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The salient facts of life in the least developed countries, it can be 
argued, are these:

•  The agricultural sector employs about 70 per cent of the work 
force.

•  But agriculture contributes only 30 per cent of gross domestic 
product (GDP). 

•  Farm exports constitute only 14 per cent of total LDC exports.
•  Among the 48 LDCs, 44 rely on imports to feed their 

populations.
•  Of the total LDC population, one third (285 million) are 

chronically malnourished.

This statistical overview from the Food and Agriculture 
Organization of the United Nations (FAO) indicates that the 
least developed countries are caught on the horns of a dilemma.

Low-productivity agriculture as currently practiced is a virtual 
drag on economies – while productivity per worker employed 
in the LDCs has multiplied by a factor of 1.6 since 1991, farm 
productivity has barely budged upward, according to the UN 
Conference on Trade and Development [LDC Report 2010]. The 
core of extreme poverty worldwide is found in the rural areas of 
the poor countries. 

But with most people residing in rural areas and earning all or part 
of their living in agriculture, and with cities already overcrowded 
and overburdened, simply switching from farming to other 
economic activities is not an immediate or large-scale option.

Bolstering agriculture will be necessary for sustainable growth as 
well as reducing poverty and malnourishment. But the traditional 
low return on capital and labour invested in farming and, until 
recently, historically low food prices have led to neglect by both 
the private and public sectors. 

In the case of official development assistance, the share allocated 
to agriculture has dropped from 17 per cent in the late 1980s to 
around 6 per cent in recent years [Organisation for Economic 
Co-operation and Development]. Per capita food production in 
the LDCs has declined accordingly.

NUTRITION SECURITY

Malnutrition interacts with all the categories of human well-
being that are targeted by the Millennium Development Goals 
(MDGs): primary education, resistance to disease, access to 
water and sanitation, women’s empowerment, and maternal and 
infant health. 

The impact of nutritional deficiencies in the first one thousand 
days of a human life is especially crucial, according to nutritionists 
and a new multi-agency initiative labeled Scaling Up Nutrition 
(SUN). The World Bank estimates that developing countries lose 
two to three percentage points in growth each year due to the 
social and economic ramifications of malnutrition during this 
critical pre-natal and infancy period.

With 2011 global food prices approaching highs set in 2008, pressure 
is placed on poor families who commonly spend 70 or 80 per 
cent of their incomes on food. Those in low-productivity farming 
communities often suffer as much or more than urban households.

Field observation notes from Uganda, for instance, show a 
couple with five children consolidating lunch and dinner into one 
afternoon meal of maize porridge; a school that can no longer 
provide meals, so that students study from 7:30 a.m. to 5 p.m. 
without eating anything, and walk or bicycle more than 5 km to 
and from classes; and increasing food theft causing families to 
shift depleted grain reserves from granaries to homes, attracting 
vermin into sleeping places [African Field Epidemiology 
Network, February 2011].

COMMODITIES BOOM

But the current and, apparently, long-term trend towards rising 
commodity prices offers a glimmer of hope for poor countries 
as well.
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An overhaul of the agricultural sector will be 
necessary to sustain recent high levels of economic 
growth in the least developed countries and to 
tackle chronic malnutrition.
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For instance, a regional update on West Africa finds that the 
price of rice has remained stable, and the pass-through of 
higher international prices for other staples has been delayed 
due to strong local harvests and local food availability as well 
as government policies. At the same time, cash-crop producers 
are benefiting from higher prices for cotton, palm oil, rubber and 
cocoa. [FAO/World Food Programme, February 2011].

Investors ranging from multi-national agri-business to sovereign 
wealth funds are putting more money into farming and farmlands 
in less developed countries. Public sector support in Africa is 
promised by the Maputo agreement, by which governments 
agreed to spend at least 10 per cent of budgets for agricultural 
development. And concern about the world’s ability to feed 
itself, combined with support for global anti-poverty goals, has 
motivated donors from the G8 and G20 to pledge $22 billion for 
farm and food security assistance.

New technological developments in fertilizers, irrigation and 
seeds may also help.

A HARD FIELD TO PLOW

But unlocking the potential for an agricultural revolution in the 
LDCs will not be easy.

The great majority of farmers in the LDCs till small-scale plots 
and exist at the very bottom on the scale of global poverty. To 
be able to respond to advantageous market prices, they will 
require finance facilities that will allow them to pay for fertilizer, 
seeds and equipment in advance of harvests. To tap national, 
regional and global markets, they need access to the modern 
infrastructure of transport and storage facilities found in more 
developed economies.

Without this supportive infrastructure, and a social welfare 
system that functions in times of duress, high food prices will 
victimize poor farmers – most of whom are women – trying to 
feed themselves and their families.

New investment aimed at agriculture, moreover, has not always 
been helpful.

Large-scale land acquisitions – more than 100 million acres 
announced during 2009 alone, mostly in African LDCs such as 
Sudan, Mozambique and Ethiopia, according to the FAO – have the 
potential to bring badly needed new capital and new technology 
into agricultural sectors. But the World Bank, UNCTAD, FAO 
and the International Fund for Agricultural Development (IFAD) 
have been developing investment guidelines in response to 
cases where spillover effects in host countries have been more 
negative than positive, including dispossession of local farmers 
from their lands.

New commitments from the public sector, in the meantime, are 
having difficulty gaining traction. It is estimated that African 
budgets have reached a five per cent commitment to agriculture 
on average, only halfway to the 10 per cent goal. And only a few 
hundred million of the $22 billion pledged by donor countries in 
2009 so far has been committed to actual projects.

Other challenges that lie ahead:

•  Population growth can lead to declines in already-small farm 
sizes, and encroachment into marginally productive land.

•  Rapid upward and downward swings in prices make it difficult 
for farmers to anticipate and take advantage of market 
conditions. Volatility has been intensified by extreme weather 
events and by speculation on international commodity markets.

•  Global warming is expected to ratchet up the pace of extreme 
weather and place new pressure on already scarce fresh water 
and energy resources.

Seed and fertilizer is loaded onto trucks for an FAO distribution point in the village of Tougo, 
Burkina Faso. ©FAO/ Alessandra Benedetti

A $90 million loan from IFAD, co-financed by the 
African Development Bank, the Alliance for a Green 
Revolution in Africa (AGRA), and the Government of 

the United Republic of Tanzania and designed to improve rural 
financial services and markets and promote private-sector 
development in Tanzania was announced in March 2010. 
Over half a million vulnerable rural households, including 
smallholder farmers, herders and fishers, small-scale rural 
entrepreneurs, traders and artisans, grass-roots microfinance 
institutions, processing and marketing groups, very poor rural 
women and rural young people, will benefit directly from this 
programme, geared to a strategy for a modernized, productive 
and profitable agricultural sector by 2025.
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