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Side Event 

How can youth be empowered to best leverage opportunities for quality 
jobs in agriculture? 

8 April 2019, 6:30 – 7:30 p.m.  

United Nations HQ, New York (Conference Room B) 

Concept note 

I. Context  

Africa has the youngest population in the world. Over 60% of its close to 1Billion population is under the 
age of 24 years and 75% is under the age of 35 years. The share of youth in the labour force is also the 
highest in Africa: approximately 35% in Sub-Saharan Africa (SSA) and 40% in North Africa. 

Over 70% of Africa’s youth population subsists on US$2 per day or less. Youth living in rural areas, around 
63%of SSAs youth, are especially vulnerable and affected by poverty. The majority of them are employed in 
the informal economy as contributing family workers, subsistence farmers, home-based micro-
entrepreneurs or unskilled workers. They are typically engaged in everything but quality jobs; they earn low 
wages on account of very low levels of productivity and low capital/labour ratios, they are employed under 
casual or seasonal work arrangements and often face unsafe, exploitive working conditions with very 
limited opportunities for skills development.  

The burgeoning youth numbers have striking implications for the creation of quality jobs and hence 
maximizing the demographic dividend: 10-12 million new jobs will have to be created annually until 2035 to 
absorb the new labour market entrants (World Bank 2014) and they will have to guarantee adequate 
wages, security and safety if the employment situation is to improve in the long run. 

Creating quality jobs and reaping the demographic dividend is particularly important for political, social and 
economic stability. Poverty and unemployment have been major factors of youth dissatisfaction, leading 
many youth to migrate out of rural areas into mostly over-populated cities, and most frequently vastly 
over-populated capitals. In some cases the lack of economic opportunities increases the attraction towards 
extremist groups who often exploit perceptions of economic exclusion due to religious or ethnic identity 
(UNDP 2017). 

A large percentage (62%) of the population in SSA is still heavily reliant on low-productivity agriculture for 
income and employment, primarily in family farms. In fact, agriculture is the most important source of 
employment for women in SSA (50%). Particularly in rural areas with limited education opportunities, 
agriculture employs about 60% of the young people aged 15-34 years.  

There is however a large and untapped reservoir of employment opportunities in some segments of value-
adding agriculture (e.g. horticulture and floriculture) and agri-processing. Demand for safe and reliable 
food is increasing due to growing population, urbanization and rising household income. This rapidly 
growing demand creates new market opportunities for producers and processors, while also providing 
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opportunities for job creation on farms as well as in peri-rural areas where food processing and logistics can 
reach minimum scale for efficiency. 

Realizing opportunities in industry through manufacturing value added and in the related services is critical 
for youth employment. Manufacturing, and particularly the related services, currently generates around 
22.5% of jobs worldwide, and holds significant potential for the future world of work if technological 
innovations, including Industry 4.0., and opportunities arising from a shift to green industries are 
capitalized on. With regards to Africa, the potential for job creation is significant. Brooking’s Africa Growth 
Institute quotes that Africa has the potential to capturing part of the 100 million labour-intensive 
manufacturing jobs that will leave China by 2030. Africa’s competitive advantage in manufacturing is driven 
by its demographic make-up and resource abundance, and opportunities are currently concentrated in 
industries that are either labor-intensive or that require inputs of raw materials that can be sourced locally, 
including agricultural products.1 In this context, youth-led Small and Medium Enterprise (SME) 
Development, entrepreneurship and self-employment in agriculture are significant engines for job creation.  

Addressing this challenge is in line with global efforts towards sustainable development. Youth and youth 
employment are at the core of the global agenda, primarily in the Agenda 2030 and Sustainable 
Development Goals. While Goal 8 of the SDGs on Full and productive employment and decent work for all 
sets dedicated targets on youth, youth is an integral element across the SDGs, amongst others of SDG 4 
(Quality Education), SDG 5 (Gender Equality), SDG 9 (Industry, Innovation and Infrastructure), SDG 10 
(Reduced Inequalities). This reflects respective commitments towards advancing the global agenda, 
including through global networks such as the Inter-Agency Network for Youth Development, or the Global 
Initiative on Decent Jobs for Youth. 

Similarly, main regional bodies and policy processes in Africa acknowledge that youth employment and self-
employment is a daunting development challenge. As such, the Agenda 2063 for Africa, for example, 
aspires to achieve equal prosperity of the continent based on inclusive and sustainable growth, driven by 
the potential of its peoples, women and youth in particular. Furthermore, integrating youth in agriculture 
and agribusiness is a key priority in the implementation of the Sustaining Comprehensive Africa Agriculture 
Development Plan (CAADP) Momentum Results Framework (2014-24). Likewise, the Malabo Declaration 
on Accelerated Agricultural Growth and Transformation for Shared Prosperity and Improved Livelihoods, 
endorsed at the African Union summit in 2014, identifies specific youth-related targets under its 
“Commitment to Halving Poverty by the Year 2025, through Inclusive Agricultural Growth and 
Transformation”.  

The aforementioned reflect the objectives anchored in the Third Industrial Development Decade for Africa 
(IDDA3) (2016-2025), which calls for urgent action to advance sustainable industrialization as a key element 
of furthering economic diversification and value addition, creating jobs and thus reducing poverty and 
contributing to the implementation of the 2030 Agenda. IDDA 3 is guided by the principles of, amongst 
other things, creating enabling business environments and targeting sectors with potential for growth, 
while ensuring the empowerment of youth as a crosscutting issue.   

In line with the above, development partners, governments and the private sector have been increasing 
their efforts at country and regional levels to address the bottlenecks for youth employment and self-
employment, and to improve the opportunities for quality jobs, particularly in rural areas and in the 
agriculture sector.  

                                                           
1 https://www.brookings.edu/wp-content/uploads/2018/09/Manufacturing-and-Industrialization-in-Africa-Signe-

20180921.pdf  

https://www.brookings.edu/wp-content/uploads/2018/09/Manufacturing-and-Industrialization-in-Africa-Signe-20180921.pdf
https://www.brookings.edu/wp-content/uploads/2018/09/Manufacturing-and-Industrialization-in-Africa-Signe-20180921.pdf
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A loud call to accelerate efforts in the area of youth jobs creation through agribusiness (with an important 
aspect of technological innovations) was made during a recent regional Conference on Youth Employment in 
Agriculture (August 2018 in Kigali/Rwanda), which was co-organized by the African Union, the Government of 
Rwanda and FAO, with high-level representation from UNIDO, ILO, CTA, CABI, AfDB, etc. Most importantly, in 
attendance were more than 250 youth from 40 countries. During the 2-day conference, emphasis was placed 
on solutions around enhancing platforms and mechanisms for youth engagement in policies and 
employment opportunities, but also around promoting investments in well-targeted value chains with high 
potential for creating jobs for the youth. The importance of governments/policy makers continuously 
ensuring conductive enabling environments to stimulate such investments was also highlighted among the 
key recommendations. 

II. Initiative for Accelerating Youth Employment in Agriculture and Agribusiness in Africa (FIYEA) 

In response to the needs and calls mentioned above, FAO, UNIDO and other partner-organizations are 
joining forces to develop an Initiative for Accelerating Youth Employment in Agriculture and Agribusiness 
in Africa (FIYEA) – with focus on Sub-Saharan Africa, which aims to promote quality employment for rural 
youth through agriculture and agribusiness, among other initiatives.  

The ultimate objective of the initiative is to contribute to poverty reduction by promoting quality 
employment among the youth, particularly by stimulating job creation in migration-prone zones, especially 
in the rural areas, and to spur economic growth. The initiative is structured around three components: (1) 
Mapping, knowledge generation and sharing of experiences for evidence-based policy and programme 
development; (2) Capacity development and institutional strengthening to build systemic capacities for 
quality youth employment and self-employment in agriculture and agribusiness; and (3) Support to 
test/pilot innovative approaches and upscaling successful approaches through Project/programme 
formulation and implementation and facilitation of multi-stakeholder partnerships. 

The initiative adopts an integrated approach by having a strong country-level component while also 
operating at the regional level. To this end, the aim is to pilot the initiative in 10 countries in Sub-Saharan 
Africa, for a period of 5 years. The approach also leverages the multidisciplinary scope of core functions of 
the partner organizations, FAO, UNIDO and others. These functions mainly include knowledge generation, 
policy assistance, technical and financial support, capacity development in work areas such as employment 
and entrepreneurship, value chain development, sustainable agriculture and agribusiness, gender, social 
protection.    

III. Side event 

The side event on “How can youth be empowered to best leverage opportunities for quality jobs in 
agriculture?” is organized by UNIDO and FAO within the framework of the ECOSOC Youth Forum. Guided 
by the theme of the Youth Forum, "Youth: Empowered, Included and Equal”, the side event seeks to 
demonstrate the need to empower youth to tap into the opportunities generated by agriculture for quality 
jobs in rural and peri-rural areas in Sub-Saharan Africa, to improve their prospects for sustainable and 
equitable livelihoods, and thereby achieve inclusive and sustainable development. The event will bring 
together government representatives, UN agencies, youth associations and the private sector.  

The main objectives of the event are to:  

- Demonstrate the untapped potential of agriculture as a source of opportunities for productive 
work and quality jobs for youth in SSA, particularly through agri-preneurship and self-employment 
in agri-based industries through value addition;  
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- Highlight how agri-preneurship can improve social, economic and political stability in SSA by 
responding to food security, improved livelihoods, and improved environmental sustainability 
through the opportunities it generates in circular economy and for the creation of green jobs or 
upgrade of existing jobs;  

- Show-case best practices in the creation of ecosystems favourable to youth-led SME development, 
agri-preneurship and self-employment in agro-industries and related services, as a strategy to 
reduce unemployment and the pressures of migration;  

- Elaborate on how capitalizing on technological innovation, including through Industry 4.0. can 
modernize the agriculture sector to attract youth, and how skills development of youth needs to 
respond to the demands of the future world of work;  

- Provide recommendations for an inclusive transition from a purely subsistence economy to a 
higher productivity economy through the realization of opportunities for employment and 
productive work within agriculture. 

Preliminary Agenda 

1. Opening (7 mins): High-level representative from the Permanent Mission of Japan to the UN (TBC) 

2. Video (3-4 mins) TBC  

3. Panel Discussion (35 min): FAO, UNIDO, 3 youth representatives from Sub-Saharan Africa (ensuring 
geographical and gender balance) – 7 mins each 

4. Questions and answers (15 min) 
5. Wrap and closing (5 mins) 

The event will be moderated  

Guiding questions:   

1- What are the challenges (e.g. policies, access to finance and markets, etc.) that limit the creation of 
rural youth entrepreneurship and self-employment? 

2- What are best practice examples for the creation of quality farm and off-farm jobs for youth, 
including through the promotion of agri-preneurship and self-employment in agriculture as a 
strategy to reduce employment and migration?  

3- How can youth-led agri-preneurship improve social, economic and political stability as well as 
improve environmental sustainability?  

4- Bearing the demands of the future world of work, what are the skills that youth will need to 
successfully realize opportunities for agri-preneurship and self-employment in agri-based industries 
and related industries?   

5- How can an initiative, as the one developed by FAO, UNIDO and other partners, respond to the 
employment challenge and support the creation of productive opportunities at local and regional 
levels?  


