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Challenges and opportunities 
in agriculture for African youth

The recent CTA workshop on ‘facilitating 
next-generation ACP agriculture through 
youth entrepreneurship, job creation 
and digitalisation’ identified seven 
critical success factors for successful 
rural entrepreneurship and job creation: 
access by youth to investment and 
finance; scalable approaches and models 
that can be taken up; enabling policy 
environments for youth; agriculture that 
is attractive to youth; access by youth to 
markets; business models that work; and 
access to a pool of appropriate skills, 
capacities and knowledge and ways to 
grow these.

This brief, by Joash Moitui, explores the 
challenges and opportunities facing young 
people trying to enter the agricultural and 
agribusiness sector. It focuses on actions that 
governments and other development actors 
can take to make the sector more attractive to 
young people, with an emphasis on those that 
can increase productivity, strengthen the value 
chains and increase the participation of young 
people in policy dialogue.
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Introduction
Agriculture is one of the sectors that has the 
greatest potential to create jobs for youth in 
sub-Saharan Africa (SSA). However, most 
young people find agriculture unattractive 
(Babbie, 2016). This brief presents actions 
that can be taken in three key areas that can 
make agriculture more attractive to young 
rural men and women: increasing productivity; 
strengthening value-chain systems; and 
increasing participation of young people in 
policy dialogue.

Increasing productivity 
Despite significant progress and increased 
technical and financial resources devoted to 
financial inclusion, much work remains to 
be done. Given that modernising agriculture 
requires investment and working capital to 
raise productivity, youth need access to finance 
as well as land to farm. As such, increasing 
young people’s access to these resources is the 
first step in increasing their productivity.

Access to land is a prerequisite for most types 
of agriculture, and land is the most common 
form of collateral that banks accept as a pledge 
for agricultural loans. However, most youths 
in Africa do not have access to land. For 
example, a national survey in Ethiopia in 2012 
found that youth (18–29 years of age) account 
for only 21% of rural land holdings, and only 
3% of landholders are young women, even 
though Ethiopian land laws allow for equal 
land rights for women and men (Bezu and 
Holden, 2014). There is thus an urgent need 
for policy-makers to develop approaches that 
support youth access to land.

Innovative approaches and strategies that have 
been effective in enhancing access to land for 
young rural women and men include:

n making it a condition in donor 
programmes for communities to give land 
to young people;1

n resettlement programmes that target young 
women and men;

n policy changes to support new land 
holdings for youth through affirmative 
action by governments2 and communities; 
and

n enhanced land markets (improved 
information access, finance, lowered 
transactional costs).

These encourage co-management of land 
by youth and adults and build the capacity 
of youth on land matters. In cases where 
redistribution of land to youth proves 
challenging, leases or other land tenure 
interventions may be an alternative to enhance 
youth access to land.

Access to finance
Factors that prevent youth from accessing 
financial resources include:

n the negative perceptions of financial 
service providers (FSPs) regarding youth in 
agriculture;

n lack of FSP capacity to service rural youth;

n limited financial literacy among youth;

n lack of innovations in information and 
communication technologies in finance; and

n policy and regulatory environment that 
hinders financial inclusion (Rutten and 
Fanou, 2015). 

FSPs perceive young rural women and men 
as a high-risk clientele (MIJARC/IFAD/
FAO, 2012) because they often operate outside 
existing value chains and have limited access 
to markets for their products and services. As a 
consequence, they have less consistent income 
streams and therefore are high-risk borrowers. 
Young rural men and women are also rarely 
organised in formal business groupings such as 
cooperatives or producer groups that can help 
mitigate risk.



Moreover, youth often lack land titles or other 
assets such as cars or motorcycles that are 
accepted by formal banks as collateral. Lack of 
technical, business and financial literacy among 
youth further limits their ability to attract 
potential loan guarantors. Youth therefore 
depend on expensive informal sources of funds 
(family, friends, self-help groups and clubs) for 
saving and loans or on loans that are provided 
by contractors as farm inputs supplies or 
insurance (Demirguc-Kunt et al., 2014).

There are a number of innovative approaches 
to giving youth access to funds for agricultural 
investment, such as using youth saving groups 
as a springboard to formal financial inclusion 
(Smith et al., 2015). These can help youth to 
begin to fund their own initiatives. Another 
innovation is venture capital funds for youths. 
For example, in 2011 the Government of 
Uganda launched a venture capital fund for 
young entrepreneurs, with qualified loans of 
up to US$2,000 for individuals and US$9,700 
for companies. Youths from various sectors, 
including fisheries, livestock, agroprocessing 
and agriculture, were eligible to apply 
(Republic of Uganda, 2014). 

Such initiatives are being facilitated by 
the increasing use of information and 
communication technologies (ICTs) in the 
financial sector in SSA. These reduce the 
transaction costs that are associated with 
servicing rural areas and thus improve the 
ability of FSPs to provide financial services 
to rural youth. For example, the e-banking 
and e-trade products that are now provided 
by most FSPs (e.g. M-Pesa and Mkulima 
Young mobile-based platforms in Kenya) have 
increased penetration of financial services, 

even to the rural areas that are perceived as 
expensive to service (CNBC, 2017). The village 
savings and loans association/self-help group 
model and community-based initiatives that 
also provide business skills training, mentorship 
and financial literacy, such as the Projet 
d’appui aux filières agricoles–Extension in 
Senegal, are filling the void of rural financial 
access for the youth created by the absence 
of formal lending institutions (IFAD, 2014). 
Other approaches to enhance access to finance 
include warehouse receipts, grants, start-up 
subsidies and loan guarantees to FSPs to 
de-risk transactions involving youth-owned 
businesses (OECD, 2015).

Where there are assured markets, value-
chain actors may provide financing for farm 
inputs or equipment to young producers or 
aggregators in the supply chain. By paying 
attention to the entire value chain, value-
chain actors can discern not only the most 
appropriate and effective farming practices but 
also focus on those whose results are likely to 
increase productivity.

For example, a review of the International 
Fund for Agricultural Development’s ‘Pro-
Poor Value Chain Development Project in the 
Maputo and Limpopo Corridors’ (PROSUL) 
confirmed that value-added services in value-
chain financing such as technical and business 
training increased access to affordable financial 
services for the beneficiary communities 
(IFAD, 2016.) The eGranary financing model 
that is offered by the Eastern Africa Farmers 
Federation (EAFF and IFAD, 2017) provides 
credit to groups of farmers to purchase inputs 
and flexible insurance to lower the risk of 
lending. Although the number of youth who 
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have accessed these loans is not reported, the 
model encompasses all the critical success 
factors for rural lending that can be replicated 
for lending to young rural women and men.

Strengthening value-chain 
systems
Young rural women and men lack access 
to markets for goods, services and labour. 
This restricts their employment opportunities 
and limits their prospects for establishing 
entrepreneurial ventures. Creating decent, 
sustainable jobs in the sector depends on 
increasing farm productivity and enhancing 
profitable market systems for agricultural goods 
and services. Pro-poor and inclusive value-
chain development models focus on increasing 
profits for value-chain actors (women and men, 
both young and older) in a sustainable way, 
making the opportunities in the value chain 
attractive to young suppliers of labour or goods 
and services and improving the rural transport 
system to reduce farm wastages (Seshie, 2016). 
The private sector’s role of providing jobs, 
creating opportunities and encouraging rural 
investments while partnering with the public 
sector is critical in catalysing the growth of 
rural enterprises.

ICTs have the potential to ensure that all 
value-chain participants are aware of market 
conditions and prices. In Kenya, for example, 
farmers’ suppliers and buyers are connected 
through agribusiness software such as Mfarm 
and Mkulima Young (Irungu et al., 2015). 
ICTs have also been effective in delivering 
extension services to rural youth in Ghana 
(Savannah Young Farmers Network; http://
savanet-gh.org/), Kenya (Mkulima Young 
online platform; https://mkulimayoung.com/) 
and Rwanda (M-Lima; http://www.agrofiba.
com). In summary, development of supplier 
programmes to help youth-owned enterprises 
improve the quality of their products and 
increase their output can help them increase 
their market share and attractiveness within 
value chains.

Young people are more inclined than older 
people to take part in the entire value chain; 
they are innovative and opportunistic in 
developing ways to make a living as part of 
a social network, not just through farming. 
Thus, development of market infrastructure in 
rural areas can improve participation of young 

people in off-farm activities as intermediaries, 
brokers and market-information agents. In 
particular, young women are increasingly 
taking part in off-farm opportunities, including 
operating retail shops and organising transport 
activities for agricultural produce. Such 
activities are particularly suitable for young 
women because they provide them with 
employment opportunities while allowing 
them to stay close to their homes to manage 
domestic tasks.

Increasing participation 
of young people in policy 
dialogue
Young rural women and men do not have a 
voice in formulating agricultural policies in 
SSA (UN, 2018). Youth organisations are often 
excluded from policy forums due to their lack 
of skills and bargaining power (FAO, 2017). 
This is despite the fact that the constitutions 
in most SSA countries mandate that not more 
than two-thirds of the members of any elected 
or appointed public institution or platform 
may be from the same gender, and that all 
citizens are eligible to participate in these 
bodies, irrespective of their age. This is  most 
pronounced in Kenya (Republic of Kenya, 
2015). The African Youth Charter to which 
most African countries subscribe also expounds 
on the right of youth to participate in the 
policy process (African Union, 2006).

A number of approaches and mechanisms 
have proven effective for encouraging 
the participation of young rural men and 
women in policy processes around the world. 
These include sensitising stakeholders to the 
importance of youth participation; facilitating 
organisations of young rural women and men; 
and including young women and men in the 
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development process (Vargas-Lundius and 
Suttie, 2013).

A good example of this is the Food Agriculture 
and Natural Resources Policy Analysis Network 
(FANRPAN; https://www.fanrpan.org). 
FANRPAN’s strength lies in it being an 
inclusive platform that brings together state 
and non-state actors (e.g. government,  
farmers’ organisations, youth and women’s 
organisations, researchers, agribusiness and 
civil society organisations) to work together  
as equal partners in policy development, while 
remaining sufficiently independent to enable 
objective evidence-based policy research, 
analysis and advice (FANRPAN, 2012). At  
the national level, FANRPAN’s country nodes 
and wider network provide an unrivalled 
infrastructure for stakeholder engagement, 
research dissemination and the embedding  
of policy and learning. 

FANRPAN has successfully influenced policy 
in climate smart agriculture, nutrition sensitive 
agriculture and institutional strengthening. It 
has also managed a number of complementary 
programmes, including Strengthening 
Evidence-Based Climate Change Adaptation 
Policies (SECCAP); Africa-wide Civil Society 
Climate Change Initiative for Policy Dialogues 
(ACCID); Harmonised Seed Security Project 
(HaSSP); and Agriculture to Nutrition 
(ATONU). FANRPAN projects feed into 
national and continental policy processes by 
establishing multi-stakeholder platforms to 
enhance participation in and implementation 

of agricultural investment plans and building 
country and regional capacity for policy 
planning, review and dialogue.

Building the capacity of 
public- and private-sector 
institutions serving youth
The large number of young people living in 
poverty in rural SSA have the potential to 
drive economic growth if properly harnessed. 
This requires investing in policies and 
strategies that transform rural economies and 
create decent jobs for young rural women 
and men. For this to happen, policies must 
translate the needs and aspirations of the 
rural youth into pro-youth development 
programmes in the agricultural sector that 
create employment opportunities for youth.

Addressing rural transformation in SSA calls 
for a renewed commitment to addressing 
economic disparities in rural areas; building 
the capacity of public- and private-sector 
institutions that serve young rural men 
and women (government ministries and 
departments, banks, youth organisations); 
and strengthening the development of the 
capacities of young rural women and men.

Pro-youth programmes must have a number of 
key features. They should gather and analyse 
sex- and age-disaggregated data; include youth 
as a specifically targeted subgroup of the 
wider beneficiaries; and allocate resources to 
support the implementation, management and 
reporting of interventions targeted at youth.

Recognising young people’s 
potential and aspirations
Agricultural transformation is contingent on 
approaches that address youth and the youth 
ecosystem (the policy environment and support 
systems such as FSPs, business development 
service providers and youth organisations). 
This is predicated on the fact that rural youth 
face challenges that are either related to their 
age or are generated by the policies and 
systems in the environments in which they live.

This brief provides areas of focus on youth 
entrepreneurship and agribusiness, which the 
author hopes will help guide future planning of 
investment projects at CTA and elsewhere.
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