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Abstract 

Poverty remains a widespread problem in Africa, and afflicts nearly 400 million people in Sub-Saharan 

Africa. The continent witnessed little progress in poverty reduction over the last quarter century. During 

the United Nations MDGs era (1990-2015), poverty in Africa declined by a mere 5% while other world 

regions witnessed reductions of up to 15 percent. The paper looks at the role of agricultural productivity 

in poverty reduction in Africa over this period. The main finding is that an increase in productivity is 

associated with poverty reduction but other factors also matter for poverty eradication. 

 

1. GLOBAL POVERTY PROFILES 

The poverty profile in Africa is distinctive in several ways. First, globally, poverty declined the least in 

Africa over the past quarter century. Second, extreme poverty on the continent is concentrated in Sub-

Saharan Africa. Third, poverty in Sub-Saharan Africa has become the point of reference in the 

measurement of global poverty. In particular, 13 of the 15 poverty lines that constitute the current 

global poverty line of $1.90 a day per person are from African economies, where agriculture is the main 

source of employment.  Thus, eradication of global poverty must start with policies to reduce poverty in 

African agriculture. Finally, since non-income poverty is also pervasive in Africa, measures to overcome 

overall poverty on the continent must go beyond agriculture. 

Table 1 - Global Poverty: Share of Population Below $ 1.90 a day [Millions of Poor People in Brackets] 

Region 1990 1999 2011 

Sub-Saharan Africa 56.8% 

[287.6] 

58.0% 

[373.6] 

44.4 

[393.6] 

South Asia 50.6% 41.8% 22.2% 

Developing World 44.4% 34.3% 16.5% 

World 37.1% 29.1% 14.1% 

Source:  World Bank (2016), Table 0.1, p. 5. 



As shown in Table 1, Sub-Saharan Africa has the highest global poverty rate, and is the only world region 

where the poverty headcount (the number of people below the poverty line) has been rising since the 

1990s. The low demographic dividend in Africa (due to sluggish demographic transition), is the main 

reason for the increase in the number of poor people in the region (World Bank, 2015). It is worth noting 

that the headcount is a less fragile measure of poverty (than the headcount ratio) because it takes into 

account the adverse effects of population growth on poverty reduction. Rapid population growth has 

strong adverse effects on human capital accumulation and on food security, and is positively associated 

with food poverty. The first step in global poverty reduction is eradication of food poverty in all world 

regions.  

The food insecure countries in Africa happen to have rapidly growing populations – Angola, Burundi, 

Democratic Republic of Congo, Malawi, Mali, Niger, Somalia, Uganda, United Republic of Tanzania, and 

Zambia (United Nations, 2016). Needless to say, food poverty in these countries cannot be eradicated 

without a substantial increase in agricultural productivity.    

 

2. AGRICULTURAL PRODUCTIVITY AND POVERTY: REVIEW OF EVIDENCE 

The development economics literature in Africa (see e.g., Schneider and Gugerty, 2011; Xavier et al., 

2004) shows that an increase in agricultural productivity reduces poverty by raising farm and off farm 

incomes, improving health and nutrition, lowering food prices, and broadening wage employment 

opportunities. Using data from some 40 developing countries, the latter study shows that a percentage 

growth in agricultural productivity reduces the headcount ratio by about 1-2%. In the same vein, Majid 

(2004) shows that poverty is more responsive to farm labor productivity than to total factor 

productivity. 

These findings beg the question: how do agricultural productivities occur? The determinants of factor 

productivities in African agriculture include adoption of improved farm technologies, such as farm 

machinery, new seeds, pesticides, and irrigation (Gollin, 2009, 2015). Gollin (2015) argues that an 

important consequence of enhanced productivity is structural transformation of agriculture. In low-

productivity agriculture, practically the whole of the rural population is engaged in food production. A 

rise in productivity enables food needs to be met at lower levels of farm employment, thus releasing a 

fraction of the rural population for urban employment. If employment opportunities exist in urban 

areas, agricultural transformation reduces poverty through three channels.  

The first channel involves rural-urban migration (Fei and Ranis, 1964) that shrinks the rural population, 

thereby reducing rural poverty at the existing income levels. The second channel entails urban 

employment at wages higher than the rural remuneration, raising the mean wage, and reducing poverty 

in both sectors. Finally, the higher incomes associated with high productivity sustain and accelerate 

poverty reduction. It should be noted that agricultural transformation can increase poverty if it is 

accompanied by a worsening in income distribution (Xavier et al., 2001; Gollin, 2015). Furthermore, 

some sources of agricultural transformation, such as large-scale irrigation schemes or intensive 



application of farm chemicals can lead to prevalence of malaria, cancers, and other health problems and 

increase non-income poverty.  

In analyzing the nexus between productivity in African agriculture and poverty, the following issues 

should be considered (Gollin, 2009): 

i. The relative size of population in rural areas or agriculture. The available evidence indicates 

that income and non-income poverty in Africa are rural phenomena (Majid, 2004, Ravallion 

et al., 2007). 

ii. The reasons for low factor productivities in African agriculture. These include 

underinvestment in farm-level research, unfavorable geographic factors, conflicts, inability 

to bear production and marketing risks, and poor incentives. 

iii. Productivity in non-agricultural occupations. In some African countries, productivity in non-

agricultural activities is 4-5 times higher than in agriculture, suggesting that investment in 

such activities cannot be ignored in the design of policies to eradicate rural poverty.   

iv. The responsiveness of rural poverty to agricultural productivity. If rural poverty is insensitive 

to productivity changes, the effectiveness of non-farm interventions should be carefully 

assessed.   

v. The size of smallholder sector relative to large-scale farms. The literature is divided as to 

where investment expenditures intended to reduce rural poverty should be made (Collier, 

2008; Chirwa et al., 2008). Although the action taken should be informed by country 

contexts, equity considerations dictate against heavy investments in large farms if the rural 

sector is dominated by small farms. Moreover, even if large farms were to have scale-

economies in production, timely distribution of food from such farms to sparsely distributed 

smallholders is likely to be infeasible. Thus, investments designed to reduce food poverty in 

agriculture should have a strong bias toward smallholders. 

vi.  Gender division of labor within agriculture. The bulk of the food consumed in African 

households is supplied by women. However, the role of men in the fight against extreme 

poverty, especially in non-food sectors, could be significant and should be assessed. 

 

3. A FRAMEWORK FOR MEASURING AND ERADICATING POVERTY 

Income-poverty is measured using a formula that also provides insights as to the general approach 

to poverty eradication, namely, Pα  = 1/N ∑q[(z –yi)/z]α   

where, N is the total population, q is the population below the poverty line – the headcount, z is 

the poverty line, yi is income of person i, and α is the poverty aversion parameter, i.e., the 

degree to which society wants to eradicate poverty. Furthermore, α ≥ 0, so that when it is equal 

to zero, Pα is the headcount ratio, and else, it is a poverty gap ratio. Moreover, if yi for all q is too 

low, as to be practically equal to zero, all the ratio measures are the same.    

The above framework shows how the magnitude of poverty in society can be computed, and how 

poverty can be eradicated. In particular, sufficient increases in y and α would eradicate poverty. The 



poverty parameter, α, is of special interest because it is the source of policies for poverty eradication. 

For example, the UN and the World Bank poverty eradication goals exist because α is large. However, 

the fact that so much extreme poverty exists in the modern world is evidence that α is not large enough. 

Another policy implication of the framework is that at a given level of α, interventions to eradicate 

poverty should be concentrated in regions with high levels of extreme poverty.  On the basis of the 

evidence available, interventions to eradicate global poverty should be concentrated in Sub-Saharan 

Africa. Moreover, within the African region, focus should be on transforming agriculture in ways that 

raise farm productivities and connect agriculture to urban and international markets. Also required in 

equal measure, are interventions to reduce non-income poverty in agriculture and the informal sector.   

 

4. CONCLUSION 

Extreme global poverty is concentrated in rural Sub-Saharan Africa. All the dimensions of poverty are 

severest in this region. In particular, the bulk of the poorest countries in the world are in Africa (Chad, 

Ethiopia, The Gambia, Ghana, Guinea-Bissau, Malawi, Mali, Mozambique, Niger, Rwanda, Sierra Leone, 

Tanzania, and Uganda). Interventions that increase factor productivities in agriculture have the highest 

chance of initiating substantial and sustainable poverty reductions in these countries. Remarkably, in 

today’s world, these interventions are not constrained by resource scarcity but by insufficient poverty 

aversion among African governments.    
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ANNEX TABLES 

 

Table A1: Poverty in Selected African Countries, Poverty Line ($1.25/day), 2010 

         Country                                        Headcount ratio      Poverty Gap       Gap Squared  

Sierra Leone  53.37  20.30  9.82  

South Africa  26.20  8.18  3.26  

Swaziland  62.85  29.38  17.06  

Tanzania  88.52  46.84  28.73  

Togo  38.68  11.37  4.48  

Tunisia  2.55  0.46  0.15  

Uganda  51.53  19.11  9.13  

Zambia  64.29  32.76  20.76  

Source: Gollin (2009). 

 

Table A2: African Population in Agriculture, 2010 

Region Agricultural Population Total Population Agricultural Population 

as a Fraction of Total 

Eastern Africa 236442 125471 .731 

Middle Africa 71331 125471 .569 

Northern Africa 64913 208146 .312 

Southern Africa 7414 54458 .136 

Western Africa 132840 295347 .450 

Africa, Total 512940 1006906 .509 

    

Source: Gollin (2009).  

   



 


