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Executive summary
In 2011, the international community had to mount a major relief operation to 
support millions threatened by hunger and starvation in the Horn of Africa. If 
nothing is done to increase availability of and access to food on a large scale, the 
recurring hunger crises felt across many parts of Africa will continue to grow. 

Food security is in a precarious state in Sub-Saharan Africa, with millions of ru-
ral people undernourished and a growing urban population suffering from high 
food prices. The region has the world’s highest level of food insecurity and ranks 
lowest in agricultural productivity globally. Poverty and structural problems in the 
agricultural sector are among the main reasons why food insecurity persists. The 
majority of small farmers struggle to secure adequate income and grow enough 
healthy food through their labor. And yet there is huge potential for farming and 
agriculture in Sub-Saharan Africa.

Donors can make an important contribution to increasing agricultural produc-
tivity and improving food security. This report seeks to support donors in their 
efforts to make their aid more effective and efficient. It does so by shedding light 
on what the most important European donors in the area of food security – the 
European Commission, France, Germany and the United Kingdom – do and by 
highlighting potentials for complementarity and coordination. 

Aid volumes have been increasing, but remain too low

Around the turn of the century and after two decades of neglect, many Europe-
an donors began to increase their support to agriculture, rural development and 
short-term food aid. This trend received another impetus with the marked rise 
in global food prices in 2008. The top four European donors have since invested 
more in fighting hunger; but the share of their aid to food security in relation to 
their total official development assistance budgeted for Sub-Saharan Africa re-
mains only at around 13 percent in 2010. Given the potential of farming across 
Africa and the important effects of food security on fighting poverty and hun-
ger, this figure seems not to ref lect the international commitments voiced in nu-
merous international meetings of making food security a development priority.

The main European donors share important views and policies …

A common ground for European donors is nonetheless their shared view that spe-
cific support to food security is essential in reducing the number of hungry across 
Africa and fighting poverty. They acknowledge that long-term investments in the 
agricultural sector are necessary but have also significantly increased short-term 
activities to address the immediate effects of food insecurity. Most donors ac-
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knowledge the prominent role of smallholder agriculture and rural development 
in achieving food security. In doing so, European donors generally share a gov-
ernment-centred approach and overwhelmingly support the public sector over the 
private sector when managing long-term aid to food security. Lastly, European 
donors are increasingly considering new financing modalities to leverage private 
investments as a way of better addressing the private sector. The European Com-
mission, France, Germany and the UK, however, also differ in their way of ad-
dressing Sub-Saharan food insecurity. They often support different areas with-
in aid to food security with many instances of gaps and overlaps. This requires a 
strong push towards greater coordination to increase the effectiveness of aid and 
to find lasting solutions to agricultural development.

… but coordination remains in its infancy

Despite increasing quantities of aid in Sub-Saharan Africa, the lack of donor co-
ordination reduces the impact of this aid. The variety of approaches financed – 
such as long term rural development, food assistance in emergencies, aid through 
grants, preferential loans or special funds open to the private sector – all offer 
the opportunity of creating complementarity among donors. Yet, coordination 
is largely in its infancy.

A difficulty is the lack of coordination and complementarity between short-term 
food assistance and long-term agricultural development. This is a challenge both 
for individual donors in organizing their own aid portfolios and for the broader 
development community, where a lack of funding for recovery and transition ac-
tivities, as well as a lack of focus of development activities on prevention of and 
preparedness for emergencies remains a common issue. Regarding in-country co-
ordination of aid addressing rural and agricultural development, donor activities 
are still for the most part fragmented and spread across countless projects due to 
the difficulties with locally owned development programs. 

Given these features of donor assistance, the quality of aid to food security will 
essentially be determined by improving policy coherence among donors and in-
creasing efforts of coordination and potentially joint country level implementa-
tion to ensure that gaps are closed and duplications avoided. Here, greater donor 
cooperation among Europeans and international donors, but also with the emerg-
ing actors of international development cooperation, recipient governments and 
local businesses is necessary.
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1 Introduction
With less than four years to go, the world remains way off track in fulfilling one 
of the primary promises made by governments a decade ago when they agreed 
to the Millennium Development Goals: To halve the proportion of people who 
suffer from hunger by 2015. 

The region with the highest share of food insecurity and the lowest rank on ag-
ricultural production globally is Sub-Saharan Africa. Despite economic growth 
in countries such as Angola, Nigeria and Ghana, agriculture is a sector hugely 
neglected for decades across Africa. Economies of scale hardly exist due to low 
levels of mechanization, fertilizer use and processing of raw materials.1 Instead, 
smallholder farmers are the backbone of the agricultural sector and the backbone 
of African food security. Yet it is almost impossible for these smallholder farmers 
to fulfill this role given the virtual absence of market integration and investment 
from the public and private sectors in rural economies. As a result, 300 million 
rural people in Africa struggle to feed themselves and their families. Aggravat-
ed by the impacts of climate change and increasing foreign investments in arable 
land neglecting the rights and needs of the poor, the food crisis felt across Afri-
ca will grow with every year of inaction.

What are European donors doing to support lasting solutions to the hunger cri-
sis felt in many parts of Sub-Saharan Africa? This report provides a mapping and 
comparison of the policies and activities of the most important European donors 
addressing food insecurity. Going beyond the European Commission, the study 
looks at France, Germany and the United Kingdom as well. It seeks to provide 
a first set of answers on how they could improve their policies and their coordi-
nation to develop complementary approaches and thus increase their impact in 
the fight against hunger in Sub-Saharan Africa. The report is based on a focused 
review of policy documents, an analysis of financial f lows of the main Europe-
an donors and interviews with donor representatives, scholars and experts from 
non-governmental organizations. 

1  UNIDO, 2011.
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 2 The context of food insecurity 
in Sub-Saharan Africa 

Governments of developing countries and the international community are fight-
ing an uphill battle to improve global food security. From the early 1970s until 
the 2008 food crisis, the absolute number of food insecure people was consistent-
ly around 850 million. When food prices spiked in 2008, more than one billion 
people were counted as food insecure.2

Sub-Saharan Africa is the region most affected by food insecurity. One in four 
Sub-Saharan Africans is undernourished – 218 million people.3 Seventy-five per-
cent of the world’s “ultra-poor,” meaning those who live on less than 50 cents 
per day, live in Sub-Saharan Africa.4 This is not only a problem in the country-
side but among the growing urban population as well. Without substantial invest-
ments, food security in Africa will remain in crisis mode. How did it get this far?

2 .1 A struggling agricultural sector

Food insecurity in Sub-Saharan Africa is largely a result of widespread poverty, 
inefficient agriculture, inefficient markets and inefficient policies addressing these 
problems. Take the agricultural sector, where smallholder agriculture and rural 
development in achieving food security is paramount: Agriculture is 30 percent 
of Africa’s gross domestic product and 40 percent of its export value; it provides 

2 FAO, 2011, pp. 44-47; G8, 2011; FAO, 2011, ‘Food price indices data’.

3 FAO, 2011 pp. 44-47.

4 Shaw, 2009, p. 22; IFAD, 2010.

Food security exists “when all people, at all 
times, have physical, social and economic 
access to sufficient, safe and nutritious food 
to meet their dietary needs and food pref-
erences for an active and healthy life.” Food 
security encompasses: 

Food availability: a person has sufficient 
quantities of food on a consistent basis;

Food access: a person has sufficient resourc-
es to obtain appropriate foods for a nutri-
tious diet;

Food use: appropriate use based on knowl-
edge of basic nutrition and care, and ad-
equate water and sanitation.

Food insecurity exists when one or more of 
these elements are missing.

Hunger or undernourishment exists when 
caloric intake is below the minimum dietary 
energy requirement (undernutrition); malnu-
trition refers to inadequate food intake and 
when essential vitamins and minerals are not 
consumed (micronutrient deficiencies).

Box 1: Definitions

Source: FAO, 2010; WHO, no date
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between 65 and 80 percent of its employment.5 Smallholders account for around 
80 percent of all agricultural workers, with the same proportion farming on small 
pieces of land, usually less than two hectares of land each.6 Despite their role as 
the backbone of African food security, many African farmers struggle. They work 
their land with limited use of agricultural inputs, such as fertilizer and improved 
seed varieties. Sub-Saharan Africa uses less than ten percent of the world aver-
age of fertilizer per hectare and about 18 times less per hectare than Asia.7 They 
also work without modern farming practices and storage facilities to collect their 
harvests.8 A lack of infrastructure and credit makes access and effective partici-
pation in local and regional markets difficult, and post-harvest losses are exten-
sive.9 In addition, only four percent of arable land is irrigated, with the rest ex-
clusively relying on rainfall.10 Average grain yields in the region are only around 
40 percent compared to developing countries in Asia.11 Together with a growing 
degradation of land and water resources, agricultural productivity is low. 

There are a number of reasons for today’s struggling agricultural sector. Unsuc-
cessful government policies as well as the sustained lack of investment and sup-
port from national governments, international donors and businesses all play a 
role. The 2003 Maputo declaration was an important step to reverse decades of 
neglect, but facts show how little African governments have done to support the 
agricultural sector since then. A survey commissioned by the African Union in 
2007 found that half of the countries that signed the Maputo declaration, prom-
ising to invest at least 10 percent of their national expenditure on agricultural 
development, spent less than 5 percent.12 Except for a few performers, the major-
ity of African governments have made little progress in the way of public invest-
ment for food security. African governments are not alone. Agriculture’s share 
in official development assistance to Sub-Saharan Africa decreased to 3.4 per-
cent in 2006, a tenth of its 1980 share.13  Agriculture and food security in general 
were not a priority among donors, who focused on health or education. The top 
four European donors followed this trend and only recently increased their sup-
port to around 13 percent of official development assistance (in 2010). The pri-
vate sector mirrored the little public investment from national governments and 
donors. Foreign direct investment to agriculture has been declining for years.14

5 Zimmermann, Brüntrup, Kolavalli, & Flaherty, 2009, p. 34; African Smallholder Farmers Group, 2010, p. 2.

6 African Smallholder Farmers Group, 2010; Geoffrey Livingston, Steven Schonberger, & Sara Delaney, 2011, p. 9.

7 NEPAD, 2011; World Bank, 2008, p. 51.

8 GAO, 2008, p. 4.

9 World Bank, 2011.

10 Zimmermann, et al., 2009, p. 40.

11 GAO, 2008, p. 4.

12 CAADP, 2009.

13 Auer, 2010, p. 11.

14 UNCTAD, 2009. This is global data and not specific to Sub-Saharan Africa. A recent change of this 

trend is the growing acquisition of arable land across Sub-Saharan Africa by foreign investors.
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There are other reasons for why rural farmers and the agricultural sector in Afri-
ca are constrained in achieving greater food security across the continent. Heav-
ily subsidized agricultural products from developed countries sold in Africa at 
competitive prices discourage domestic production.15 Africa imports food prod-
ucts on a large scale, creating little incentive for investment. Africa’s share of 
global cereal imports, for example, is 22 percent, whereas its export share is three 
percent.16 Many of the imported goods, including for example rice, maize, sugar 
and soy beans could be produced locally and compete on world markets if other 
producers received fewer subsidies.17 At the same time, Ethiopia, Mozambique 
and Uganda, among others, are increasingly exporting crops which are mainly 
processed into bio fuels. On the one hand, this indicates the potential for farm-
ing in Africa. On the other, the rising demand for biofuels puts additional pres-
sure on land and water reserves.18 This, and the increasing acquisition of arable 
land across Sub-Saharan Africa by foreign investors to grow food for exports also 
threatens to divert resources and investments from food production, which may 
be more beneficial to food insecure Africans.

2 .2 Two decades of international initiatives on 
food security

While they have so far failed to effectively address the situation, the internation-
al community, African governments and private actors have introduced a num-
ber of initiatives to address food insecurity and reverse the dire state of agricul-
ture in Africa over the past two decades. 

In 1996 at the World Food Summit, about 180 world leaders pledged to halve hun-
ger by 2015. Four years later, the international community reaffirmed this com-
mitment with the establishment of the UN Millennium Development Goals. One 
of the primary goals is to halve the proportion of hungry from 1990-92 levels, 
when 20 percent of the world’s population had insufficient access to food. Do-
nors have increasingly aligned their aid activities with the Millennium Develop-
ment Goals, but the overriding task of halving hunger has not received sufficient 
funding from the outset.

In 2001, African governments established the New Partnership for Africa’s Devel-
opment to provide a continental framework for economic and social development. 
One of its key elements is the Comprehensive Africa Agriculture Development 
Programme, set up in 2003 to guide policies and investments for agricultural de-

15 UNDP, 2005, pp. 30-32.

16 ECOSOC, 2009, p. 15.

17 Geoffrey Livingston, et al., 2011, p. 6.

18 The EU for example aims to have at least 10 percent of its combustibles made of biofuels by 2020.
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velopment in African countries. These goals were affirmed in 2003 by African 
governments committing to 10 percent spending on agriculture by 2008 in the 
Maputo Declaration. To follow up on these ambitious goals, African Union lead-
ers met in Abuja, Nigeria, in 2006 to also commit to improving fertilizer usage 
in Africa. They set a target of 50 kilograms per hectare by 2015, a significant im-
provement compared to the current practice at the time.19 Unfortunately, progress 
on the Maputo and Abuja commitments has been patchy at best: In 2008, only 
around a third of all African countries spent at least 10 percent of their national 
budget on agriculture. Only 10 out of 42 countries met the agricultural growth tar-
get of above 6 percent in 2008.20 The majority of African countries are far below 
the targets set in 2003. Average fertilizer use also remains close to the 2006 level.21

In 2006, the Alliance for a Green Revolution in Africa was launched as an Afri-
can-led partnership to help small-scale farmers achieve higher agricultural pro-
ductivity. As a public-private partnership with core funding from the Rockefell-
er Foundation, the Bill & Melinda Gates Foundation and the United Kingdom, 
the alliance seeks to replicate the successes of the Green Revolution, when im-
proved seeds, increased fertilizer use and mechanization led to strong agricultur-
al growth across Asia, by adapting it to the context of African agriculture. Goals 
set for 2020 are to reduce food insecurity by 50 percent in at least 20 countries, 
double the incomes of 20 million smallholder families and create a sustained Af-
rican green revolution in at least 15 countries. 

Altogether, these initiatives have led to an increasing awareness of food insecu-
rity and have given new momentum to the political discourse on food security. 
However, they had too little impact to counteract the dire consequences of ris-
ing food prices in 2007 and 2008. The scenes of protestors taking out their an-
ger over high food prices in Cairo, Ouagadougou or Yaoundé in 2008 spurred a 
rapid succession of new initiatives to address the sudden global increase in hun-
ger and food insecurity.22 Since then, many donors have significantly increased 
their funding for food security.

In April 2008, the United Nations (UN) established a High-Level Task Force that 
brought together UN specialized agencies, the World Bank and the World Trade 
Organization, among others. Soon after, the task force endorsed the Compre-
hensive Framework for Action, a matrix of immediate and long-term responses. 
These included investing in humanitarian food assistance and safety nets in the 
short run, and in the long run scaling up investment and improving smallholder 
access to land, water and inputs.23 Launched in the same year, the Global Agri-

19 World Bank, 2008, p. 51.

20 ONE, 2010, p. 33; Omilola, Yade, Karugia, & Chilonda, 2010, p. 34.

21 NEPAD, 2011.

22 Bush, 2010.

23 Arnold, 2011, p. 9.
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culture and Food Security Programme (GAFSP) was the first multilateral initia-
tive after the food price crisis to seek additional private and public sector funds to 
support country-led initiatives in food security. The financial coordination mech-
anism hosted by the World Bank was however only established in January 2010.

In July 2009, G8 leaders also met in L’Aquila, Italy, and created the L’Aquila Food 
Security Initiative. Along with the leaders of 19 other countries and 14 interna-
tional agencies, the G8 members pledged to spend $22 billion between 2010 and 
2012 on agricultural development and food security.24 That same year, the World 
Summit on Food Security was held in Rome and specified the way the interna-
tional community should address global food insecurity. The summit endorsed 
five key approaches – the “Rome principles” – to address global food insecuri-
ty: (1) investment in country-owned plans, (2) strategic coordination to improve 
governance, (3) a twin-track approach to tackle hunger as well as the root causes 
of hunger and poverty, (4) a stronger role for the multilateral system, and (5) in-
creased investment in agriculture, food security and nutrition. The summit also 
revived the Committee on World Food Security, which up until then had been a 
largely dormant body set up as a result of the food crisis of the 1970s. It is now 
supposed to play a coordination role, bringing together UN organizations, do-
nors and recipient countries, to address the fragmentation of responses and the 
lack of global leadership after the food price crisis of 2008. 
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While these initiatives did little to actually establish a coordinated response among 
the main donors, the meetings – in particular the L’Aquila initiative – proved in-
strumental in finally securing increased and additional investments for agricul-
ture and food security from some donors.  

24 G8, 2011, p. 41. According to the 2011 Deauville Accountability Report, just 22 percent has been dis-

bursed, while an additional 26 percent “is firmly on track to be disbursed.”

Source GPPi

BOx 2: TIMELINE OF SELECTED INTERNATIONAL INITIATIVES
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3 Ups and downs of international 
aid to food security

International aid to improve food security has been – on a general level – of little 
importance to Western donors over the past two decades. According to the Or-
ganization of Economic Co-operation and Development (OECD), the total glob-
al official development assistance to food security peaked in the mid-1980s and 
plummeted throughout the mid-1990s.25 Compared to what was spent on official 
development assistance, aid to food security kept decreasing until 2006, when it 
made up only 7.3 percent of official development assistance worldwide and only 
around 9 percent of the overall assistance to Sub-Saharan Africa (see figure 1, 
next page). This indicates how low a priority food security was for donors. Re-
cent studies assessing the amount of aid to agriculture and food security, mostly 
on a disaggregated level and with slight variations in measurements, come to the 
same conclusion: International development assistance targeting food security hit 
its low point fairly recently and remains in a precarious state today.26 

25 Global refers to all donors that are included in the OECD CRS/DAC database; that is multilateral, bilat-

eral and private ODA. OECD, 2010.

26 Global Donor Platform for Rural Development, 2011a; Islam, 2011; ONE, 2010; Hearn, Koc, Piesse, & Thirtle, 2010.

We define aid to food security in a broad 
sense.	It	consists	of	short-term	policy	objec-
tives	 (relief	 aid)	 as	well	 as	 long-term	 policy	
objectives	(development	aid).	It	also	includes	
contributions to improve rural livelihoods.

In terms of the OECD Creditor Reporting Sys-
tem (CRS), we can group the CRS codes ac-
cording to our analytical categories of relief 
and development aid. 

Relief aid is covered by two codes: Food aid/
food security programs (52010) and emer-
gency food aid (72040) refer to the supply 
(and distribution) of cash or food to the pop-
ulation,	 in	 non-emergencies	 and	 emergen-
cies respectively.

Development aid, on the other hand, ad-
dresses	 long-term	 policy	 objectives	 and	
includes	 agriculture	 (31110-31195),	 forestry	
(31210-31291),	fishing	(31310-31391)	and	rural	
development	(43040).	

There are a number of problems related to 
the OECD data: 

Donors have different internal coding sys-
tems and thus report differently to CRS 
codes. This may make the comparability of 
data difficult.

The agricultural aid category alone does not 
capture the entirety of aid to food security. 

Donors often code their food security related 
assistance	 in	multi-sectoral	categories,	 such	
as	 financial	 services,	 small-	 and	 medium-
sized enterprise development or community 
participation and governance. 

We have no information on the quality of 
aid and how it is actually used; for example, 
there is no differentiation between aid to 
smallholder	 farmers	and	 to	 large-scale	agro	
industries.

BOx 3: HOW WE MEASURE AID TO FOOD SECURITy

notes: (1) Our statistics rely on data available from the OECD in February 2012, unless otherwise referenced. 
Values are shown in constant prices 2009 US$. Due to the relative scarcity of data on disbursements, figures 
are shown as commitments, unless otherwise specified. (2) See Annex B for more details on the CRS codes. 
Data for CRS/DAC was downloaded from OECD’s website and was available for the time period from 1995 to 
2010.	The	data	was	last	updated	on	8	February	2012.
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FIGURE 1: GLOBAL AID TO FOOD SECURITY IN ABSOLUTE AND       
RELATIVE TERMS

Official development assistance targeting Sub-Saharan Africa displays similar ten-
dencies. Aid to food security rose until the 1980s and represented an important 
part of the aid mix. The Asian Green Revolution of the 1960s and 70s produced 
very positive results by channeling agricultural aid and technology through the 
public sector. Donors sought to replicate this model focusing on improved seeds 
and irrigation and greater use of fertilizers and pesticides in all developing coun-
tries.27 Moreover, a large portion of aid to food security to Sub-Saharan Africa 
came in the form of in-kind food aid, which was the preferred way for the US and 
European countries to deal with food insecurity – and  also the preferred way of 
disposing of agricultural surpluses produced at home.28

But from the 1980s onwards, aid statistics highlight a substantial decline in de-
velopment assistance channeled to food security. There was a decline in aid to 
improve food security in Africa in absolute terms until the 1990s and until 2006 
relative to the overall aid volumes. This is the result of a number of factors:

•	 Criticism of in-kind food aid, particularly in Europe, as an important part 
of development aid led to reforms and a phasing out of food aid sourced 

27 Success was most visible in Asian high productivity areas. Research institutions developed more than 

500 new varieties of grain. These increased average yields by 75 percent since 1970. DFID, 2004, p. 18; 

Hazell, 2009.

28 Global Donor Platform for Rural Development, 2011a, p. 18.
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from European markets.29 This reformed approach reduced donor coun-
tries’ commitments to help poor countries, and the available budgets were 
reduced without being offset by new and more effective measures to ad-
dress food insecurity. The share of food aid within official development 
assistance went from around 10 percent in the mid-1970s to about 3-4 per-
cent since the early 90s.30 

•	 In the 1980s, frustration grew as the Green Revolution failed to work in 
Africa, meaning that donors became reluctant to follow this scheme.31 This 
tendency was accompanied by a new, market-centered view on agricul-
tural development, which addressed food insecurity by reforming and re-
ducing the role of the public sector in agriculture and instead encouraging 
the private sector to drive direct investment.32 There was a general loss of 
confidence among donors, who started to question whether government-
driven development could produce tangible results. The development par-
adigm of getting the markets right prevailed at that time. 

•	 At the same time, significantly more donor attention was paid to social in-
frastructure and services, such as education and health care. Donors real-
ized that aiding these sectors has several benefits vis-à-vis agriculture. It 
delivers more tangible and direct results by covering basic needs. Agricul-
tural aid, by contrast, may take many years to show effects. There was also 
a belief that agricultural problems can be better addressed outside the sector 
by increasing spending on areas such as transport, infrastructure or trade, 
which in turn were viewed to have an indirect inf luence on food security.33

•	 This turn away from the agricultural sector was also driven by the unsat-
isfactory experience of managing agricultural aid. Donor support to ag-
riculture almost always goes to the state, yet the state has a different and 
smaller role in agriculture than in other sectors, such as health or educa-
tion. It is also difficult to properly allocate aid, because key investments 
and services for agriculture may also be provided by other ministries such 
as finance or transportation, which also tend to be more powerful minis-
tries in many African countries. Agriculture sector programs, frequently 
managed only by ministries of agriculture, “often leave out critical areas 
for agricultural development.”34

29 Barrett, Binder, & Steets, 2012; Cathie, 1997.

30 Barrett & Maxwell, 2005, p. 7.

31 Hazell, 2002, p. 3.

32 DFID, 2004, pp. 15-19.

33 Cabral, 2007, p. 2.

34 Cabral, 2009, pp. 6-7.
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•	 All this was combined with a long period of cheap world prices for agricul-
tural products. Heavily subsidized farming in developed countries made it 
economically unviable for many African countries to invest in agriculture. 
Importing food was much cheaper.

Despite all these problems, the region saw slowly increasing donor commitments 
and more international development assistance to improve food security in Sub-
Saharan Africa. Since the mid-1990s, a growing awareness has taken root among 
donors that food security, agricultural growth, rural development and the reduc-
tion of poverty require more investment and financial support. Donors acknowl-
edged that without more action, the first Millennium Development Goal of halv-
ing hunger could not be met. Official development assistance to Sub-Saharan 
Africa almost doubled from 1995 to 2010 and Europeans contributed around 45 
percent of the overall aid to food security given to the region from 1995 to 2010. 

In absolute terms, the funds that European donors provided to the region have 
slowly grown since 1995, peaking at over $2.5 billion in 2009 but dropping again 
in 2010 to $2.2 billion. Generally, these increases largely ref lect increasing over-
all development assistance. More aid to Africa meant an increase in aid to food 
security as well. However, the increase in aid to food security was not propor-
tional to overall aid volumes. Only since 2006 has the share of European aid to 
food security to Sub-Saharan Africa increased in relation to total official develop-
ment assistance. Prior to this recent rise, food security had the same, low priority 
for European donors as for the rest of the donors providing assistance (figure 2).
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FIGURE 2: EUROPEAN AID TO FOOD SECURITY TO SUB-SAHARAN AFRICA 
IN ABSOLUTE AND RELATIVE TERMS
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The food price crisis on 2007 and 2008 changed this. The main European do-
nors – the European Commission, Germany, France and the United Kingdom 
– increased their food security budgets for Sub-Saharan Africa by around $350 
million between 2008 and 2009. The G8 summit in L’Aquila and the joint Dec-
laration on Global Food Security further increased the momentum on  funding 
for food security among most European donors. The increasing European aid to 
food security and its growing share of official development assistance can also 
be attributed to the international trend of massively increasing relief aid.35 Hu-
manitarian food assistance from Europe has more than doubled from about $450 
million in 1995 to close to $1.1 billion in 2009. This was however followed by 
a drop in 2010 to around $770 million (figure 3). Relief aid comes mostly from 
the European Commission – on average around half of all the short-term aid to 
food security from 1995 to 2010 came from the commission alone. This is at first 
a puzzling development, since the European Commission and many European 
countries decided in the mid-90s that food aid programs that directly supply cash 
or food to the population should be reserved for emergency situations, since they 
address only the symptoms and not the causes of food insecurity. But the grow-
ing share of relief aid can be attributed to more donor activities in failed Sub-Sa-
haran countries such as Somalia, the Democratic Republic of the Congo or Zim-
babwe, where long-term development assistance has been scaled back due to local 
conflicts, weak government structures incapable of handling aid and hesitation 
among donors to invest in areas with little assurance of success. In turn, the need 
for relief aid has significantly increased, and donors are responding accordingly. 
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35 Global Donor Platform for Rural Development, 2011a, p. 18.
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4 An analysis of the policy and 
practice of selected European 
donors 

In terms of volume, from 1995 to 2010 the European Commission, France, Ger-
many and the United Kingdom were the biggest providers of aid to food securi-
ty to Sub-Saharan Africa (figure 4). The following review looks in more detail at 
their policies and priorities.
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4 .1 The European Commission

The European Commission has considerably increased its portfolio of activities 
and funds to address food insecurity in developing countries over the past few 
years. A recent proposal for a new overall development strategy for the European 
Union, presented in October 2011 as Agenda for Change, stipulates an increased 
focus on sustainable agriculture as one of three priority areas of a future EU de-
velopment policy.36 

4 .1 .1 The institutional setup

Since the 1960s, the European Commission has provided aid to food security 
through technical cooperation with developing countries and increasingly via 
food aid, giving away farm surpluses produced in Europe. In recent years, from 
1996 to 2006, a single Food Security and Food Aid budget line became the new 
instrument to deliver EU aid to food security alongside country specific agri-
cultural programs. The new budget line paid for both short and long-term ac-
tivities and was managed by the commission’s development directorate. The fo-
cus was on in-kind food aid in response to emergency situations, which took up 
about two-thirds of the available resources of the budget line.37 Since 2007, aid 
to food security has become more diversified, and funds have increased consid-
erably. The commission split its combined food aid and food security budget ac-
cording to policy, budget and administration, and between short and long term 
aid. This division has been characteristic of the commission’s approach to aid to 
food security since then. 

The term food assistance, which the commission coined to describe the distribu-
tion of in-kind food aid, cash or vouchers in emergency situations, is now managed 
by the Humanitarian Aid Office of the European Commission. The development 
directorate, on the other hand, kept its food security portfolio, which includes all 
long-term and non-emergency activities addressing food-insecurity. The Direc-
torate-General for Development and Cooperation (DG DEVCO) is responsible 
for food security policy and strategy, allocation of funds and coordination with 
recipients and European and international donors.38 DG DEVCO’s work on food 
security can best be understood by the differentiation between its “geographical 
programs,” with a clear country focus, and its “thematic programs,” which work 
together with international organizations as partners or address food insecuri-

36 European Commission, 2011c.

37 Mathys, Gaus, & Steets, 2012.

38 Beyond the major political guidance, the European External Action Service seems to have only a limited 

role in food security policy and delivery in the future, but the exact role of DG DEVCO and the EEAS in 

the development and management of EC support to food security remains to be finalized following the 

restructuring of these two directorates in the first half of 2011.
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ty in countries not covered by the geographical programs. Different units are re-
sponsible for these programs: The geographical units that work through the Eu-
ropean Commission delegations in country and the unit on rural development, 
food security and nutrition.  

4 .1 .2  Food security policies

The division between long- and short-term aid is further ref lected in a clear sep-
aration of policies. In 2010, the commission simultaneously released both its new 
humanitarian food assistance policy and a separate “EU policy framework to as-
sist developing countries in addressing food security challenges.” Together, they 
make up the EU’s policy on addressing food insecurity. In terms of content, the 
humanitarian food assistance policy clearly states that food assistance is only to 
be used in emergencies. It aims at ensuring food availability, access to nutritious 
food, proper nutrition awareness and appropriate feeding practices through the 
direct provision of food, cash or vouchers, skills or knowledge depending on the 
context. As a matter of principle, humanitarian food assistance is not to be used 
to respond to chronic food insecurity, except “where non-intervention poses im-
mediate or imminent humanitarian risk of significant scale and severity; where 
other more appropriate actors, including its own development instruments, are 
either unable or unwilling to act, and cannot be persuaded to act.”39

Complementing this, the 2010 EU policy framework on food security focuses on 
sustainable small-scale food production and sets out four priorities: (1) improve 
smallholder resilience and rural livelihoods, (2) support governance mechanisms 
that address food insecurity, (3) support regional agriculture and food securi-
ty policies, and (4) strengthen assistance mechanisms for vulnerable population 
groups.40 Specifically, it emphasizes food insecurity needs in fragile states. Nu-
trition, a key element of food security, is not yet featured as a priority in the cur-
rent food security policy, but will most likely receive more attention in the com-
ing years from the EU. A nutrition policy is currently under development.41 Also 
in the making are new guidance documents on the role of social safety nets in 
food security and a policy to improve the linkages between short and long term 
assistance.42

In addition, the commission has a separate policy on agriculture, clarifying the 
principles and key areas for cooperation in the agricultural sector. Released in 
2007, the policy Advancing African Agriculture focuses on the regional and con-

39 European Commission, 2011b, p. 8.

40 European Commission, 2011a.

41 EU official, September 2011; existing since September 2011 is a reference document on nutrition which pro-

vides a detailed description of how nutrition can and should be integrated in the design of EU aid programs.

42 EU official, September 2011.
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tinental level; it particularly relates the EU agricultural policy to the processes of 
the African Union and the African priorities ref lected in the Comprehensive Af-
rica Agriculture Development Programme (CAADP), developed in 2003. Coop-
eration at this level is set to complement development assistance at the national 
level, where the EU continues to have the closest cooperation. 

4 .1 .3  Financing aid to food security

In 2010, the commission reported that aid addressing food insecurity in Sub-Sa-
haran Africa amounted to $781 million, more than three times higher than the 
second biggest donor from Europe that year, Germany. In nominal terms, aid to 
food security has increased steadily from $366 million in 1995 to $881 million 
in 2009 while dropping again by around $100 million in 2010. Aid to food se-
curity also represents a considerable part of the aid portfolio budget for Sub-Sa-
haran Africa by the commission. It made up about 22 percent of the overall de-
velopment assistance channeled to Sub-Saharan Africa in 2010 – above previous 
years, where the share f luctuated between 8 percent and 14 percent (figure 5). 
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The European Commission provides its aid exclusively through grants. Even 
though the European Development Bank, which is part of the European Union 
but outside the reach of the  commission, may also provide loans at preferential 
rates to developing countries or local businesses, it does not do so at the moment. 
According to their own records, the bank only financed around $17 million (€12 

Food Security: A Mapping of European Approaches

23



million) out of a total sector budget of $2 billion (€1.4 billion) to projects in Sub-
Saharan Africa; this money was related to agriculture, fishery or forestry between 
2006 and 2011.43 In general, the European Union provides only very few loans 
in the area of food security. 

Between 1995 and 2010, the European Commission funded on average around 
$307 million worth of short-term aid to food insecurity. Funding in this area has 
steadily increased, and it made up about 42 percent of the overall EU aid to food 
security in 2010. The larger share of aid to food security towards Sub-Saharan 
Africa, however, remains dedicated to rural and agricultural development. Funds 
are coming from two sources. One is the European Development Fund, a specif-
ic fund replenished by EU member states and managed by the commission, but 
outside of the regular commission budget. The second is through the Food Secu-
rity Thematic Programme, which is part of the regular commission budget and 
allocated about $1.3 billion (€925 million) between 2007 and 2011, its first fund-
ing phase. The program funds the transition from relief, rehabilitation, and de-
velopment in countries phasing out humanitarian assistance; it provides support 
for agricultural research and information systems, and funds regional approaches 
to improve food security.44 In response to the global food price crisis in 2007, the 
commission also established a one-off facility with additional resources to address 
food insecurity in developing countries. The soon-to-be-finished Food Facility 
has a budget of $1.4 billion (€1 billion) to support around 50 recipient countries 
until 2012 to increase food security. The funds were either allocated to interna-
tional organizations, solicited proposals or budget support in selected countries.

FIGURE 6: EUROPEAN COMMISSION – BREAKDOWN OF AID TO FOOD 
SECURITY (BY OECD CATEGORIES)

Source: OECD / Creditor Reporting System statistics
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According to the most recent data available, in 2010 the commission spent the 
most money in the category of agriculture, fisheries and forestry (figure 6). Giv-
en the diverse sources of funding through thematic of country specific programs 

43 EIB, 2011.

44 Mathys, et al., 2011.
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and the breadth of its approaches to food insecurity, the European Commission 
almost funds all areas within the agricultural category – in contrast to the other 
reviewed donors, who usually have narrowed down their spending to a few spe-
cific sub-areas in that category. Exceptions to the general funding from the com-
mission include agricultural inputs and agricultural research, which receive com-
paratively little support from the European Commission.45

4 .2 France

Between 1995 and 2010, France was the biggest national European donor of aid 
to food security in Sub-Saharan Africa. Its institutions, policies and funding for 
food security therefore merit a closer look.

4 .2 .1 Institutions

France delivers its official development assistance and its aid to food securi-
ty through a number of channels, involving several ministries and government 
agencies. The Ministry of Foreign and European Affairs (Ministère des affaires 
étrangères et européennes) officially heads France’s bilateral and multilateral de-
velopment assistance and its humanitarian aid programs. The ministry is respon-
sible for responding to humanitarian crises and disasters by providing food assis-
tance. In addition, its food security and economic development department are 
responsible for defining strategies and policies for food security and coordinat-
ing French activities at the multilateral level. It also directs the French Develop-
ment Agency, the country’s central implementing agency. The development agen-
cy spent around three percent of its budget on agriculture and food security in 
2010 with a strong focus on bilateral aid.46 Almost always in the form of loans, 
about three quarters of the budget was given directly to France’s partner countries. 

In addition to these measures taken by the Ministry of Foreign and European 
Affairs and the French Development Agency, the French Ministry of Higher Ed-
ucation and Research also allocates aid to agriculture, in this case through sup-
porting agricultural research institutes. The foremost recipient in this area is the 
“Centre de coopération internationale en recherche agronomique pour le dével-
oppement” (CIRAD), a French-led research institute operating in more than 90 
countries. The institute provides advice on food security policies, such as food 
price volatility and bioenergy and does hands-on research, for example on plant 
breeding, animal diseases or water and soil management in agriculture. 

45 Hearn, et al., 2010, p. 18.

46 AFD, 2011.
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4 .2 .2 Food security policies

France provides aid to food security both as relief aid and as development aid. 
Relief aid is currently guided by a specific food assistance policy developed in 
2005. A substantive reform that year led to a focus on Sub-Saharan Africa as the 
main recipient of food assistance, on the use of cash transfers as well as on the 
purchase of local food. France mostly relies on the World Food Programme, the 
International Red Cross and the Red Crescent Movement and to a lesser extent 
on NGOs and recipient countries to distribute its food assistance in emergencies.47

Development aid is shaped by a different set of policies. An Interministerial Com-
mittee for Cooperation and Development (Comité interministériel de la coopéra-
tion et du développement) adopted a new agriculture and food security policy 
in 2005, which remains the guiding document for French aid to food security 
to date.48 The policy acknowledged a sharp decline in French aid to food secu-
rity, much more drastic compared to other major donors, and highlighted a gap 
between official statements endorsing the Millennium Development Goals and 
actual practice of supporting food insecure people. This was the starting point 
for a renewed focus on aid to food security and a call for an increase in resourc-
es. Focusing on African countries and what France calls its “zone de solidarité 
prioritaire,”49 the policy has two central priorities. One is to concentrate on small-
holders, as they are most affected by food insecurity. The second is to reduce the 
vulnerability of rural populations through local investment as well as improved 
production, market conditions and agricultural policies. This is further refined 
by a sector strategy on rural and agricultural development from the French De-
velopment Agency.50 Beyond these priorities of supporting small-scale farming 
and rural development, a specific focus of French aid to food security is its sup-
port of agricultural research. France has a longstanding commitment to agricul-
tural research and is, according to a recent report, “perhaps the only or one of 
the only OECD countries to support a public research capacity dedicated exclu-
sively to these activities.”51 The exact research agenda is defined by the research 
institute itself. 

France has also made strong commitments to developing an international re-
sponse to global food insecurity. France for example proposed in 2008 the Global 
Partnership for Agriculture, Food Security and Nutrition, which remains a “stra-

47 French Ministry of Foreign and European Affairs, 2008.

48 CICAD, 2005.

49 The “Zone de solidarité prioritaire” is defined by the French government since 1998 as a set of countries 

where development assistance is most likely be successful. These are LDC countries with which France 

has a traditional partnership.

50 AFD, 2010.

51 Imperial College London, 2011.
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tegic priority for France.”52 France also put food security on the agenda during 
its G20 presidency in 2011 and made the mitigation of food price volatility a pri-
ority of its term. Consolidating agricultural research on an international scale, 
France also hosted the first G20 Conference on Agricultural Research for Devel-
opment in September 2011.

4 .2 .3 Financing aid to food security

Despite its prominent place among the top four European donors between 1995 
and 2010, France’s support for food security f luctuates considerably. In 2010, 
France only ranked fourth among the European donors, with a total aid to food 
security budget of about $190 million for Sub-Saharan Africa. Even though this 
is a slight increase from the previous year, France’s 2010 food security budget 
remains below its average contribution of around $180 million over the past 15 
years and continues to contradict its own commitment to “reverse the downward 
trend in financing for food security.”53 France also expends a relatively low share 
of its overall development assistance on food security: On average about 6 per-
cent over the last 16 years, f luctuating between lows of 2.5 percent in 2005 and 
highs of 12.5 percent in 2007 (figure 7). 
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FIGURE 7: FRANCE – OFFICIAL DEVELOPMENT ASSISTANCE AND AID TO 
FOOD SECURITY TO SUB-SAHARAN AFRICA

Source: OECD / Creditor Reporting System statistics

%

14

12

10

8

6

4

2

0

 $
U

S 
Bi

lli
on

52 G20-G8 France 2011, 2011.

53 G20-G8 France 2011. This has already been mentioned in an independent evaluation as a serious problem.
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There are a number of reasons for these patterns. France has smaller volumes of 
aid to food security than other European donors because of a reduction in hu-
manitarian assistance funding. France traditionally concentrates a small percent-
age of its total development assistance on humanitarian assistance and has con-
siderably reduced its contribution in recent years. This has led to a much smaller 
share of relief aid compared to the portfolios of other European donors, with a 
budget of around $26 million per year on average from 1995 to 2010. Within that 
category, almost all funds went to food security programs, i.e. cash-for-work pro-
grams, seeds and tools and similar interventions. Direct in-kind hand-outs (la-
belled “emergency food aid” by the OECD), by contrast, received virtually no 
funding with the exception of the years 2004-2006. This is according to France’s 
own reporting to the OECD.

Instead, long-term development assistance makes up the lion’s share of France’s 
food security activities (figure 8). The agriculture, forestry and fishing component 
is the largest part of France food security portfolio and combines many practic-
es, from supporting agricultural policy to the provision of agricultural inputs or 
providing agricultural education.54 It also includes France’s support to agricul-
tural research, by far France’s single biggest budget item in the agriculture, for-
estry and fisheries category. France spent the exceptional amount of $298 mil-
lion on agricultural research in Sub-Saharan Africa in 2007, but figures dropped 
again to $30 million in 2008 and $18 million in 2010. 

FIGURE 8: FRANCE – BREAKDOWN OF AID TO FOOD SECURITY                    
(BY OECD CATEGORIES)

Source: OECD / Creditor Reporting System statistics
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With most aid provided bilaterally, 70 percent of the funds on agriculture and rural 
development between 2003 and 2009 went to Benin, Burkina-Faso, Central Afri-
can Republic, Comoros, Chad, Democratic Republic of the Congo, Ghana, Guin-
ey, Madagascar, Mali, Mauritania, Niger, Senegal and Togo.55 France has strong 
historical ties with these countries and considers poor countries to be of special 

54 See Annex B for a full description of the different categories.

55 AFD, 2010, p. 17.
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priority.56 However, a large share of French aid is given in the form of loans and 
France’s lending capacity to these countries is restricted. The recipient countries 
must request loans in the first place and France also has to follow international 
safeguards when giving further loans to already highly indebted poor countries. 

4 .3 Germany

Germany is another key European donor given its long donor history and its in-
creasing priority of addressing food insecurity in developing countries. The cur-
rent government made agricultural and rural development a key element of Ger-
man development policy during its four year mandate starting in 2009.57 According 
to statistics on aid provided to Sub-Saharan Africa between 1995 and 2010, Ger-
many ranks third behind the European Commission and France. 

4 .3 .1 Institutions

The German system is similar to the French, with national ministries and gov-
ernment-owned implementing agencies sharing the responsibilities of planning, 
managing, coordinating and delivering aid to food security. Following a reform 
in fall 2011, the Federal Foreign Office is responsible for emergency and transi-
tional aid, whereas the Federal Ministry for Economic Cooperation and Devel-
opment (BMZ) is the lead institution for all other forms of official German de-
velopment assistance.58 With this reform, a new unit within the foreign office’s 
humanitarian aid department will be responsible for delivering food assistance 
with both short-term and medium-term focus and specific activities to improve 
linkages between humanitarian assistance and development assistance. The BMZ 
and its division for Rural Development and World Food Security, on the other 
hand, deal with the non-emergency side of food assistance and are responsible for 
supporting agricultural and rural development. In addition, geographical direc-
torates are responsible for food security activities within their respective regions. 
In October 2011, Germany established a new task force on food security to bet-
ter coordinate the activities on food security, which are now spread between the 
foreign office and the development ministry. 

Next to the Federal Foreign Office and the BMZ, the Federal Ministry for Food, 
Agriculture and Consumer Rights offers advice to the governments of partner 
countries with regards to the agri-food sector and consumer protection through 
its bilateral cooperative program. Very small compared to the foreign office and 
BMZ portfolios, it also organizes consulting and vocational training activities 

56 Sénat, no date.

57 CDU, CSU, & FDP, 2009.

58 BMZ, 2011b.
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focusing on individual farms in developing countries. Even though one project 
in Ethiopia is included, the program mainly targets Central and Eastern Euro-
pean countries.59

Because the German ministries do not implement projects themselves, either gov-
ernment-owned institutions or NGOs operate as intermediaries for the detailed 
programming and implementation of government policies within partner coun-
tries. The Deutsche Gesellschaft für Internationale Zusammenarbeit (GIZ) is the 
primary recipient of federal money allocated to implement the technical cooper-
ation related to food security. Since Germany also provides a substantial share 
of its development assistance in the form of loans, export credits and preferential 
financing, the government-owned development bank Kreditanstalt für Wieder-
aufbau (KFW) and its subsidiaries finance, advise and direct food security proj-
ects. Food security is not among KFW’s 11 priority sectors, but the bank none-
theless runs a number of projects related to rural and agricultural development. 
This includes financing irrigation projects, increasing agricultural production 
and improving farming methods; it also includes environmental and forestry pro-
grams as well as infrastructure and microfinancing.60 However, a recent report 
has indicated, that these activities have not significantly changed over the last 30 
years, either in volume or substance, despite changes in the coding and labelling 
of support to the sector.61

4 .3 .2 Food security policies

To contribute to food security, Germany strongly focuses on smallholder agri-
culture and rural development. The BMZ released a new food security and rural 
development policy called Rural Development and its Contribution to Food Se-
curity in March 2011, which examines four main topics: agriculture, natural re-
sources, social infrastructure and institutions and policy.62 The new BMZ policy 
promotes funding at the country level to encourage increased agricultural produc-
tivity among smallholder farmers, rural infrastructure development and climate 
change adaptation. Furthermore, the BMZ supports agricultural policy reforms 
with a view to giving small farmers easier access to land, water, loans, markets 
and extension services. Further sectoral concepts – related to agriculture, in par-
ticular – are currently being developed and will provide more details on how Ger-
many seeks to support smallholder agriculture. A specific policy on food assis-
tance does not currently exist.  

59 BMELV, 2009.

60 Each regional program has instead a “green” desk, where agriculture s projects are managed.

61 Global Donor Platform for Rural Development, 2011b.

62 BMZ, 2011a.
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4 .3 .3 Financing aid to food security

German aid to food security has risen gradually in nominal terms since 2001 but 
remains lower than the average level of support between 1973 and 1990.63 In 2010, 
Germany spent close to $237 million on food security activities in Sub-Saharan 
Africa – a slight drop from the previous years $249 million. Looking at the rela-
tive weight of the sector in relation to total German aid to Sub-Saharan Africa, 
aid to food security actually declined until the 2009 increase. It declined signif-
icantly from around 16 percent share of total official development assistance in 
1995 to about 6 percent share in 2008 – a decline which is more pronounced than 
the other European donors under review (the aggregated share of aid to food se-
curity from the EC, France and UK declined from around 14 percent to 10 per-
cent between 1995 and 2008). While Germany thus increased its overall volume of 
development assistance, aid to food security did not move up proportionally. The 
recent rise to around 11 percent (2010) in share has more to do with the overall 
f luctuations of official development assistance to sub-Saharan Africa than with 
a genuine focus on food security (figure 9).
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FIGURE 9: GERMANY – OFFICIAL DEVELOPMENT ASSISTANCE AND AID TO 
FOOD SECURITY TO SUB-SAHARAN AFRICA

63 Global Donor Platform for Rural Development, 2011b.
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German aid to food security is spent both as relief aid and as development aid. 
Germany has allocated on average around one-third of its aid to food security 
in Sub-Saharan Africa as humanitarian and short-term assistance between 1995 
and 2010. This share increased from 2008 onwards and made up around 42 per-
cent of the German aid to food security portfolio in 2009 while dropping mark-
edly to around 19 percent in 2010 (figure 10).

FIGURE 10: GERMANY – BREAKDOWN OF AID TO FOOD SECURITY             
(BY OECD CATEGORIES)

Source: OECD / Creditor Reporting System statistics
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Within its development aid, Germany focuses most of its resources for agricul-
ture, forestry and fisheries on individual agricultural development and forestry 
projects. A much smaller share is set aside to support large agricultural sector 
programs, agricultural ministries and institutional capacity building and advice.64 
These are mainly financed through budget support, but this particular way of de-
livering aid is a contentious issue among the German aid community and has been 
under much scrutiny from official auditors and the German parliament, which 
has led to a reduction in its use.65 Other trends worth noting in German funding 
levels are the virtual disappearance of aid to agricultural production and to ag-
ricultural inputs. Projects addressing irrigation and soil degradation are, by con-
trast, increasingly important for German aid to food security. According to a 2010 
study from the Imperial College in London, the main recipients of German aid 
to agriculture in 2007 were Ethiopia, Kenya, Mali, Burkina Faso and Ghana.66 

4 .4 United Kingdom

The United Kingdom is another crucial European provider of aid to food securi-
ty, but is not as prominent as the other top European donors reviewed so far. In 
terms of volume, the UK ranks fourth in aid to food security in Sub-Saharan Af-

64 Hearn, et al., 2010, p. 12.

65 See for example BMZ, 2008 and Leiderer, 2010.

66 Hearn, et al., 2010, p. 12.
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rica from 1995 to 2010. This has attracted criticism from the UK’s political class, 
who in 2008 argued that the UK had “neglected agriculture for many years” and 
was failing to improve on its recent record.67 

4 .4 .1 Institutions

In the UK, virtually all official development assistance is organized and dis-
bursed by the Department for International Development (DFID). With gener-
al guidance from the UK Cabinet Office, which has a specific Cabinet Commit-
tee on food, both the policy directives and funds for food security come under 
the direction of DFID. The UK restructured DFID in early 2011 and established 
a new team that deals with developing policies on nutrition and food security. 
This new unit replaced the Food and Agriculture Group, which was formally es-
tablished to lead and coordinate DFID-wide response to the food crisis in 2008. 
Aid is distributed by the Country Programmes Directorate and its geographic di-
visions, which are responsible for a region or a specific country receiving aid to 
food security. Short-term aid to food security is part of the UK’s humanitarian 
assistance portfolio and is also managed by DFID. Here, the main channels for 
delivering food aid for the UK are UN organizations and in particular the World 
Food Programme.

Aid in the form of financial cooperation not directly targeted at governments – in 
particular preferential loans or fund-of-funds investments – is channelled through 
the Commonwealth Development Corporation, a UK government-owned devel-
opment finance institution, which has DFID as its only shareholder. Under the 
new 2011 investment policy, all of the Development Corporation’s new commit-
ments will be in Sub-Saharan Africa and South Asia. Investments in agriculture 
are currently picking up through these schemes. The UK is for example a key 
proponent of the $120 million Africa Enterprise Challenge Fund, which supports 
businesses working in agriculture, financial services and renewable energy and 
which is a special partnership initiative of the Alliance for a Green Revolution 
in Africa (AGRA).

4 .4 .2 Food security policies

Historically, DFID directed a large proportion of its budget towards developing 
agriculture. After African states gained independence, the UK employed a large 
cadre of agricultural advisers who contributed to individual farming projects, the 
development of technology and research and financial investment in agriculture. 

67 All Parliamentary Party Group on Agriculture and Food for Development recommended that the UK: 

devote 10 percent of ODA to food security and sustainable agriculture; improve agricultural education 

and link UK universities and the global south; move to end trade distorting subsidies; and subsidize 

fertilizers.
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This fit the general rhetoric of emphasizing agricultural growth to improve ac-
cess to food and economic conditions. Since the mid-1990s, however, DFID has 
focused on a broader approach to poverty reduction. DFID has concentrated on 
improving the societal and market structures in which agriculture operates and 
develops, rather than improving agriculture itself. 

This general move away from directly supporting the agricultural sector has 
changed again in recent years, in line with the general consensus among Western 
donors to focus more on pro-poor development policies. This has led to a wealth 
of new policy documents and ongoing discussions about the best way forward: 

•	 In 2005 DFID released the policy paper Growth and poverty reduction: the 
role of agriculture. At its center, the paper focused on agricultural produc-
tivity and growth, aiming to achieve improvements through the increase of 
incomes and supply, and the improvement of technology and sector link-
ages. It prioritized agricultural development in countries where significant 
production gains were possible.68 

•	 A 2009 review questioned the validity of this policy in light of the food 
price crisis. It suggested that while other international policies on food se-
curity were focusing on the development of smallholder agriculture, UK 
policy emphasized production and productivity rather than smallholders 
and access to food.69

•	 Later in 2009, DFID released another international development white 
paper titled Eliminating world poverty: building our common future. Its 
main vision was to double agricultural production in Africa over the next 
20 years in ways that would manage natural resources sustainably and 
counter the effects of climate change. It also looked to water and nutrient 
efficiency, building international partnerships through the Comprehensive 
Africa Agriculture Development Programme (CAADP) and reforming Eu-
ropean agricultural subsidies. 

•	 The last policy on food security came in 2010, when DFID and the UK’s 
agricultural department introduced a joint policy on food security and sus-
tainable agriculture. A central objective of the policy was doubling agri-
cultural production in Africa over the next 20 years. In its aim to improve 
food security in Africa – where it recognizes a problem of access to food 
– the departments propose to boost growth by creating a network of Afri-
can centers of excellence to share policy expertise on sustainable agricul-
tural development. An additional theme was the intention to work closely 
with international partners such as the G8, G20 and the relevant UN fora.  

68 DFID, 2005, 2007.

69 DFID, 2009.
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The multitude of UK policies on aid to food security shows that many things are 
currently in f lux, and that it is difficult to point to a specific approach that DFID 
favors. In general, the UK concentrates on multi-sectoral aid rather than sector 
specific agricultural aid. The UK also focuses broadly on supporting economic 
growth rather than individual small-scale farmers. The latest department-wide 
DFID policy framework labels wealth creation, MDG-delivery, governance and 
security, climate change and humanitarian assistance as the UK’s “Five Priority 
Pillars” for development. Programs on agriculture and food security are there-
fore aimed at meeting the pillar targets and can be found in various subsectors 
of overall policy, such as emergency relief, welfare and rural socio-economic de-
velopment.70 Within this approach, nutrition assumes an increasingly prominent 
place, and the UK decided in April 2011 to support 20 countries through the Scal-
ing Up Nutrition initiative.71

4 .4 .3 Financing aid to food security

Since agriculture has slipped from being a central tenet of UK development pol-
icy to being applied in varying degrees to the wider social sectors, it has become 
much more difficult to trace how much the UK spends on agriculture and food 
security activities. Using the available and self-reported data from the OECD on 
aid to food security, two patterns can be identified. The first is that overall agri-
cultural spending decreased dramatically from the start of the 2000s while grad-
ually recovering after the food price crisis in 2008. An internal investigation in 
2006 reported a “real terms decline” in the UK’s agricultural spending.72 The 
second pattern concerns UK aid to Sub-Saharan Africa, where aid to food se-
curity in absolute terms f luctuated between 1995 and 2010, with a low of about 
$43 million spent in 2001 and a high of about $260 million in 2005. Since 2007, 
the budget has however tripled from around $70 million to around $222 million 
in 2010. On average, aid to food security is worth around $143 million per year. 
As a proportion of the total aid budget earmarked for Sub-Saharan Africa, aid to 
food security has declined significantly until 2009. The proportion has dropped 
from 18.5 percent in 1995 to 4.8 percent in 2009, with a record low of 2.9 percent 
of the overall budget in 2006. In 2010, this increased again to 15 percent. As al-
ready seen with the other donors reviewed, while the f luctuating share is strongly 
linked to f luctuating official development assistance figures, the gradual increase 
in absolute terms between 2007-2010 shows that agriculture and food security in 
Sub-Saharan Africa are increasingly a priority for DFID (figure 11, next page). 

70 To emphasize how food security is assumed into this structure, the area of developmental food aid/food 

security assistance is a ‘non sector’ according to the latest Annual Report (FY2010-2011).

71 DFID, 2011.

72 Global Donor Platform for Rural Development, 2011c, p. 4.
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FIGURE 11: UNITED KINGDOM – OFFICIAL DEVELOPMENT ASSISTANCE 
AND AID TO FOOD SECURITY TO SUB-SAHARAN AFRICA

Even more interesting is the breakdown of aid to food security between relief 
aid and development aid. Traditionally, the UK is an important provider of hu-
manitarian assistance. This is strongly ref lected in the way DFID provides aid to 
food security. DFID puts much more emphasis than its fellow European donors 
on addressing food insecurity through short-term measures. In 2006 to 2008, the 
UK gave around five times as much for food aid as it did for rural and agricul-
tural development.73 In 2009, though, the UK’s food aid and short-term food se-
curity programs accounted for around $95 million compared to $91 million for 
long-term measures – almost an even share between the two categories. The lat-
est available figures suggest, however, a reversal towards the old pattern of pro-
viding largely short-term aid. In 2010, around three-quarters of the budget was 
spent on emergency food aid and food security programs (figure 12, next page).

73 Hearn, et al., 2010, p. 2.
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FIGURE 12: UNITED KINGDOM - BREAKDOWN OF AID TO FOOD SECURITY 
(BY OECD CATEGORIES)

Source: OECD / Creditor Reporting System statistics
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Regarding its declining funding for long-term rural and agricultural development, 
the UK has gone in the opposite direction of Germany and mainly provided sup-
port to large agricultural sector programs, agricultural ministries and institu-
tional capacity building and advice. The UK strongly favors budget support over 
individual projects and is one of the leading donors providing aid through recip-
ient government managed funds.74 The UK nonetheless also provides support to 
the agricultural production category, both food crop and export crop production 
and livestock husbandry. Agricultural research, featured prominently in France 
and the European Commission, receives however virtually no funding at all.75 
The main recipients of UK support to agriculture in 2007 were Malawi, Ghana, 
Rwanda, Nigeria and Kenya.76

4 .5 Common patterns among European food 
security donors

The individual mapping of the key European food security donors reveals a num-
ber of common patterns and diverging priorities. A common ground for Euro-
pean donor is their shared definition of food security, built on the three pillars 
of food availability, food access and food use. This definition of what is needed 
to achieve food security ref lects the international community’s consensus estab-
lished at the World Food Summit of 1996. But the four top European donors have 
much more common ground than a simple definition.

•	 They share the view that support to food security continues to play an im-
portant role in reducing the number of hungry across Africa and fighting 
poverty and that long-term investments in the agricultural sector are nec-

74 UKAN, no date.

75 Hearn, et al., 2010, p. 24.

76 Hearn, et al., 2010, p. 15.
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essary. The European Commission, France and Germany especially ac-
knowledge the prominent role of smallholder agriculture and rural devel-
opment in achieving food security. They have developed specific policies 
to direct their activities in this area. This is ref lected by increased levels 
of aid to food security from these donors.  

•	 At the same time, the increasingly significant role of addressing the im-
mediate effects of food insecurity through short-term activities is acknowl-
edged across Europe. The increase in the number of crises and post-crisis 
situations as well as their growing complexity as led to European donors 
more than doubling their relief aid from around $450 million in 1995 to 
about $1.1 billion in 2009. The drivers of this process are the European 
Commission, Germany and particularly the UK. 

•	 While humanitarian assistance is usually channelled through multilateral 
organisations better equipped to respond to emergencies and to reach ben-
eficiaries, development cooperation brings together states and their insti-
tutions. European donors generally share a government-centred approach 
and overwhelmingly support the public sector over the private sector when 
managing long-term aid to food security. Germany, France and the UK 
have a share of around 60 percent channelled through the public sector 
(2007-2010). The commission has even a higher share – close to 85 percent 
of its budget on agriculture and rural development went to the public sec-
tor during that period. The rationale is that by helping recipient govern-
ments with reforming or regulating the agricultural sector, they also help 
to create enabling environments for private sector investments and activ-
ities. A general thrust towards financing agricultural policy and admin-
istrative management is a pattern among the donors we have looked at, 
whereas direct interventions such as the provision of agricultural inputs to 
farmers have become less frequent.77 One official explained that it is a con-
troversial topic and in general not a “European thing.” It receives no fund-
ing from the European Commission, France and the UK and only very re-
cently very little from Germany.

•	 European donors are increasingly considering new financing modalities 
to leverage private investments as a way of better addressing the private 
sector. These take the form of financial instruments seeking private mon-
ey on top of donor resources to invest in small- to medium-sized private 
enterprises across Africa. Examples are the Africa Enterprise Challenge 
Fund and its agribusiness funding element supported by the UK or the 
African Agriculture Fund, a similar private equity fund chief ly backed by 

77 Recipient governments may nonetheless fund agricultural inputs through general budget support. An 

example is Malawi, which has a large but controversial subsidy scheme for fertilizers and seeds: Imperial 

College London, Wadonda Consult, Michigan State University, & Overseas Development Institute, 2007.

Food Security: A Mapping of European Approaches

38



$40 million from France. Germany ventures in a similar direction with its 
AgroAfrica scheme, which received around $140 million (€100 million) be-
tween 2009 and 2012 from a subsidiary of the German development bank 
to support agri-business investments in Sub-Saharan Africa. Managed pri-
vately, these funds bypass government channels and turn directly towards 
the private sector.

Despite these similarities among European donors, the European Commission, 
Germany, UK and France differ in the attention they give to specific areas of 
aid to food security. Differences are also evident in the role played by grants or 
loans and the role of the private sector in achieving food security. Here, no clear 
European pattern is visible. 

•	 European donors support different areas within aid to food security. Rural 
development is a key topic for Germany and makes up the largest part of 
its long-term aid to food security. Rural development receives far less atten-
tion from the UK, which in turn spends a much greater share of its official 
development assistance on relief aid. Within the large agriculture category, 
the four top European donors also reveal different priorities. Among the 
18 specific areas of this sector, the European Commission and Germany 
favor agricultural support services such as agricultural development, agri-
cultural reform, agricultural alternative development, agricultural finance 
and agricultural co-operatives.78 Agricultural policy and research receive 
far less support. This is the opposite for France, which spends the lion’s 
share of its budget on agricultural research. The UK on the other hand 
gives more support to the agricultural policy category, which essential-
ly encompasses financial support to agricultural ministries and their sec-
tor programs and capacity building of government administrations. Here, 
Germany is rather hesitant.

•	 Another difference is the degree to which loans are used to finance food se-
curity activities and how the private sector is involved. This is particular-
ly true if the administrative setup a donor has to follow does not allow for 
financial cooperation with the private sector. Where this is not the case, 
donors are increasingly experimenting with loans. Donors with a strong 
grant component like the UK are keen to expand their loan portfolio. The 
European Commission, still effectively bound by its regulatory rules to 
continue with grants, is also tentatively exploring new ways of involving 
the private sector better through loans.79

This analysis shows that the top four European donors have a common interest 
in addressing food insecurity in Africa, yet they go about it quite differently. This 

78 Hearn, et al., 2010.

79 European Commission, 2011c.
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diversity creates opportunities for ensuring that all areas relevant to food securi-
ty are covered. But much more coordination is needed to make sure that the di-
versity in programs and donor priorities is managed properly to achieve comple-
mentarity, to harmonize policies and to ensure that activities are not duplicated 
or areas ignored. 
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5 Improving coordination 
among development partners 

According to policymakers and practitioners, the harmonization and coordina-
tion of European food security policies has improved considerably over the past 
few years. However, due to a proliferation of donors – notably new European 
donors, non-Western donors like China or Brazil, international philanthropies 
and private activists – coordinated implementation of food security activities re-
mains difficult.

5 .1 Shared views and shared policies

European donors have mechanisms to develop common policies, either through 
the EU consultation processes or through less formal networks of exchange and 
learning. The commission’s documents on humanitarian food assistance and food 
security for example have gone through a comprehensive participatory process. 
The nature of this process suggests that European Commission policies seek to be 
a reference point for all European donors, even though the Treaty of Lisbon gives 
donors the right to implement their own humanitarian aid and development assis-
tance.80 Specifically for the development policy, EU member states further agreed 
to develop an implementation framework for the EU policy framework on food 
security to harmonize the food security approaches in practice. Currently under 
development, the process will most likely draw to a close in 2012.

Outside the EU, the harmonization of policies rests on less formal fora to ex-
change ideas, debate lessons learned and synthesize research results. The Global 
Donor Platform on Rural Development or the Technical Centre for Agricultur-
al and Rural Cooperation are such networks of exchange and learning in which 
European donors are particularly active. Created in 2003, the Global Donor Plat-
form for Rural Development is a network of 34 bilateral and multilateral donors, 
international financing institutions, intergovernmental organizations and devel-
opment agencies. Its main task is “to build consensus around critical or emerg-
ing issues and formulate joint approaches – thus facilitating harmonisation and 
alignment between development partners’ policies.”81

80 EU, 2007. Humanitarian assistance and development cooperation remain “shared parallel competences” 

between the EU and its member states according to article 214 of the treaty of Lisbon.

81 Global Donor Platform for Rural Development, no date.
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5 .2 Real donor coordination in its infancy 

Do shared views on challenges and solutions translate into common action? Do 
donors coordinate the implementation of their food security activities? Are there 
single programming documents for each recipient country, marking the respon-
sibilities and financial contributions of all involved donors? Surprisingly, no. De-
spite the fairly broad consensus that food insecurity is one of the crucial chal-
lenges of our time, that agriculture and rural development are key to achieving 
food security and that there is a real need to produce better results and improve 
aid effectiveness, cooperation on the ground is still largely “a dream,” according 
to a European aid expert.82 Why is further coordination so difficult? What has 
already been achieved to build upon? 

The lack of donor coordination is already a challenge within many individual Eu-
ropean donor governments and within the European Commission. In most cases, 
different departments or even ministries are responsible for administering human-
itarian and development aid. This has exacerbated the short-term orientation of 
humanitarian assistance and has led to a lack of funding for recovery and transi-
tion activities, as well as to a lack of focus of development activities on prevention 
of and preparedness for emergencies. Improving the links between humanitarian 
and development approaches is critical to improving efficiency since many Sub-
Saharan countries receive both development assistance and humanitarian food 
assistance. While most donors have recognized the importance of linking relief, 
rehabilitation and development, few have managed to adopt effective approach-
es for doing so internally, let alone internationally.83

Donor coordination is also an issue within the different forms of aid, though it 
is more pronounced in development than in humanitarian assistance. While do-
nor coordination remains insufficient in this area as well, several mechanisms 
for facilitating coordination have been created in the humanitarian arena. First, 
a larger share of humanitarian assistance is channelled through multilateral or-
ganizations. Around 60 percent of global in-kind food assistance is channelled 
through the World Food Programme, which thus assumes a de facto coordinat-
ing role.84 Second, the Consolidated Appeals Process, a tool used by aid organ-
isations to plan, implement and monitor their relief activities, reports on overall 
funding needs of an emergency and tracks the financial contributions made by 
donors. Third, coordination of relief is further supported through the cluster ap-
proach, which brings together the various implementing agencies working in a 

82 French official, September 2011.

83 Steets, 2011.

84 In 2010, the WFP delivered 3,6 million tonnes out of an estimated total of 5,7 million tonnes of food aid 

(63 percent share) WFP, 2011, p. 8.
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specific area when they respond to emergencies.85 The Food and Agricultural Or-
ganization and the World Food Programme established a specific food security 
cluster in late 2010 to ensure that food related responses are better coordinated.

Achieving donor coordination in development aid has proven even more diffi-
cult. Development cooperation mainly takes the form of bilateral government-
to-government support. Donors have recognized the need to coordinate their in-
terventions and improving coordination is at the core of the aid effectiveness 
agenda that most donors now subscribe to and at the heart of the 2005 Paris dec-
laration.86 Through this declaration, donors committed themselves to channel-
ling two-thirds of their country specific development assistance through locally 
owned development programs, such as national poverty reduction strategies or 
sector or thematic programs. At the heart of these aid management approaches 
are four key features: leadership by the host country; a single comprehensive pro-
gram and budget framework; a formalized process of donor coordination and har-
monization of donor procedures for reporting, budgeting, financial management 
and procurement; and efforts to increase the use of local systems for program de-
sign and implementation, financial management, monitoring and evaluation.87

However, the 2011 OECD monitoring survey on progress in implementing the 
Paris declaration indicates that donors are still nowhere near on track in coordi-
nating their aid activities in general – and as a result in agriculture and food se-
curity as well.88 The report notes that only “little progress has been made among 
donors to implement common arrangements or procedures and conduct joint 
missions and analytical work.” Rather, “aid is becoming increasingly fragment-
ed” – meaning that donors are coordinating less and less.89 The more aid is chan-
nelled through coordinated mechanisms, the more donors are curtailed in pursu-
ing their own goals with their national development aid. Alongside management 
problems, this remains a key impediment to greater and more institutionalized 
coordination on the ground.

The lack of donor coordination is a real issue in the agricultural sector, where 
donors experienced difficulties with locally owned development programs. In the 
mid-1990s, fragmented agricultural aid was increasingly replaced by aid manage-
ment approaches, where donors pool their resources to facilitate its management, 
avoid duplications and increase impact. Sector-wide approaches became the most 
common way for donors to pool their aid for long-term food security and support 

85 At a global level, the cluster develops guidance, support capacities and rapid response mechanisms, 

while increasing operational coordination at national and local levels. Steets et al., 2010.

86 The Paris Declaration on Aid Effectiveness outlines five fundamental principles for making aid more 

effective (ownership, alignment, harmonization, results and mutual accountability).

87 European Commission, 2007; Cabral, 2009.

88 OECD, 2011.

89 OECD, 2011, p. 16.
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the agricultural sector in recipient countries – with the local government in the 
driving seat. In contrast to the success of sector-wide approaches in the health 
and education sectors, the distinct features of the agricultural sector made these 
approaches prone to failure in most cases:90

•	 Agriculture is a productive sector with a diverse set of producers and a mar-
ket with many actors. Businesses range from individual rural farmers, to 
local cooperatives and large-scale agribusiness; markets may be local, re-
gional, national or global; the value chain may be small and end with the 
export of just the raw material such as an unprocessed food crop or go all 
the way from production and processing to distribution and retail. 

•	 Most economic activities take place in the private sector, and the public ser-
vices are less important compared to other social sectors. Agricultural sec-
tor-wide approaches however start with the government and tend to leave 
out the private sector. This may reduce much needed investments and in-
centives to the private sector.

•	 Governments and donors may disagree about the role of the state in the 
agricultural sector. Those who foresee a strong role for the state see it as 
the principal provider of investment, the owner of agricultural coopera-
tives and the one who intervenes in case of market failure. Others see the 
role of the state as much smaller and as being restricted to that of a market 
regulator or facilitator. Donors increasingly favor a small role of govern-
ment, whereas recipient governments may want to play a more interven-
tionist role, with large-scale planning and market interventions. A much 
cited example for such an interventionist role are government-run subsidy 
programs on agricultural inputs or commodity prices, which may lower 
consumer prices on fertilizers, seeds or for food products but may in turn 
discourage normal market development in combination with a hefty price 
tag on government budgets.91

•	 Public sector reform and the phasing out of government activities usual-
ly receive little political support among recipient countries. A smaller gov-
ernment role runs counter to budget-maximizing tendencies in bureaucra-
cies, which may translate into an ever-increasing role in services provided 
by the state. In addition, reduced government interventions may have sig-
nificant short-term impact on the livelihoods of a country’s citizens, which 
may not be well-received by the electorate.

90 See Cabral, 2009 for a more detailed discussion on these deficits.

91 See for example Barrett & Mutambatsere, 2005 for a discussion on the problems of agricultural market 

control through the state.
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•	 Lastly, the agricultural sector and its overarching goal of achieving food 
security is usually not the unique territory of a few, isolated government 
structures. Most agricultural ministries have lost the sole responsibility for 
sector development, and sector approaches only designed by the agricultur-
al ministry tend to leave out other sectors relevant for agricultural develop-
ment and achieving overall food security: “Ministries of agriculture have 
often resisted pressures to re-define their role, and cut budgets and staff-
ing, while many other stakeholders inside and outside government have 
a more important voice and impact on agricultural development than the 
activities of the agriculture ministry and donors to it.”92

Following the lack of positive results from sector-wide approaches in agricul-
ture, donors have begun to confront the challenges of aid coordination different-
ly. Agricultural aid continues to be channelled through imperfect sector-wide ap-
proaches, and despite the many drawbacks, numbers of agricultural sector-wide 
approaches are increasing. The most common coping strategy among European 
donors is however the case by case funding of separate projects to counter insuf-
ficient government structures or underdeveloped sector programs. Donors pre-
fer their own approach, but this comes at a high price, as a study commissioned 
by Oxfam on donor coordination around food security in Burkina, Faso, Ghana 
and Niger in 2009 concluded.93

Problems associated with a project approach include a lack of financial predict-
ability, parallel management structures for each project (which require consider-
able financial resources to run and weaken government abilities to lead the na-
tional development plans), and demands on the national ministries to address 
each donor individually. Ghana’s Ministry of Finance and Economic Planning, 
for example, had 16 different donor units to deal with the specific procedures de-
manded by the different donors in 2009. This is the opposite of effective aid to 
food security and only mitigated by ad-hoc and non-institutionalized coordina-
tion of activities which depend on like-minded country representatives.94 Exam-
ples are agricultural donor working groups and similar country specific coordi-
nation bodies. Yet the author of the Oxfam study concludes for the West African 
countries under review that “even if these groups share information, they are of-
ten far from promoting real co-ordination for the different stakeholders’ interven-
tions or harmonising their practices in the field.”95 Moreover, they usually suf-
fer from limited participation of key stakeholders: new donors with major stakes 
in the African agricultural sector like China, India, Brazil, civil society groups 
or private sector representatives.96 And they tend to neglect a holistic approach 

92 Foster, 2000, p. 10.

93 Crola, 2009.

94 EU official, September 2011.

95 Crola, 2009, p. 17.

96 Crola, 2009, pp. 18-19; Global Donor Platform for Rural Development, 2008; Interview.
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to food security, leaving out vital fields such as linking short and long-term aid 
to food security or nutrition. At the same time, separate working groups on top-
ics such as nutrition, rural development or agriculture create more and not less 
burden on staff time, such as is the case in Mozambique. Combined, these are 
serious drawbacks of the project approach and make a new approach to coordi-
nation much more urgent if donors want to succeed in helping to eradicate hun-
ger across Africa.

At the European level, the first move in addressing these paramount stumbling 
blocks to greater aid effectiveness was made in the fall of 2011. The European 
Commission proposed more coordinated action among European donors in its 
new Agenda for Change. The proposal calls for joint programming of the com-
mission’s and member states’ aid, ideally resulting in a single joint programming 
document with “the sectoral division of labour and financial allocations per sec-
tor and donor.” The commission proposes that the commission itself and member 
states follow this approach when devising their bilateral implementation plans: 
“Operationally, the EU and Member States should make use of aid modalities that 
facilitate joint action such as budget support (under a ‘single EU contract’), EU 
trust funds and delegated cooperation.”97 Potentially a big leap forward, its im-
plementation will require strong political leadership from Germany, France and 
the UK as well as acceptance of the fact that this reduces their own autonomy.

97 European Commission, 2011c, pp. 10-11.
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6 Conclusion
Sub-Saharan Africa has huge potential for agricultural growth and for achieving 
food security for its citizens. Donors, African countries and entrepreneurs sense 
that the agricultural sector, the backbone of many Sub-Saharan African econo-
mies, can turn from a receiver of aid to a f lourishing part of the economy. The 
question is how donors can take on the challenge of investment in smallholder 
farming and improve the situation of millions of food insecure while at the same 
time supporting the creation of an economic sector that attracts workers and stim-
ulates broad economic growth.

This review of European donors and their support of food security in Sub-Sa-
haran Africa demonstrated that donors by and large reversed their ailing invest-
ments and neglect of agriculture and food security in Sub-Saharan Africa over 
the past few years. With variations in nominal terms, the European Commission, 
Germany, France and the UK have all increased their budgets during the past 
decade. Nonetheless, aid for food security to Sub-Saharan Africa from these do-
nors still remains at a low level given the importance of this sector, its potential 
for poverty reduction and economic growth and in relation to overall volumes 
of development assistance to Sub-Saharan Africa. The average share of the re-
viewed donors was around 10 percent between 1995 and 2010. This points to a 
gap between rhetoric and reality, a gap that is even closing at much slower slow 
pace now with the drop in aid to food security in 2010. 

Still, the quality of aid matters as much as the quantity does. The review has 
shown that there is a need for substantial improvement in the way aid is man-
aged and implemented on the ground if donors want to achieve more impact with 
the money they invest. The European Commission, France, Germany and the 
United Kingdom each prioritize different approaches, such as budget support to 
country-led agricultural investment plans, agricultural research, farmers’ capac-
ity building or the direct provision of inputs like tools, seeds and fertilizers to 
smallholders. Most favor government-centered approaches. But market-centered 
approaches, which use the private sector and local businesses as a reference point 
rather than individuals, are creating more interest among donors as well. The dif-
ferences in approaching food insecurity among the European donors should how-
ever not lead to the conclusion to smooth out all the bumps and have everyone 
do the same. Rather, the quality of aid to food security will be determined by 
finding synergies to ensure that gaps are closed and duplications avoided. Here, 
greater donor cooperation among Europeans (in particular with fellow donors), 
the emerging actors of international development cooperation and recipient gov-
ernments is necessary. 
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