionally produced food with a
reduced dependency on international trade is not (yet) evident.
Clearly, some geographies are far more suitable than others
for the production of specific commodities and self-
sufficiency for all regions is neither feasible nor efficient
(Clapp, 2017). However, more regionalised production cer-
tainly has advantages with respect to transport costs and asso-
ciated emissions, and is more supportive of diverse farming
systems and farming livelihoods. More regionalised produc-
tion systems may enable niche market producers to co-exist
with large-scale, low-cost farms and protect smallholder pro-
ducers in the Global South from the vagaries of globalized
markets. Such trends require a concomitant shift in policies,
away from a focus on global free trade in agricultural produce,
towards policies that support and shield regionalised produc-
tion and smallholder producers.

In the increased use of available resources and lower
dependency on external inputs, the recoupling of
cropping and livestock is an important means of making
large-scale intensive agriculture more circular (de Boer
& van Ittersum, 2018). Whether such re-coupling takes
shape at the farm, at the farming system, or at the
regional level is a moot point (Schut et al., 2020), but
mixed farming systems seem best suited to risky envi-
ronments (Garrett et al., 2020).
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Another important aspect of future farming systems is
the embedding of ecosystems services including biodi-
versity conservation within landscapes. Such landscapes
may take the form of highly productive, intensive farms
combined with wildflower strips (Grass et al., 2016) and
nature reserves (land-sparing), to less intensive farms and
farming systems with more on-farm biodiversity (Seufert
& Ramankutty, 2017) (land-sharing). We expect diverse
landscapes, with a mix of intensive and extensive forms
of agriculture combined with nature reserves are likely to
develop (Ekroos et al., 2016). Further, future climates
with more extreme conditions require attention for fresh
water storage in lakes and ground-water to reduce im-
pacts of droughts, but also buffering capacity to reduce
impacts of floods. Strong policy frameworks, supporting
both intensive and more extensively operating farms of
different sizes, are required to sustain such biodiverse
landscapes.

A combination of narrow economic margins and
technology development is driving the emergence of
corporate forms of production. The development of
productivity-enhancing technology for very specific
farming operations, such as minimum tillage, weed con-
trol, etc. reduces costs and enables better management,
but requires operation at scale to be profitable.
Corporate farms are well placed to take advantage of
these developments. Companies can also spread their
investments across different types of farms and in dif-
ferent agro-ecological zones to buffer against price and
climate risks. Management board-type structures that in-
corporate finance, human resource management, legal
skills, marketing and agronomic skills are becoming
more prevalent (Australian Farm Institute, 2015).
Although not yet as common as in Australia, corporate
farms are also emerging elsewhere, such as in Southeast
Asia (section 3.4) and Europe, where one company
manages 90,000 ha across five countries (see https://
www.spearheadinternational.com). Another company
manages many types of farms in nine countries
dis t r ibuted across four continents (see https: / /
inglebyfarms.com/). Family farms also continue to
deve lop along the path of sca le enlargement .
Alongside trends of increased investments in large-
scale highly mechanised agriculture, we are likely to
witness further decline in rural employment and the de-
population of rural areas, in European countries, the
Americas and Australasia. This leads to a spiral of dis-
investment in services such as shops, schools, hospitals
and other rural infrastructure, and to further migration to
urban centres. Such trends are particularly prominent in
less-favourable climates and more remote areas, contrib-
uting to the decline in the number of farms and farmers,
and in the overall area under production in Europe.

5.2 The future of smallholder farming

Our main focus is on understanding the future of smallholder
farming in sub-Saharan Africa, despite the fact that in absolute
terms the number of smallholder farmers in Asia is much
larger than in Africa. This is because the predicament small-
holder farmers in Africa find themselves in is of a different
nature than that of their Asian counterparts. Agricultural de-
velopment in Asia has been strongly guided by – smallholder-
oriented – agricultural policies (Henley, 2012) and has taken
place in the context of an industrialisation of local economies
offering alternative employment opportunities. Furthermore,
overall populations in Asia, and in particular rural popula-
tions, are stabilising or start to decline. In stark contrast, rural
populations in Africa are still doubling every 20 years,
against a backdrop of farm sizes which are already small.
What does this mean for the future of African farming sys-
tems? As discussed in section 6, it is hard to see that food
production can keep pace with growing demand without ex-
pansion of the cropped area, no matter how undesirable for
biodiversity conservation and other ecosystem services. Yet,
so-called un(der)utilized land is often in remote areas, far from
markets (Chamberlin et al., 2014) and increasingly in agricul-
turally marginal areas, which increases the vulnerability of
agricultural production to climate variability (Andersson,
2007).

Our analysis of the future of smallholder farming in Africa
portrays a bleak picture, as alternative strategies to deal with
current constraints hold relatively little promise in the short
term. For instance, Headey and Jayne (2014) make the point
that diversifying employment through non-farm activities, do-
mestic and international migration, although important, will
not be able to absorb sufficient numbers of farmers stepping
out of agriculture. Unlike most of Asia, most of Africa is not
characterised by a rapidly expanding urbanmanufacturing sec-
tor that can absorb rural-urban migrants. Relative high wages
in comparison to Asia are probably an important factor in this
sluggish industrial development, partly because food prices
are relatively high (Breman et al., 2019). In Africa, ‘consump-
tion cities’ predominate over ‘production cities’. At the heart
of the problem lies what has been termed the ‘Food Security
Conundrum’ (Giller, 2020a) which is the nexus of three fac-
tors. First, African countries need an abundant supply of af-
fordable and nutritious food for their burgeoning rural and
urban populations. Second, agriculture is a major contributor
to the balance of payments for African economies, meaning
that much of the focus of governments is on produce for export
rather than food security. Third, as we have seen from our
analysis, most rural households lack sufficient land, labour or
economic incentives to invest in food production.A significant
proportion of smallholders does not benefit from productivity
increasing technologies, and just ‘hang-in’ (Thornton et al.,
2018; Dorward, 2009) in absence of economic alternatives.
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Tomake farming more profitable and attractive, substantial
improvements in the enabling conditions are needed. The list
of potential interventions is long and well-established.
Reducing transport costs by investment in infrastructure, more
effective extension services based on tailored agronomic re-
search, an enhanced role of the private sector to name a few.
Input subsidy programmes implemented in many countries of
sub-Saharan Africa over the past 10 years have increased the
use of fertilizer, but with insufficient attention to ensuring they
are used efficiently (Jayne et al., 2018). Other good agronomic
practices, including improved cultivars and seed, plant density
and weed, pest and disease management are needed for this.
Crop insurance and other policies to buffer smallholders
against climate and market risks are essential, particularly in
the face of increased climate variability resulting from climate
change.

Yet, without a fundamental transformation of African ag-
riculture that allows for the consolidation of small farms into
larger and more economically-viable units, it is unlikely that
substantial intensification of farming will occur. Given a lack
of livelihood security outside agriculture and the significant
non-productive meanings of land in many African cultures,
for example as the rural home, a place of belonging, where
ancestors are buried (Andersson, 2002), the consolidation of
land through purchase seems unlikely, at least in the short
term. Land rental or share-cropping appear much more likely
options which can provide the economies of scale to allow
investment in inputs and mechanisation to enhance both la-
bour and land productivity. No doubt production of commod-
ities such as cocoa, coffee, cotton and tea will continue to be
important agricultural exports as well as important income
streams for smallholders and the national economies.
Boosting production for national markets could also contrib-
ute strongly to national economies by reducing the need for
imports. A good example is soybean; there is increasing de-
mand throughout SSA for soy cake as feed for poultry and
aquaculture which is largely met by import of processed cake
from South America. The use of temporary tariffs to stabilise
prices, or price guarantees for farmers to de-risk their invest-
ment are means to expand the fledgling local feed industries
until the production volumes increase to become competitive
with imports. The moves to create free trade zones within the
African continent could also enhance production for national
and regional markets.

History has taught us that agricultural development is con-
ditional for economic development – but how can the condi-
tions be created to foster development of the agricultural sector?
Perhaps the greatest challenge lies in creating the employment
needed outside agriculture to provide alternatives to farming
(Christiaensen, 2020). One promising trend is the development
of smaller urban centres in otherwise rural areas (United
Nations, 2018). This may create incentives for more local
market-oriented production and opportunities for value addition

in processing resulting in a virtuous cycle of farm and non-farm
activities supporting each other (Agergaard et al., 2018). The
improvement in infrastructure associated with urban develop-
ment may foster these developments. Analysis of past develop-
ments in Asia shows that a multi-layered and diverse range of
pro-poor policies and investments are needed to stimulate rural
development, including agriculture (Henley, 2015).

A crucial question that remains concerns the provision of
social safety nets for rural households who lack resources to
make a living income from farming and lack alternative
employment. Banerjee and Duflo (2019) argue for an ultra-
basic, universal basic income for all. Such an approach of
direct cash payments to farmers is already being tried in
India, as an alternative to direct provision of food support.
Such an universal basic income would also provide a buffer
against the risk of crop failure – and help to prepare small-
holders for impacts of climate change. Investment in health
and education for all, and especially for girls, will be critical to
slow rates of population growth in Africa and equip the future
labour force (United Nations, 2019).

Farming will remain an important component of rural live-
lihoods but cannot deliver economic growth as currently as-
sumed by many policy initiatives in Africa. Currently, all
problems of rural development appear to be placed on farming
– whereas agriculture should be seen as one component of
rural life, albeit a central component of rural livelihoods.
Agronomic research continues to focus on technologies for
yield improvement, but against a backdrop of farm structures
and farmer livelihoods which prevent farmers to ‘step-up’
their operations. Yield-improving technologies remain never-
theless crucial for their contribution to rural households’ food
and nutrition security. A broader dialogue is needed on how to
transform and harness the potential of smallholder agriculture,
whilst addressing other opportunities for employment in rural
and urban areas and – at the very least – avoiding further
environmental degradation and limiting expansion of the land
area under agriculture.

5.3 Concluding remarks

Approaching the question of ‘Who will produce our food?’
requires a food systems approach at global level, given how
interconnected the world is in terms of agricultural trade and
the role of agriculture and food in our economies. Our analysis
has revealed a bewildering diversity, with farms ranging in
size from less than 0.1 ha to more than 10,000 ha. Yet the
prices paid for farm produce, apart from niche products, are
largely determined by global markets, and these prices are
showing a downward trend in real terms. Smallholder farms
will continue to produce the major share of the food in rural
areas and will be critical to the food security of a large pro-
portion of the world’s population. Investment in smallholder
agriculture, and the broader infrastructure and institutions to
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support it, remains the most direct way to address food secu-
rity and rural poverty. But without a fundamental revision of
policies and pricing, it is hard to imagine at global scale any
other pathway than a further marginalization of smallholder
farmers, and an increasing dependence on large-scale farming.

Depending on one’s personal perspective, we might con-
sider neither the smallest nor the largest farms as desirable or
sustainable. Wealthy consumers and planetary boundaries
push for food to be grown with less inputs, to be grown more
locally, and this can create opportunities for farmers to supply
these local markets and sell – organic, regionally-produced, or
certified – produce at higher prices. There is little market for
such higher priced products in developing countries, yet glob-
al debates often operate on a level that conflates all food pro-
duction into one basket, which our analysis demonstrates is
meaningless. In addition, consumer concern about issues such
as equity, health, environmental impacts and biodiversity re-
sults in additional costs that cannot be placed in the lap of the
farmer. Approaches for investment in agriculture should be
selected by the countries and smallholder farmers themselves
to ensure that the local opportunities and constraints are ad-
dressed (Giller, 2020b).

There is no doubt that agriculture will remain a central pillar
of rural livelihoods in developing countries in future.
Opportunities exist to diversify farming to produce more nutri-
tious diets, to broaden from dependence on staple cereals to
include a wider range of root and tuber crops such as cassava,
potato and highland banana – and more nutritious crops such as
pulses and vegetables. But the meagre incomes that farmers can
generate from farming alone evidences that they are part of a
broader food system; they also need other forms of income to
purchase the nutritious foods that they cannot produce
themselves.

Aggravating environmental problems, climate change, an-
imal welfare concerns, human health issues, and stronger
voices of retailers and consumers will steer agricultural poli-
cies and production towards lower environmental footprint
technologies and marketing channels. Although affordable
food prices will remain important, it seems unavoidable that
environmental costs (and perhaps social and human health
costs) incurred by the production and consumption of food
will need to be internalised in the long-term. Ultimately this
should lead to farming that produces, next to food, a range of
ecosystem services at prices which sustain a living income for
producers of food and respect the planetary boundaries. It
seems beyond doubt this can only be achievedwithin a strong-
ly reformed economic context. The latter is controversial, but
perhaps it is time to ensure that the economy should serve the
planet and the people, rather than accepting the contrary.
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