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GHANAGRI

We are going through a particular moment in history which proves, more than 
ever, the interconnection and interdependence among the different regions of 
the world, both in terms of the challenges ahead and the solutions we can find 
together. A fair and sustainable approach to development is needed, encompass-
ing social inclusion, the respect and promotion of human rights as well as the 
environmental dimension. These are absolute priorities for both Africa and Eu-
rope, reaffirming the need to enhance cooperation between our two continents.  
 
Working together for a shared prosperity also means addressing public and pri-
vate investment gaps to favour access to health, water and sanitation facilities, 
improve transportation networks and facilitate the development of agro-indus-
trial supply chains. The agriculture and agribusiness sectors are indeed crucial 
in improving the living conditions of the growing African population as well as 
for the integration of the continent in the global economy. The strategic im-
portance of agriculture becomes even more relevant in the context of the cur-
rent pandemic. The sector provides employment to 65 per cent of the African 
population, representing around 45 per cent of the continent’s GDP. However, 
it also faces a productivity which is about 60 per cent lower than the world av-
erage, with dramatic implications in terms of food security and the livelihoods 
of local communities, especially in times of high volatility.  
 
It is therefore necessary to focus on a new, strategic approach that will make 
the agro-industrial sector in Africa more resilient, competitive, dynamic and at-
tractive, considering the growing share of youth population entering the labour 
market each year.  
 
An inclusive approach to development would also imply empowering those 
groups whose role has not yet been adequately taken into account, particularly 
women. Women can in fact become powerful game-changers, as they repre-
sent the backbone of agricultural production in Africa.  
 
When analysing the case of Ghana, this research unveils some key areas of in-
tervention to enhance the development of the agro-industrial value chains in 
the country, which can however be valid more generally, for the entire conti-
nent. Particular emphasis is given to: 
• investment in education and training of a specialised workforce; 
• infrastructural development in order to favour a prompt and efficient distribu-

tion of goods;  
• reform of the current land ownership and land management schemes, which 

tend to penalise women; 
• the introduction of economic and legal tools to support small producers along 

the various production and marketing stages; and 
• digital innovation applied to the agricultural sector, to make farmers aware 

of the decisions they need to take. 
 
An in-depth analysis is also devoted to the fishing sector, which can provide 
common opportunities to African coastal communities, in a framework of le-
gality and sustainability. 
 
Ex Africa semper aliquid novi: “There is always something new out of Africa”,   
wrote Pliny the Elder. The actions that will be taken in the near future will be 
crucial to assess whether Africa will present us with new challenges to face, or 
will instead provide us with a reservoir of new geopolitical, economic and cul-
tural opportunities to the benefit of us all.  
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According to tradition, East Africa is the place where coffee was first discovered. 
Coffee is a crop deeply embedded in African traditional agriculture and it has 
the potential to be a driver for its future. Africa is home, in fact, to several coffee 
varieties, resulting in a wide palette of tastes and flavours. Moreover, this crop 
is able to thrive in combination with other species and not in competition with 
them, hence favouring biodiversity conservation. It is a crop with great potential 
to be economically and environmentally sustainable, representing a good 
paradigm for the future of African agricultural development. 
 
However, as with other native products, in order to really boost African agri-
cultural development, the coffee sector needs to overcome numerous chal-
lenges that also impact many other crops: climate change effects, lack of ef-
fective infrastructure and know-how, internal market development, quality en-
hancement and consistency, and involvement of youth.  
 
Climate change represents a special threat to coffee availability and quality. In 
order to be resilient to its effects, Africa needs to find innovative ways to boost 
climate-smart agriculture. It needs to promote the protection of biodiversity, 
improvement of productivity as well as efficiency of traditional methods. In oth-
er words, it needs to boost a sustainable agriculture.  
 
Another important aspect regarding both coffee and the agricultural sector in 
general, is the promotion of entrepreneurship among farmers. Farmers have to 
take everyday decisions on how to manage the farm, the same as any other en-
trepreneur. So, it is fundamental for them to have access to know-how, best prac-
tices and knowledge sharing, as well as access to technology in order to run their 
farms sustainably, be informed about markets and learn how to improve quality. 
 
Coffee farming, and agriculture in general, are also strictly connected to social 
and societal aspects. Coffee is traditionally run as a family business; indeed, 
worldwide it is estimated that 70-75 per cent of coffee is produced by small-
holders. It is therefore important to work for an effective engagement and 
recognition of the role of women in farm management. Women play in fact a 
crucial role for the future economic and social development of Africa.  
 
Another fundamental stakeholder to consider is youth. Africa is a young con-
tinent, and young people who are now choosing to stay in the rural areas need 
to have access to the necessary tools to run their farm effectively and to find 
their place in the market. We need to encourage young people and promote 
their entrepreneurial spirit by improving access to education and technical spe-
cialisation. The African agricultural sector faces a number of challenges, but it 
also has the potential to become the engine of the continent’s development. If 
we want this to be the African century, we need to work together to enhance 
Africa’s great potential for a sustainable future.  
 

 
Mario Cerutti 

Chief Institutional Relations & Sustainability Officer 
 Lavazza Group 

Agriculture plays a crucial role for African communities. It employs more than 
half of the continent’s workforce and smallholder farmers rely on it as the main 
source of livelihood and income. However, in several countries unsustainable 
farming practices have harmed entire ecosystems and exposed agriculture to 
tremendous climate change shocks. On the one hand, unsustainable farming 
practices have caused a greater consumption of soil, without leading to an in-
crease in productivity. On the other hand, they have destroyed primary forests, 
decreased biodiversity and threatened ecosystems, pushing farmers to move to 
other patches, further exacerbating the risks of desertification and deforestation. 
 
Ghana is not immune to these challenges. For several decades the country has 
been dominated by subsistence agriculture, with outdated farming techniques 
that did not increase fertility of the soil, while causing ecosystem erosion and 
depletion of natural resources. For these reasons, hunger and poverty still rep-
resent huge obstacles for the sustainable development of the country, while 
urban–rural and gender divides increase inequalities among regions and groups 
of the population. This is even more worrisome in times of pandemic, as the 
spread of Covid-19 could have a severe impact on Ghana’s economic and hu-
man development. Market closures, trade disruptions, labour shortages due to 
movement restrictions and the difficulty for humanitarian actors to operate in 
remote areas, could have dramatic repercussions for the most vulnerable groups 
of the population such as children, women and the elderly.  
 
In this situation, investing in sustainable agriculture and taking stock of the new 
possibilities provided by digital solutions becomes more than urgent. Mobilising 
investments to adopt more sustainable agri-tech would contribute to increasing 
the profitability of agriculture, attracting younger generations of farmers and 
affording them the chance to become successful agri-businesspeople. This re-
quires a combination of policies and investments ranging from land tenure sys-
tem reforms to institutional and marketing support for new crops (like coffee), 
as well as a huge mobilisation of resources to improve infrastructure to link 
smallholder farmers to markets.  
 
Achieving a more sustainable agriculture is crucial not only to increase GDP 
growth, but also to give hope to those younger entrepreneurs who are trying 
to pull their communities out of the vicious cycle of poverty and subsistence 
farming, This approach will require time, a stronger and concerted effort among 
Western African partners, as well as an even stronger involvement of the whole 
international community, in particular the European Union. It will not be an 
easy task, but the country has all the economic, cultural and environmental re-
sources to make this change a reality, achieve the goals set in the Agenda 2030, 
particularly in a post-Covid19 period, and leave no one behind. 
 

 
                                 Nathalie Tocci                       Ferdinando Nelli Feroci 
                Director Istituto Affari Internazionali                     President Istituto Affari Internazionali 
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Agriculture is Africa’s great opportunity. While it could provide a solution for 
many of the troubles affecting the continent, paradoxically it remains one of the 
most underdeveloped among sectors. Agriculture is indeed at the crossroads of 
the changes occurring in Africa; on one side there are hopes for an ambitious 
leap in technology and development, with an emerging middle class and a grow-
ing potential to address poverty and instability. On the other hand lie the hard 
truths of a still widespread poverty, the unsustainable exploitation of resources, 
and social and economic gaps that remain hard to close. Unlike other promising 
sectors, such as energy, the path for agriculture in Africa is less clear and more 
heterogeneous among regions, countries, even provinces; while the develop-
ment of wind farms or solar mini-grids builds on a blank slate, farming is deeply 
entwined not only with the economy or with infrastructures, but also with the 
very social and even political fabric of African countries. Changing the mindset 
of farmers could take generations; yet, if the continent wants to harness the 
full development potential offered not only by its resources, but also by the mo-
mentum offered by the digital revolution and the energy transition, this change 
has to happen in a decade, maybe less. In some parts of the continent this shift 
has already started, and the paradox of African agriculture is now more evident 
than ever. Gigantic slash fires often shadow the hazy landscape of Ghana’s dry 
season, as farmers across the country torch their fields in the hope of restoring 
some of the long-lost fertility of the soil, in a desperate battle against desertifi-
cation that this and other outdated techniques are causing them to lose. Yet, 
only a few kilometres to the south, shiny white drones fully charged with fer-
tiliser perform precision spraying over state-of-the art farms run not by interna-
tional corporations, but by young Africans who want to start a green revolution 
in their country. Two sides of the same coin, and perhaps the best example of 
such a fundamental contradiction between a coexisting past and present, be-
tween underdevelopment and great potential. This is a contradiction that will 
need to be quickly solved, if the 21st century is to become the African Century. 
 
Africa’s agricultural dilemma 
Sub-Saharan Africa needs a prosperous agriculture. This is necessary not only 
to promote its exports – although Foreign Direct Investment in the sector has 
spiked in the past ten years – but also to feed a growing population that, by 
2030, will likely represent 20 per cent of the global total. The continent has 
the potential to achieve this result: estimates from McKinsey1 indicate that the 
continent could triple its output of cereals and grains, if its production was to 
rise to its full capacity, and similar results are expected also for other crops. Yet, 
this potential has not been realised so far, as Africa’s agricultural output has 
been lagging behind its population growth.  
In the 1960s the continent was able to cover its whole consumption of cereals. 
Nowadays, such self-sufficiency is a mirage for many African countries, whose 
agricultural exports have on average decreased by 50 per cent in the past 25 
years.2 The consequences of this are often severe. According to the WHO, mal-
nutrition and its effects have increased in absolute terms in the past 15 years.3 
Even countries which have recently benefitted from a rapid and strong growth 
are affected: in Kenya 26 per cent of children are stunted from lack of nutrients. 
Malnutrition takes a heavy toll on cognitive development, and thus on personal 
growth and on productivity as well; according to the World Bank, this burden 
costs up to 11 per cent of Africa’s GDP each year.4 The roughly 35 billion dollar 
import bill for food5 is also a heavy burden for the continent as a whole, drain-
ing much of what is earned through the export of natural resources and which 
could instead be directed towards infrastructure or re-invested in agriculture. 
The growing hunger of Africa has even led to a true epidemic of “counterfeit” 
food – i.e., frequently imported, low-quality or discarded food, masked with 
fake labels or colouring (often carcinogenic). In countries like Ghana and Nigeria 
the expression plastic rice has become unfortunately common. 
Reasons are relatively easy to find. Africa has almost entirely missed the Green Rev-

Agriculture for  
the African Century 
 
 
 

 
Lorenzo Colantoni

1. McKinsey, Winning in Africa’s Agricultural Market, 2019 
www.mckinsey.com/industries/agriculture/our-
insights/winning-in-africas-agricultural-market  

2. NEPAD, Agriculture in Africa – Transformation and Outlook, 2013 
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transformation-and-outlook.pdf  
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African Region, 2017 
www.afro.who.int/sites/default/files/2017-
11/Nutrition%20in%20the%20WHO%20African%20Reg
ion%202017_0.pdf 

4. The World Bank, Nutrition Overview, 2019 
www.worldbank.org/en/topic/nutrition/overview  

5. African Development Bank, Feed Africa, 2016 
www.afdb.org/en/the-high-5/feed-africa 
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olution – the technology transfer that, from the early 1960s, boosted agricultural 
production on other continents, Asia and South and Central America above all.  
This was the shift that, according to many analysts,6 contributed to the world 
avoiding a Malthusian famine as population was booming – but it was a revo-
lution that did not touch most of Africa. While Asian output was growing at 
an astounding 3 per cent per year, African growth did not go beyond 1 per 
cent for a variety of causes,7 most of which still haunt the continent’s agriculture 
to this day. Foremost among these has been a governmental focus on (largely 
unsuccessful) attempts to develop industry, contributing to a general disregard 
of agriculture, which the colonial past had left well designed for exports but 
largely inadequate for domestic consumption. Further causes include feudal 
land tenure systems, lack of knowledge transfer, and political and economic in-
stability which have undermined improvement of the agricultural workforce, 
which consists largely of smallholders in isolated communities, often deep-root-
ed in tradition. In the 1990s, countries as Mexico or India were matching ex-
ceptional population growth with a successful agriculture; in sub-Saharan 
Africa, aside from the prosperous yet risky monoculture and a few other ex-
ceptions, the outlook for farming had not changed much from three decades 
earlier. Productivity was – and unfortunately still is – the lowest in the world. 
Yet, in the past 20 years something has changed. The significant growth of 
Africa and the stability of some of its countries in the 2000s and 2010s again 
shone light on the potential of the continent, on its untapped sectors but, most 
importantly, on a new perspective for African development. A rising middle 
class, which has accounted of more than a third of the African population in 
the past decade,8 and increased spending by households have attracted a new 
wave of investors, who have started assessing opportunities to develop not only 
the resources of the continent, but also of its people. The 1.2 billion strong 
population of Africa is finally being considered as a powerful consumer base 
for the goods of many Chinese, European, American but also African producers 
– if their empowerment continues as it has over the past 15 years. 
Agriculture has benefitted from this new growth, receiving greater investments 
and increasing production at levels comparable to the 1960s Green Revolution 
(some 3.2 per cent a year between 1990 and 20149). This is good news; along 
with energy, agriculture is probably the most important enabling factor for the 
development of the continent. Not only is malnutrition a strong brake to Africa’s 
development, but the sector has also the greatest multiplier effect on the con-
tinent’s economy: as almost 60 to 70 per cent of the African population is em-
ployed in agriculture and 90 per cent of the people are dependent on earnings 
from farming, agriculture’s impact on the GDP is 2 to 2.7 times higher than other 
sectors.10 Representing such a major share of the African population, the eco-
nomic but also cultural and social growth of farmers is key to reduce migration, 
normalise the uncontrolled urbanisation of many African cities and, above all, 
develop the new generation of entrepreneurs the continent badly needs.  
Renewed attention to African agriculture comes also at a challenging time for 
its environment. In the past decades, climate change has started to show its ef-
fects on sub-Saharan Africa: 2016, 2018 and 2019 witnessed devastating 
droughts that threaten famine across the continent and particularly in the East 
and South, due to rising extreme El Niño events. In 2020, eight countries have 
also been struggling with the worst outbreak of locusts in 70 years, largely 
caused by changing climate conditions and the abandonment of the war-torn 
fields of Somalia and Yemen. The situation is still unclear but, according to the 
FAO, this could rapidly become one of the worst threats to agriculture and liveli-
hoods in the whole of Africa in this century.11 In addition to desertification, erratic 
rain patterns exacerbate a fragile situation caused by the unsustainable practices 
that have driven the development of agriculture witnessed on the continent in 
the past couple of decades. Indeed, most of the expansion of production has 
been largely due to a greater consumption of soil, rather than to an increase in 
yield. This, in turn, consumed precious (and often protected) primary forest, de-

creased biodiversity, threatened ecosystems and also the very fertility of the soil: 
overcropping, inadequate or no rotation, heavy rains worsened by lack of tree 
cover washed away nutrients that fertilisers could not replenish. As land became 
exhausted, farmers moved to other patches, contributing to desertification and 
deforestation. This is also the case in Ghana, where unsustainable cocoa pro-
duction, coupled with new pressure on land resources from illegal mining or rub-
ber plantations, are major drivers for deforestation and biodiversity loss. This cre-
ates a vicious cycle that, as climate change worsens, will have to be stopped. 
 
The future of Africa’s plains 
A shift in Africa’s agriculture must occur, and soon, towards a full economic, 
social and environmental sustainability, but productivity can be raised without 
further harm to the African population or ecosystems. The benefits of the Green 
Revolution have been evident, but also in evidence is the environmental impact 
of its methods over the decades: the widespread use of pesticides and fertilisers, 
including the still common nicotinoids (particularly harmful to pollinators), the 
push towards global (particularly South American) deforestation, the heavy ex-
ploitation of soil by monoculture. New tools and approaches now allow instead 
for a “sustainable intensification” of crop production, which the FAO defines 
as “policies that promote doing more with less” and which translates into the 
three actions of increasing efficiency, replacing harmful or unsuitable products, 
and the redesign of farms and cultivations.12 Indeed, even estimates from the 
McKinsey consultancy agree that most of the potential for productivity expan-
sion in sub-Saharan Africa will come from improvement in yield13: land expan-
sion would deliver just half the additional cereals and coarse grains that could 
be provided by postharvest loss reduction alone.14  
This process will need different steps – and most importantly, an integrated ap-
proach along the whole supply chain. Growth in African agriculture will start 
from the actual increase of yields, which will be achieved first through the con-
struction of new irrigation schemes – and since food production on the conti-
nent is almost totally rainfed this will be the greatest investment cost to bear, 
some 65 billion dollars according to McKinsey.15 Fertiliser (up to eight times the 
current use), storage (at least 8 billion dollars in investment) and quality seeds 
will be equally needed. Yet, this alone will not be sufficient; Africa will need an 
increased access to markets and international trade, without which its new pro-
duction will be left to rot, or will not deliver benefits to producers. This will re-
quire a synergic effort among countries to build roads and ports and to 
strengthen trade flows among African countries to expand national markets 
which, due to the still low levels of consumption, are often small. The African 
Continental Free Trade Area, effective since May 2019, could be a solid basis 
both to increase intra-African trade of agricultural commodities, and to expand 
regional investments in the sector. Greater unity among African countries will 
also be necessary to improve the continent’s positioning on the global stage, in 
terms of international standards which smaller countries (such as Togo or Benin) 
sometimes have difficulty in adopting alone, but also in relation to negotiating 
power with foreign partners (China, Europe and the US in particular).  
This regards not only agreement over commodity prices, but also the ability of 
African countries to limit the unsustainable exploitation of natural resources by 
foreign actors on their territory; many governments, often pressured by heavy 
foreign debt and unable to face much more powerful counterparts, have turned 
a blind eye to often devastating and illegal fishing and mining practices by for-
eign companies, and to some extent to the ongoing land grab (even if the per-
ception of this may have been larger than the reality).16 
In the quest for a syncretic approach encompassing increased productivity and 
sustainability, digitalisation could also be one of the game changers. Applications 
to agriculture are varied and still largely unexplored: portable scanning systems 
that could be operated via smart phones are now used to detect counterfeit 
food, or simply to evaluate important features of fruit and vegetables (level of 
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maturity, sweetness). Drones are particularly effective due to their variety of ap-
plications: they are used in countries such as Ghana or Nigeria for precision 
spraying that allows 60 to 70 pe cent greater efficiency in the use of pesticides 
or fertilisers, for monitoring the health of fields through multispectral images 
that detect pests or diseases even when they affect only a small portion of plants, 
and for soil and irrigation analysis that normally, through aerial or satellite pho-
tography, would have been inaccessible for the vast majority of African farmers. 
Smart and normal phones alone are already making a significant contribution, 
through the exchange of information regarding commodity prices, weather pre-
dictions, information on cultivation methods or solutions to pests or droughts. 
Knowledge sharing platforms such as WeFarm, as well as readily available 
YouTube videos, are expanding the skills of farmers, improving productivity and 
reducing costs such as those for expensive and often unavailable consultations 
with agronomists or veterinarians. While the economics for the digitalisation of 
agriculture is improving and will likely lead to a major expansion in the decade 
to come,17 such changes are already visible, and are above all contributing to 
attract young people towards an agriculture which is made more appealing by 
innovation and less tainted by the stigma of backwardness and poverty.  
 
The path ahead 
The outlook for agriculture in sub-Saharan Africa is mixed, but its crucial role 
in guaranteeing the success of the ongoing transformations in the region is ev-
ident. It is fundamental to act now and activate the sector not only to exploit 
a potential ripe for the taking, but also to confront challenges that will not wait 
for Africa to prepare. Climate change and environmental degradation are top 
on the list, but the threat represented by the Covid-19 global pandemic has 
rapidly surged: while the impact of the virus on rural African populations could 
be immense due to the extremely limited healthcare facilities, many farmers are 
already suffering from the closure of borders and the reduction of trade.  
It is thus necessary to boost the continent’s agriculture along the lines of a three-
fold sustainability (economic, social and environmental), bearing in mind one key 
concept: one-size-fits-all solutions will not work in Africa. Climate, infrastructural, 
economic, political and social conditions are unique and differ not only from the 
rest of the world, but also among African countries. The delivery of such “African 
solutions” will influence a variety of actions, from how greenhouses should be 
designed to how land tenure systems have to be reformed on a regional, national 
or even provincial basis. However, one particularity shared by the whole continent 
will also need to be considered: the role of smallholders, farmers owning less 
than 2 hectares and who represent more than 80 per cent of the whole African 
production (and up to 95 per cent in countries such as Ethiopia). Such a structure 
for production could seem a drawback, as implementing radical changes would 
be much easier and more effective on larger farms, which also tend to be more 
efficient. It could instead be turned into an advantage: smallholders have proved 
to be keener on sustainability due to their inherent adaptability, the more accurate 
use of resources and the close relation many have with their territory. Improve-
ments in their productivity directly affect their living conditions and thus those of 
the rural communities they belong to, which not only represent the majority of 
the African population, but also its fastest growing and most fragile parts. Infusing 
technology, resources and even hope into the veins of African agriculture means 
accessing and boosting the core of its society: such infusion will impact not only 
Africa’s GDP, but the self-awareness of the generations to come and of those al-
ready leading this battle. Among them are a generation of former expatriates 
who changed their work and their lives to define their own African solutions; 
youth who choose farming over urbanisation not for lack of alternatives, but at-
tracted by the potential they see in new technologies; and communities that are 
coming together to lift themselves out of the damnation of subsistence farming. 
This process is only at its beginning, true, but the pieces are all in place; perhaps 
it will not be long before we are witnessing the new green revolution of Africa.

The goal of this volume is to assess how a sustainable agricultural transition can 
generate positive spill-over effects for the people, the primary sector and the 
environment. In order to achieve this, the book is divided into two parts.  
Part one contains a photographic section, with a series of stories collected from 
field work in Ghana and that highlight the path of the country towards a more 
sustainable agricultural transition, that leaves no one behind.  
Part two contains an analysis of the status of nutrition and agriculture in Ghana 
and it is divided into four chapters. 
 
The first provides an overview of the nutritional status of Ghana, focusing on 
the main challenges that the country is facing in terms of food and nutrition se-
curity. The chapter devotes particular attention to the most vulnerable groups 
of the population such as children and women, and includes a section on the 
effects that Covid-19 may have on the country’s overall food security.  
 
Chapter 2 focuses on agriculture in Ghana, by presenting a brief picture of the 
overall status of the primary sector in the country and then focusing on two 
specific crops that are important for the current and future development of 
Ghanaian agriculture – cocoa and coffee. The chapter presents the main chal-
lenges for the sustainable production of these crops, as well as a reflection on 
the impact that unsustainable cocoa production has generated on people (i.e., 
child exploitation) and the environment (i.e., deforestation). In this sense, it also 
highlights the role that international standards and community could play to 
make the cocoa supply chain more sustainable.  
 
Chapter 3 describes the harmful impact of unsustainable fishing for the 
Ghanaian environment. Starting from a general analysis on the importance of 
this sector for the country’s socio-economic balance, it then concentrates on 
the repercussions caused by illegal, unreported and unregulated fishing. In so 
doing, it addresses the role that domestic, regional and international actors 
could play for introducing better regulations to preserve biodiversity and pro-
tect local communities.  
 
Finally, Chapter 4 presents some forward looking reflections on the main chal-
lenges that agriculture in Ghana will face, showing the potential of digital so-
lutions applied to agriculture to accelerate growth, reduce inequalities and fos-
ter sustainable development for the whole country. 

Structure  
of the Book

17. M. Tsan, S. Totapally, M. Hallu and B. Addom, The 
Digitalisation of African Agriculture Report 2018-2019, CTA, 
Dalberg Advisors
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Of all countries in the continent, Ghana is the one that perhaps best represents 
the crossroads at which Africa finds itself. Benefitting from a sustained growth, 
it is not affected by the ravaging instability and poverty of countries such as the 
D.R.C., and neither does it suffer from the astounding extremes of richness and 
poverty other African countries still show. But that is not to say that all is well in 
Ghana. True, the crowded streets of Accra already reveal a small but growing 
middle class. Yet only a few kilometres north of the capital, many farmers strug-
gle to live an inch above subsistence farming, while most arid areas are threat-
ened by climate change and desertification. As they use tools and techniques 
dating back to the 1960s, the inherent frailty of the economy of many areas in 
Ghana leaves them no choice but to migrate.  
 
The best example of this contradiction is indeed the fields of Ghana, where the 
sound of ancient hoes striking soil as hard as stone mingles with the buzz of 
drones flying over nearby farms. Ghana is by definition a country where a thou-
sand different people and landscapes blend: the journey we portrayed in this 
book started from the busy markets of Accra, the stalls filled with familiar cas-
sava root and bizarre giant black snails, and continued into the misty forests 
surviving the deforestation along the east of the Ghana’s central region. Only 
a few kilometres north our path again left the jungle and the bush, to join the 
arid savannah of the north, where bit by bit the desert is stealing farmland. 
Churches are matched by mosques, and the colourful clothes of Central Africa 
mix with the more sober white and grey garb of the Sahel. Travelling still further 
we turned south to reach the coast of the Gulf of Guinea, once famous for its 
gold and for the heinous slave trade, and now ravaged by predatory and un-
sustainable fishing. But the tepid waters of the Ghanaian Atlantic shores were 
not the end of our journey: the struggles confronting the many souls of Ghana 
are different, yet what really connects them is the perception that the momen-
tum for change is there. And that it is ripe for the taking.

1 Ghana, between 
past and future



16 Fields near Chamba during the dry season, after the harvest of the yam, a tuber commonly cultivated in the area.

The Fires of Chamba 
 
The Northern Region of Ghana  
is mostly savannah, but during  
the dry season only the rare dusty 
bush marks some distinction between 
this ecosystem and the not so distant 
offshoots of the Sahara desert.  
It is here and in the Upper East  
and Upper West Regions that most  
of the land under threat of 
desertification in Ghana is located – 
some 35 per cent of the whole 
territory. Farmers fight the apparently 
unrestrainable advance of the desert 
with the little they know, starting 
massive fires once the yam harvest  
is done, hoping to restore some  
of the long-gone fertility of the soil.  
It is an illusion; the few nutrients  
fire brings are easily washed away 
during the upcoming rainy season.  
The flames destroy organic matter 
and worsen erosion, dramatically 
decreasing soil regeneration after 
each fire. They leave nothing  
but the desert behind.



A farmer working on a field shortly after the fires set by local people. 18



Children working on a yam field near Chamba. Child labour is a significant issue in many areas in Ghana for a mix of economic, social and cultural reasons. 20



Women bringing yams just after the harvest near Chamba. Lack of roads often results in post-harvest losses. 22



A farmer setting fire to a field after the yam harvest, near Chamba.24



A tractor collecting maize in the village of Tampion, in the North of Ghana. 26

Bordering the desert 
 
Tampion is a small village north  
of Tamale, the largest (and only)  
city in the Northern Region.  
The water-rich fields and hills  
of Central Ghana seem to belong  
to a different country, to another 
continent; here, farmers fight  
on a daily basis with water scarcity 
and lack of infrastructure – irrigation 
most of all, but roads too.  
The unstable production is often  
not enough to feed a growing 
population, as nomads from the Sahel 
have started settling in the area, 
pushed by desertification and climate 
change. Malnutrition, the silent killer 
of Ghana, creeps among the people  
of Tampion. Half of all Ghanaian 
adolescent girls are anaemic,  
one fifth of all children suffer from 
stunted growth, but here such issues 
hit the population much harder, 
threatening the lives of mothers  
and the survival of newborn infants.



Women waiting for the tractor to collect maize and other crops, in the village of Tampion. 28



A temporary settlement near Chamba. Many farmers live part time in the main town, and spend the harvest and planting season in huts close to the fields. 30



The loading of yams at the Friday market in Chamba. 32



Women in the stalls inside the Chamba Friday market. 34



The main (and only) water reservoir near Chamba, which is used for irrigation, to provide water for animals and to wash clothes. 36



Drone view of Fort William and the village of Anomabo, on the western coast of Ghana.38

Plundering the Ocean 
 
The crumbling, ancient halls of Fort 
William once hosted the ominous 
slave trade, but now they echo  
the words of Nana Kojo Bonfir V,  
chief fisherman of Anomabo,  
the village born around the walls  
of the old British fortress.  
“The whites, they cheated us before, 
they are doing the same now. They 
are destroying our seas”, he says;  
Kojo refers to the illegal fishing 
perpetrated by the 20 or so large 
Chinese-owned trawlers that, starting 
from the port of Tema in the West, 
work all along the coast of Ghana. 
Unsustainable practices are 
annihilating fish populations in the 
Gulf of Guinea, while the sale of  
by-catch to coastal villages is leaving 
hundreds of thousands jobless.  
“We will have to move, to fish 
somewhere else”, says Kojo, but  
when he is asked what they will  
do if there are no fish at all in the  
future, he just stares at the ocean – 
the same ocean his family has sailed 
for five generations.



Children on the shore of Anomabo. 40



Traditional fishermen leaving Anomabo for a fishing session. 42



A traditional boat leaving the shore of Abandze, another fishing village near Anomabo. Many boats are painted either with religious images or with football crests. 44



Fishermen bringing in their net by hand on a traditional vessel.  46



Fish drying and smoking in Elmina, one of the largest coastal towns in Eastern Ghana and one of the most affected by illegal, unreported and unregulated fishing. 48



Fish left to dry in Elmina, where an entire neighbourhood near the port is dedicated to the task. 50



An old woman on the shore of Anomabo. While only men are allowed to fish, women are completely responsible for managing fish markets.52



The ferry crossing Lake Volta by the town of Dambai. 54



The small villages in the mountains surrounding the town of Kpoeta, in the Volta Region of Ghana, where Benedicta Tamakloe spent most of her childhood.56

Bean Masters 
 
“If you tell a woman coffee is the new 
way to save the vegetation, to earn 
income for her husband, she will just 
do her best.” This is how Benedicta 
Tamakloe explains her choice to 
launch Bean Masters, her social 
enterprise dedicated to women  
and which aims at improving the 
quality and quantity of the coffee 
harvested in the mountains bordering 
Togo. She wants to boost the income 
in villages characterised by subsistence 
farming and economic instability;  
for women, this may represent the 
best option for their emancipation. 
This is why Benedicta decided  
to come back from Accra to the 
forest-surrounded village she grew up 
in, hoping the new sustainable 
practices will also help restore  
the original cover that destructive 
slash-and-burn agriculture has visibly 
degraded. “I want it to look like  
it was when I was a kid, when  
the jungle was so thick you could  
not see from one house to the other. 
And those women, they raised me.  
It is my way to give them back the 
efforts they put in my upbringing.”



Benedicta Tamakloe visiting the house where her uncle hosted her in her childhood, which has now been abandoned since the soil has lost most of its fertility. 58



Women going to harvest coffee in the mountains near Kpoeta, shortly before one of the lessons Benedicta Tamakloe holds to teach them proper harvesting techniques.60



Some of the women working with Benedicta, harvesting coffee in the mountains near Kpoeta.62



The selection of coffee beans after drying, in the mountains near Kpoeta. 64



Dancing in the mountains near Kpoeta on a Saturday. On holidays or weekends women and men often perform the Borborbor, a traditional dance of the area.66



A young coffee farmer who is part of the social enterprise of Benedicta Tamakloe. 68



A farmer near the town of New Juabeng, in the South of Ghana, showing the inside of a freshly harvested cocoa bean. 70



Cocoa harvesting near the town of New Juabeng. 72



Harvesting sustainably grown mango at the Shining Green Farm, a few kilometres north of the Volta River Delta.  74



Sacks of rice before milling near Asutsuare, in southern Ghana. Rice cultivation in the area has prospered thanks to a successful irrigation scheme in past decades.76



A farmer working in the rice fields near Asutsuare. 78

The gift of water 
 
In the Central Region of Ghana water 
seems abundant, provided by the 
gigantic (and artificial) lake Volta  
and the irrigation systems built 
around it in the 1960s and 1970s.  
Yet, the canals are short and rivers  
are few; the scorching sun of the  
dry season evaporates the water  
that manages to reach the cocoa  
field deprived of tree cover by  
the deforestation that has taken  
place in the past three decades. 
However, something is changing; 
across the country a series of projects 
and programmes, such as Cocoalife,  
are training farmers to restore  
the cover and develop new reservoirs 
and channels that can bring the water 
of Lake Volta further into the country. 
Distributing such an abundance  
of water deep into the countryside 
has been one of the dreams  
of the Ghanaian people since their 
independence; now, as the impact  
of climate change becomes 
increasingly tangible, the dream  
has turned into an urgent need.



Women at work on fields roughly 20 kilometres north of Tamale, benefitting from a newly built water reservoir.  80



Men and women harvesting cabbage in the fields north of Tamale.82



The pumps running the new water reservoir near Tamale.84



A woman washing her clothes in the Chamba water reservoir on a Sunday morning. 86



Men at work on the rice fields near the Lake Volta irrigation scheme in Asutsuare. 88



A woman preparing palm oil near the town of New Juabeng. Sustainable palm oil is considered a viable alternative to cocoa. 90



A young man ploughing rice fields fed by the Lake Volta irrigation scheme in Asutsuare.92



The pineapple fields of Groital Farm. The agribusiness is run by Joshua Ayinbora, a young man who came back after studying in the UK to work in agriculture. 94

Tomorrow's Africa 
 
The drone moves rhythmically over 
the pineapple farm, almost grazing 
the spiky leaves of the plants to 
accurately spray them with fertiliser. 
Nicholas Appiah, the founder of  
the drone service company DroneHub, 
obsessively observes the process –  
it is automated, but its accuracy 
depends on the mapping of the farm 
produced by walking its perimeter. 
“The farmer saves 60, 70 per cent  
of fertiliser by using the drone”,  
he says, adding that they can do much 
more: scanning for diseases before 
they spread throughout the field, 
analysing the health of the 
plantations to understand what  
is needed and what is not. A young 
man from the Ghanaian middle class 
who studied in the UK, Nicholas  
is ambitious and forward looking,  
but he is not alone; he is part of  
a generation that believes agritech, 
using technologies such as drones  
and apps, can give a much needed 
push to the country’s agriculture.  
“The time is ripe for Africa to take  
a giant leap. One that would  
see Africa fulfil its full potential”,  
he says, while the buzzing of  
his massive drone slowly fades  
away as it continues its spraying.



Nicholas Appiah (on the right) with his colleagues from DroneHub and a farmer from Groital Farm (on the left), shortly after the take-off of their spraying drone. 96



One of the workers of Samba Foods. The company aims at adding value to the Ghanaian agricultural produce which is still almost entirely exported.98



Workers picking peanuts inside the Samba Foods factory.100



One of the workers inside the greenhouses of the Ardhi group, a business aiming at setting up a viable example of modern and successful agriculture in the country. 102



Tomato plants inside Ardhi greenhouses. 104



Cucumber plants inside Ardhi greenhouses. 106



A class of young Ghanaian children visiting Fort William in Anomabo, to learn about the history of slave trade in the country. 108
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The pineapple fields of Joshua Ayinbora, founder of the agribusiness Griotal, 
do not apparently differ from the rest of the vast fields that cover the sur-
rounding area, some a hundred kilometres distant from Accra. Yet, the yield 
and the quality of his products is unequalled by most of competitors of a com-
parable size – his sugarloaf variety does indeed taste like a caramel pineapple. 
There is no magic involved, but only state-of-the art agricultural practices: 
portable scanners to check the quality of the pineapples through an app, drone 
spraying that saves him some 60 to 70 per cent compared to the traditional 
knapsack. It is all economical and so it has to be; Joshua is not rich, but only 
a son of a family of farmers from the north of Ghana, who managed to save 
a little money so he could get a scholarship, study in the UK and start his own 
business – with the right mindset. 
 
Joshua is not alone. Hitching a ride back to the house with the DroneHub crew 
who provided the spraying for the day, he talks to the three other young men 
in their twenties and early thirties about the new prospects for agriculture 
thanks to digitalisation, about the future of Ghanaian start-ups. Their enthusi-
asm reveals a rising new generation of entrepreneurs, who believe agriculture 
is the sector that can both fulfil their ambitions and guarantee a bright and 
sustainable future for their country. It is a varied movement, still at its inception, 
but includes forerunners like Leticia Osafo-Addo. In the late 1990s, she was 
the first to commercially produce and distribute the traditional, spicy shito 
sauce; she started in her kitchen and now owns the largest food processing 
business in Ghana. She says this is not only a business for her, but also a state-
ment aimed at all the people who despised her because they thought that mak-
ing shito sauce was a menial task, and that adding value to Ghana’s food pro-
duction was meaningless. As she is now building a large new factory, her 
prospects are rising and so are those of others in the sector. Akofa Ata and his 
partners in the Ardhi group are growing cucumbers and tomatoes in their 
greenhouses, equipment they are also selling to farmers; yet, above all what 
they want is to design a system that others can replicate in this part of Africa. 
They do not make a sale before ensuring the counterpart is aware of up-to-
date techniques, and they do not apply European or Asian methods without 
adapting them to tropical Africa. Their greenhouses look like small Gothic 
cathedrals topped with an air vent to guarantee the air circulation that the lim-
ited temperature range in Ghana does not naturally create. “African solutions 
for Africa” is one of Akofa’s favourite mottos, and it fits this promising time: 
this momentum for the agriculture of Ghana and of Africa was initiated by sta-
ble growth and the appearance of new technologies, but will continue only if 
the continent is able to make global changes its own, through the development 
of a truly African way. This already is in Ghana’s blood; in 1960, as the newly 
independent country was disputed by the two blocs in the middle of the Cold 
War, Kwame Nkrumah, the country’s pater patriae, said this of his people: 
 

We face neither East nor West.  
We face forward. 

2 We face 
forward
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1. People 
 
 
 
 
 
Ending poverty to leave no one behind  
Although Ghana is considered a lower-middle-income country, standards of living and 
public services are generally not at middle-income standards.  
The country ranks 142nd out of 189 countries in the Human Development Index,18 it scores 
107 out of 153 countries in the Global Gender Gap Report,19 and significant poverty levels 
persist with huge regional differences. Although absolute poverty levels halved between 
1992 (56.5 per cent) and 2013 (24.2 per cent), the Gini coefficient (43.5) – which mea-
sures the income distribution of a country’s citizens – shows that domestic inequalities are 
still huge.20 In addition, although the levels of extreme poverty decreased from 8.4 per 
cent in 2012/13 to 8.2 per cent in 2016/17, the absolute number of people living in ex-
treme poverty in Ghana increased from 2.2 million in 2013 to 2.4 million in 2017, also 
due to population increase. Poverty in Ghana is linked with regional, gender and urban–
rural dimensions. While five regions (Greater Accra Region, Western Region, Central Re-
gion, Eastern Region and Ashanti Region) had rates of poverty incidence lower than the 
national average of 23.4 per cent, the remaining five regions had higher rates than the 
national average.21 Therefore, the path to eradicate poverty in line with the goals set in 
the UN Agenda 2030 is still a long one. 
 
Poverty goes hand in hand with poor education, since less educated households have 
greater chance to be poor. In Ghana, 44 per cent of households whose head has no ed-
ucation are poor compared with 0.9 per cent among those with tertiary education.22 In 
this context, poverty represents a big threat especially for children. In Ghana there is still 
a high mortality rate for infants (35 deaths per 1,000 children born) and for children under 
5 (48 deaths per 1,000 children born), with neonatal deaths representing more than half 
of all under 5 deaths.23 Furthermore, poorer children are more likely to suffer from negative 
coping strategies adopted by their families, including school drop-out, child labour, and 
early marriages or pregnancies. Overall, the country has improved access to education at 
both basic and secondary education levels to achieve Free Compulsory Universal Basic Ed-
ucation as enshrined in the 1992 constitution of Ghana. The country experienced a steady 
improvement in net primary school enrolment for both boys and girls from 2005/06 to 
2016/17, including for the poorest households.24 However, the Greater Accra Region and 
the Northern Region experienced a drop in net primary school enrolment ratio for males 
between 2012/13 and 2016/17.25 
 
Finally, poverty reduces access to basic public goods like water, with huge differences ex-
perienced between rural and urban areas. UNICEF reports that in rural areas 30 per cent of 
households do not have access to basic drinking water services (compared to 7 per cent in 
urban areas), almost 90 per cent do not have access to basic sanitation services (compared 
to 75 per cent in urban areas) and more than 60 per cent do not have access to basic hy-
giene facilities (comparing to 55 per cent in urban settlements).26 This means that in several 
regions people may have to rely on contaminated water sources for everyday use.  
 
The triple burden of malnutrition 
Poverty is a trigger for food insecurity and malnutrition, particularly in rural remote areas. 
Despite overall declining rates of undernutrition, such improvements did not occur in an 
homogenous way in the country, particularly in the poorest regions.  
This is why the Global Hunger Index reveals that Ghana ranks 59th out of 117, suffering 
from a moderate level of hunger.27 Ghana suffers from a triple burden of malnutrition cat-
egorised in terms of protein-energy malnutrition, micronutrient malnutrition and over-
weight and obesity. These trends affect especially the most vulnerable groups of the pop-
ulation: children under 5 years of age, as well as pregnant and lactating women. First, al-
most one fifth of the children under 5 are stunted, particularly in the Northern Region, 
where about 33 per cent of children are too short for their age, comparing to about 10 
per cent of children in the Accra Region. Second, around 5 per cent of children in the 
country are wasted – or too thin for their height. Third, a recent demographic health 
survey in Ghana highlighted that a significant number (3 per cent) of children under 5 are 
obese. According to the World Food Programme, infant malnutrition represents an annual 
cost of around 4.6 billion Ghana cedis (6.4 per cent of GDP).28 Against this backdrop, 
anaemia is still a major cause of maternal mortality and it still widely spread particularly in 
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one third of children between 5 and 17 involved in child labour, while one in every six 
children (15.4 per cent) is engaged in hazardous labour.37 
 
Against this backdrop, closing the gender gap can be a powerful tool not only to protect 
children, but also to ensure a more prosperous and sustainable future for the whole coun-
try. Gender discrimination is still persistent in various forms in the country and has impli-
cations for national food security. Women constitute 52 per cent of the agricultural labour-
ers, 70 per cent of crop growers and 85 per cent of food distributors.38 The same applies 
to the coffee production, where more than 20 per cent of owners are women, most of 
whom are young entrepreneurs.39 Nonetheless, women still have a more limited access to 
land than men, as well as more difficulties in accessing extension services, credit and cer-
tifications. Finally, they are often underrepresented in farmers’ organisations, public meet-
ings and leadership roles in communities.40  
Women in Ghana need to cope with a double burden, as they need not only to take care 
of the households, but are also engaged in agricultural production.  
Such a gendered division of labour affects not only agricultural productivity but also chil-
dren’s education and nutrition in case the woman in the house is indisposed.41  
In addition, in many regions cultural practices reduce chances for women to have access 
to productive resources, due to financial and administrative bottlenecks that limit the avail-
ability of agricultural credit and use of farming equipment. Thus, providing more access 
to land is crucial for women’s empowerment. This implies embarking on negotiations with 
governmental and traditional authorities, with the aim to change the land tenure system 
and ensure better productivity levels.42  
Finally, investing in education will be crucial not only to reduce gender disparities, but also 
to generate positive spill-overs for the nutritional status of the country. In Ghana nearly 
one in five women and almost one in ten men have no formal education,43 and men are 
generally more likely (82 per cent) to be literate than women (66 per cent). A study from 
FAO demonstrates that reducing those barriers that discriminate against women could in-
crease agricultural production up to 30 per cent and reduce malnutrition by 17 per cent.44  
Therefore ending discrimination is essential for Ghana and can be an extraordinary driver 
for sustainable socio-economic development. 
 
The impact of Covid-19 on Ghana’s food and nutrition security  
Although it is still too early to predict the real impact that the global pandemic could have 
on Ghanaian food and nutrition security, it is possible to identify some challenges that the 
country will be likely to face in the next months. The pandemic will have an impact on 
both global and local food systems. At the global level, the economic downturn could 
have repercussions on global grain markets, although so far trade is allowing production 
to move from areas of surplus to areas of shortage, avoiding the drastic shortages and 
food insecurity associated with reliance only on local production. Yet, exporting countries 
could be tempted to introduce trade bans or safety restrictions, as well as close borders, 
with the risks of replicating the same dynamics that generated food price spikes in 2007 
and 2008 with negative consequences for food access in the poorest households.45 Among 
them, the most food insecure groups like children could suffer very severe consequences 
especially in case School Feeding Programmes are suspended for longer periods.  
 
At the local level, the spread of Covid-19 is likely to have an impact on both urban and 
rural communities. On the one hand, the high population density in cities renders a huge 
portion of the population particularly vulnerable to the spread of the virus, with local au-
thorities lacking proper facilities to respond to any health emergency. In addition, small 
businesses could be forced to close down due to restricted movements of buyers or short-
age of imported stock, especially from China. Moreover, open markets could be closed, 
reducing household incomes and purchasing power for affected urban populations.46  
Slum dwellers with very low incomes will likely be the most affected. In this context, poli-
cies such lockdowns or physical distancing can thus become extremely dangerous for all 
those people working in informal sector activities (e.g., street food vendors or those work-
ing in wet markets)47 and could lead to increased levels of food insecurity.48 The Ebola 
crisis in Western Africa already showed the importance of maintaining routine health ser-
vice delivery including vaccination and child health treatment.  
A recent study on Central Africa revealed that during the disease outbreak there were 
more people who died for malaria – because they were too afraid to go the hospital and 
get infected – than those who actually contracted the virus.49  
 
On the other hand, rural communities could suffer important repercussions. First, market 
closures, trade disruptions, rising transportation costs, and a reduction in demand for cer-

rural areas (74 per cent) compared to urban settings (57 per cent) and ranges from a low 
of 54 per cent in the Ashanti Region to a high of 82 per cent in the Northern Region, 
which is also the region with highest prevalence of malaria. Further complicating the sit-
uation, the World Food Programme reports that the lack of easy-to-use field equipment 
has always made it difficult to monitor the status of nutrients in Ghana, hence national 
surveys are not able to capture all nutrient deficiencies. Such deficiencies are also exacer-
bated by early pregnancies, as teenage girls may enter into pregnancy at a marginal state 
of folic acid sufficiency.29  
 
Malnutrition is also caused by inefficiencies all along the food supply chain, as rural farmers 
find it hard to access and sell their products to local markets, due to poor quality of in-
frastructure, lack of storage facilities and inadequate farming techniques.  
In addition, climate change can become a multiplier of food insecurity. Increasingly un-
predictable and extreme weather patterns, frequent droughts and floods, longer and more 
frequent heatwaves and land degradation can cause yield losses, damage to crops and 
livestock mortality. Therefore, although hunger has decreased by 75 per cent from the 
1990s, in the Northern, Upper East and Upper West regions between 20 per cent and 37 
per cent of households are food-insecure. In this context, malnutrition is unfortunately a 
gendered issue, as households headed by women are twice as likely to be food-insecure 
as those headed by men.30 Programmes launched by governments to increase yield pro-
ductivity have produced only limited results, and have been unable to drive a sustainable 
transition of the agricultural sector. The paradox is that although food is mainly produced 
in rural areas, farmers are net purchasers of food products. Many are compelled to sell 
food at low prices during harvest season to get liquidity to repay loans, and buy food later 
at higher prices. Hence, poverty and hunger create a vicious cycle that widens inequality 
in the country and reduces the possibility for small rural farmers to invest in better tech-
nologies and farming techniques to increase production in a sustainable way. Addressing 
food insecurity, hunger and malnutrition in Ghana implies bridging multiple gaps, ranging 
from urban–rural divide to gender discrimination and regional disparities. Therefore, end-
ing poverty and ensuring access to better basic services is crucial to reduce inequality and 
malnutrition, and foster a sustainable development for Ghanaian communities.  
 
Protecting children and the gender gap 
Children are under threat in Ghana for several reasons. Although a policy entitled Elimi-
nation of the Worst Forms of Child Labour was issued 20 years ago, child labour persists 
and is triggered by high levels of poverty. Child exploitation is still endemic in several sec-
tors like cocoa plantations, mines and quarries.31 In this context, several measures could 
be taken. As for the cocoa sector, better normative and business tools are needed to in-
crease transparency in the supply chain, such as the so called Child Labour Monitoring 
and Remediation Systems (CLMRS).  
So far, in all pilot tests conducted, the application of CLMRSs has led to a significant de-
crease of child labour levels in cocoa plantations. In particular, the provision of better 
health care and drinking water facilities contributed to improved adult health and reduced 
shortages of the adult labour force, a major driver for child labour.32  
 
Moreover, UNICEF has reported that in several regions in Ghana children are exposed to 
various forms of abuse, ranging from sexual abuse and exploitation to early marriage or 
violence at home or school. It is important to note that tackling early marriages and im-
proving the nutrition of pregnant or lactating women is crucial to improve the psycho-
physical development of children, especially during the “1,000 day window”. This win-
dow – that starts with a woman’s pregnancy and ends with her child’s second birthday – 
is crucial for the psycho-physical development of the baby and may have huge repercus-
sions for the development of entire communities.33 These trends are unfortunately more 
likely to occur in poorer households in rural areas. For instance, girls from rural areas are 
twice as likely to become child brides as those in urban areas, whereas poorer girls are 
four times more likely to marry than those from the richest households.34 Yet, different 
forms of child abuse can be detected in several regions of Ghana. In the Volta Region, 
due to traditional practices such as trokosi, young virgin girls are enslaved and sold to 
atone for the sins of a family member.  
They are given to priests, for whom they act as domestic and sexual slaves for a number 
of years. In addition, they are denied schooling and access to their families and their peers, 
thereby increasing their vulnerability to abuse.35  
In the Northern Region less than six children out of ten attend primary school, and the re-
gion has the lowest female literacy rate in the country (44.3 per cent).36 Finally, in the Up-
per West Region there are among the highest rates of child labour in the country, with 
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tain commodities, particularly cash crops, could reduce farmers’ incomes. Second, for ex-
port-oriented commodities reduced demand and prices may cause huge losses for local 
communities, especially for cocoa farmers. Third, movement restrictions could cause a 
drop in labour supply, as occurred during the Ebola crisis when crop production levels fell 
dramatically due to the lack of labour, further reducing purchasing power. This could be 
very problematic during the harvest season, when a shortage of labour supply could affect 
farmers’ ability to manage their fields.50 Finally, the Covid-19 crisis could heavily affect the 
work of international humanitarian actors in the field.  
Social distancing and new infection prevention protocols are hard to implement in such 
contexts and will inevitably have repercussions on aid, particularly related to food or the 
distribution of medicines, with dramatic consequences for poorer households.51 Therefore, 
it will be important that Ghanaian authorities implement policies able both to preserve 
public health and reduce the direct and indirect costs of the virus spread among the most 
fragile groups of the population.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
2. Agriculture 
 
 
 
 
 
The state of agriculture in Ghana 
Agriculture plays a crucial role in Ghana. Almost half of the population (45 per cent) is 
actively engaged in the primary sector and this represents the main direct or indirect 
source of income for a large majority of citizens.52 Nevertheless, the sector registered a 
dramatic decline in the share of GDP in the last years, dropping from 30 per cent in 2010 
to 18 per cent in 2017. The agricultural sector accounted for 77 per cent of the GPD 
from agriculture, with cocoa playing a major role generating 10 per cent of the GDP from 
agriculture in 2017.53 Such a decrease is worrisome for at least two reasons. On the one 
hand, the country cannot yet count on a developed industrial sector, despite an increase 
in the oil and gas industry. On the other hand, the growth of the service sector (i.e., bank-
ing, insurance or telecommunication) is not boosting industrialisation as it instead serves 
to support buying and selling imported products.54  
 
Table 1: Sector Growth Performance (in %) 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Source: International Coffee Organization 2018 

 
Agriculture in Ghana is dominated by smallholder farmers (90 per cent of holdings are 
less than 2 hectares in size), with also some large commercial monocropping farms and 
plantations, particularly for rubber, oil palm and coconut and to a lesser extent, rice, 
maize and pineapples.55 In most cases, smallholder farms rely on rain-fed agriculture, 
with low levels of mechanisation, improved seeds, fertilisers and machinery. These prob-
lems affect the overall productivity of most traditional staple crops (i.e., plantain, cocoy-
am, sorghum, millet, groundnuts and cowpeas), and they have led to declining produc-
tion levels. Furthermore, the lack of inadequate infrastructure coupled with poor post-
harvest techniques contribute to generate huge losses. In 2013 the World Bank esti-

mated losses of around 3.2 million tonnes of food worth around USD 8.9 billion.56 Better 
productivity levels have been registered for maize, rice, cassava, yam and soybeans, also 
thanks to the promotion of donor-funded programmes and projects. For all these rea-
sons, the primary sector has become less and less attractive for younger generations, 
leading to a high average age of farmers (55 years) in the country.57 Many perceive agri-
culture not as a business opportunity, but rather as a subsistence activity for the poorest 
and those with no formal education.  
 
Against this backdrop, climate change represents an important threat for the agricultural 
sector. In several regions unpredictable rainfalls (resulting in both floods and dry spells), 
soil degradation, water scarcity and desertification are seriously undermining the liveli-
hoods of rural communities. The programmes launched by the government to support 
the primary sector, raise yield productivity and increase incomes have achieved only limited 
results. Therefore, making agriculture profitable for current and future farmers is crucial 
to improve the country’s food and nutrition security and reach the zero hunger target set 
in the Agenda 2030. This does not mean merely increasing overall productivity, but rather 
investing in more sustainable and resilient farming systems that allow for a true emanci-
pation of Ghanaian smallholders. The table below shows that in the northern regions even 
though revenues and profits per hectare increased in absolute terms in Ghana, high infla-
tion rates actually reduced income available for farmers.  
 
Table 2: Comparison of household revenues and profits over time  
(2012 and 2015 production years) in the northern regions 58 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Source: Elaboration by the authors from World Food Programme 2017 
 
Cocoa 
Ghana is the second largest producer of cocoa in the world after the Ivory Coast, with 
an estimated annual production of over 800,000 metric tonnes that generates around 
10 per cent of national GDP.59 Cocoa is a major source of employment, especially for 
smallholder farmers that represent more than two-thirds of the 800,000 farmers in-
volved in cocoa production. Cocoa is mainly cultivated on the southern coast, which 
benefits from abundant rainfall and good weather conditions. Other important pro-
duction regions are the Western Region (which produces approximately 60,000 metric 
tonnes of cocoa every year), and the Bia district at the border with the Ivory Coast. The 
harvest season occurs twice a year, during which different volumes of beans (i.e., light 
crop and main crop) are produced. Whereas the main crops are mostly destined for ex-
port, the light crop60 harvest goes to local grinders at a lower price (usually 15 per cent 
less than the main crop).  
 
COCOBOD is the national authority that oversees all levels of the cocoa supply chain, 
from harvest to export. It is entitled to authorise the Licensed Buying Companies oper-
ating in Ghana to buy cocoa from farmers for a fixed price and then export it. All farm-
ers are paid a “farmer’s gate price” that does not include transport costs and that is 
usually a percentage of the world cocoa price (usually 70 per cent) and is set twice a 
year. Therefore, cocoa price is very much dependent on global price fluctuations and 
these may have huge repercussions for Ghanaian farmers.61 The 30 per cent decline in 
global price experienced between 2016 and 2017 (from US 3,000 dollars to 1,900 dol-
lars within a few weeks) caused huge losses for smallholder farmers and risks repeating 
as the spread of Covid-19 has already caused a tremendous decline from 3,000 USD 
dollars in mid-February to around 2,250 USD dollars at the end of March 2020. Such 
a dependency not only impoverishes farmers, but makes it harder to invest in alterna-
tive, more sustainable agricultural practices, and even labelling or certifications. In re-
cent times poverty has increased as farmers’ share of profits has plummeted from 15 
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per cent to between 4–6 per cent in the past 25 years.62  
In the last years, the cocoa sector has both faced many challenges and become a driver 
for environmental problems. First, cocoa production in the country suffers from one of 
the lowest productivity rates per hectare in the world (between 400 and 450kg). This is a 
consequence of a lack of high-yielding planting material, pesticides and fertilisers, skills 
training and finance. Moreover, the country’s cocoa fields have a very high average age 
(almost one quarter of the tree stocks are more than 30 years old) and are threatened by 
rising global temperatures.63  
 
Second, cocoa has been a key driver for deforestation in Ghana, with agricultural expan-
sion drastically reducing the country’s forest cover. Cocoa has traditionally been a ‘‘slash-
and-burn’ crop, with farmers cutting new rainforest to grow new cocoa fields, and moving 
to other areas once the trees get older.  
It is estimated that natural forest cover in Ghana, Côte d’Ivôire and Burkina Faso has plum-
meted by more than 70 per cent in the past three decades. This is why the latest Cocoa 
Barometer warns that up to 40 per cent of the cocoa harvested in the Ivory Coast may 
come from protected areas, causing huge damage for biodiversity and micro-climates, 
and even leading to an oversupply of cocoa on global markets that contributes to decrease 
of global prices.64 Deforestation has also led to an overall degradation of soils, water scarci-
ty, unpredictability in rainfall and crop failures.65  
 
Third, the poor land tenure system affects the overall sustainability of the cocoa sector. In 
Ghana only one fifth of the land is publicly owned, whereas 80 per cent is ruled by various 
arrangements via chiefs and other customary authorities. This means that many cocoa 
farmers do not own the land, even though they have user rights on the trees. Such tenure 
insecurity makes it harder for them to access credit and invest in new more sustainable 
agricultural techniques or to replant new trees. In addition, it is an incentive to cut new 
forest rather than replant old trees, including in protected areas.66 
 
Finally, competition over land with other resources such as rubber or gold has posed se-
rious threats to smallholder cocoa producers. In particular, some smallholders claim that 
the 25 per cent state-owned Ghana Rubber Estate Limited has acquired more than 
51,000 acres of land that was already planted to cocoa trees through agreements with 
local chiefs, damaging farmers who had been cultivating cocoa for decades. This has re-
sulted in a serious economic downturn for several communities, with many children drop-
ping out of school and younger people abandoning their villages to search for better 
jobs opportunities. This is why although only a fraction of Ghana’s 1.7 million hectares 
of cocoa has been converted to rubber plantations, cocoa farmers fear the practice could 
spread to other regions and cause Ghana to lose its position as Africa’s number two cocoa 
producer.67 As for gold, artisanal mining (also known as Galamsey) has rapidly increased, 
causing serious environmental damage. The mercury used to extract the gold poisons 
the water, while contaminated mud run-off from the mines causes additional destruction 
to rivers and lakes. Poverty is an accelerator of these practices, as poorer farmers allow 
small-scale miners to use their land in exchange for cash compensation, leading to a fur-
ther loss of land for cocoa farming.  
 
Making the case for sustainable cocoa production? 
For these reasons, many are advocating to make cocoa production more sustainable, for 
instance by investing in cocoa agro-forestry,68 although such a practice cannot guarantee 
the same level of biodiversity protection as natural forest conservation. In the last years, 
the amount of sustainable cocoa sourced in Ghana has undoubtedly increased.  
Yet, stronger efforts are needed by all actors of the cocoa supply chain to increase the 
sustainability of the Ghanaian cocoa industry.  
As for companies, it is crucial that the private sector starts paying a fairer price to small 
cocoa producers. Farmers still bear too many risks linked with global market price volatil-
ity, and there is no concerted effort by industry or governments to alleviate even part of 
the burden of this income problem. Farmers cannot switch easily to another commodity 
when the price drops, given the long life-span of cocoa trees and the fact these small 
farmers do not have any savings or social protection schemes or indeed access to credit 
and finance. Fairtrade International has recently claimed it is essential to ensure a living 
income to all cocoa farmers. For Côte d’Ivôire, it calculated that this would amount to 
roughly US$2.51 per day, much higher than the farmers’ actual income of around 
US$0.78 per day.  
In Ghana the wages of the majority of cocoa workers are one third below the poverty line 
of US$3.20 per day.69 

Certification can play an important role in this respect, even if it is not the silver bullet as 
certified cocoa farmers are often still poor, and there are considerable loopholes in certi-
fication schemes.70  
On the one hand, chocolate companies still tend to opt for the cheapest label, while on 
the other hand certification companies and agencies cannot have direct control over a 
number of variables essential to farmers’ livelihood (e.g., schools, health care, roads and 
access to markets, access to credit, etc.).71  
In addition, a recent study showed that there is still great confusion amongst producers 
in Ghana about how certification operates and whether or not they are certified.72 
 
A sustainable production of cocoa requires a stronger fight against human rights violations, 
starting with ending child labour. It is estimated that more than 2 million children in the 
Ivory Coast and Ghana are working in cocoa fields, in stark contrast to the Harkin-Engel 
Protocol whereby cocoa companies pledged to reduce child labour in cocoa fields by 70 
per cent by 2020.73  
Ending child labour requires a combination of actions that address its root causes such as 
structural poverty, increased cocoa production, and a lack of schools and other basic in-
frastructure. Therefore, private companies should not only commit to achieve a living in-
come for farmers, but also set up Human Rights Due Diligence as part of their Code of 
Conduct, in order to ensure consumers that the products they sell are fully compliant with 
high human rights standards. In this sense, a recent study on due diligence requirements 
through the supply chain in the EU analysed the feasibility and the related costs of issuing 
a new EU regulation – in line with the current one74 – requiring companies to report on 
the steps they have taken to avoid any human rights and environmental impacts in their 
own operations or those of the third-party supply chain.75 
 
Local governments will also play a key role in this quest for sustainability, as they have 
to invest not only in diversification of agricultural policies, but most of all improve rural 
infrastructure (particularly secondary roads) as well as schools and health care, intro-
duce and enforce protection of remaining forests and launch reforestation programmes 
in illegally deforested areas. Finally, consumer countries are important players not only 
because they import most of the cocoa produced worldwide, but also as they host the 
headquarters of the biggest cocoa and chocolate multinationals. Among others, cocoa 
is one of the main vectors of imported deforestation in the European market.76 The 
most recent data shows that EU Member States import and consume 36 per cent of 
crops and livestock products associated with direct deforestation in the countries of 
origin.77 Therefore, the Union should review its current policies (e.g., Common Agri-
cultural Policy, Forest Strategy, Biodiversity Strategy 2020) to reduce potential negative 
externalities on third countries’ deforestation. An option could be to apply current reg-
ulation on imported deforestation to agricultural commodities, and to support third 
countries to apply a floor price, in line with the recent declaration by the European 
Commission.78 Including biodiversity and human rights protection principles through 
due diligence regulations could shape not only the internal EU market, but also future 
agri-food-related trade agreements.79 
 
Coffee 
Despite still being a marginal crop in Ghanaian agriculture, coffee has recently regained 
importance at the nationa level, especially thanks to its potential to generate wealth. After 
an initial revamping occurred in the 1990s, low prices and poor marketing systems pushed 
coffee farmers to abandon or cut down their plants in the early 2000s.80 
Ghana is currently the third-smallest coffee producer in sub-Saharan Africa, behind Liberia 
and the Central African Republic,81 and production is also very low considering neigh-
bouring countries, like the Ivory Coast which produced 103,514 tonnes in 2017, compared 
to 727 tonnes in Ghana.82 Farmers grow robusta-type coffee with a growing season run-
ning from October to September. The coffee sector is dominated by small-scale farmers 
who produce on average 300kg per hectare, and is regulated by COCOBOD. 
 
Factors such as enhanced access to extension services, renewed government interest,83 
favourable weather for the robusta plants, a competitive and growing local market, reliable 
and increasing farm-gate prices and growing interest on the part of younger generations  
are combining to push this revival.84  
The farm gate price significantly increased from GHc/ 40 per 64kg bag in 2010 to GHc/ 250 
per 64kg bag in 2016. The average price for hulled green coffee in 2016 was estimated 
at GHc/ 540 per 64kg generating a net income of GHc/ 16,800 per hectare and an annual 
average net revenue of GHc 80,640.85 
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The coffee industry is undoubtedly regaining importance in Ghana and the recent creation 
of the Coffee Federation of Ghana is an important milestone.  
A more sustainable coffee production could help the country increase the quality of its 
products and strengthen its presence in external markets.  
A stronger coffee sector in Ghana could be beneficial for the whole region and raise 
Africa’s position in global coffee chains. Even though coffee was first discovered in 
Ethiopia, African countries supply only 10 per cent of global coffee volumes, with very 
limited production, inefficient supply chains and low quality. Hence, the time is ripe for 
the country to reinvest in this sector and offer new and better opportunities to younger 
generations of coffee producers. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
3. The Environment 
 
 
 
 
 
Introduction 
Unsustainable farming has exposed Ghana to several climate-change-related threats, rang-
ing from soil degradation to deforestation and desertification. Yet, there is another sector 
that contributes a significant share of the country’s GDP, where unsustainable production 
practices risk causing irreversible environmental damage. Unsustainable fishing is not only 
endangering entire ecosystems, but is also exposing Ghana to social, economic and polit-
ical challenges. There are four main reasons making fisheries a relevant case for advocating 
stronger protection of the environment and biodiversity in Ghana. 
 
First, the sector plays a crucial role in the national economy, employing millions of Ghana-
ians and contributing to the social and economic livelihoods of entire communities. Sec-
ond, in the last years fishing has become a true metaphor for the environmental fight in 
Ghana, as the reckless spoliation of resources has not only caused severe environmental 
damage but risks becoming a multiplier of several forms of insecurity, from food insecurity 
to economic insecurity. This may lead not only to an increase in malnutrition, but also trig-
ger internal mobility towards cities and eventually external migration. Third, protecting 
marine resources from domestic and international overexploitation through stronger law 
enforcement is crucial to ensure Ghana’s food sovereignty against old and new forms of 
economic colonisation. Finally, making the fishing sector more sustainable is essential to 
foster greater regional and international cooperation not only with non-African partners 
(i.e., the EU and China), but most of all among African partners. 
 
Therefore, the following chapter describes the role of fishing in Ghana, focusing on the 
repercussions caused by Illegal, Unreported and Unregulated (IUU) practices, and present-
ing the role that domestic, regional and international actors could play for introducing 
better regulations to preserve biodiversity and protect local communities.  
 
The importance of fishing for national economy 
Illegal, unreported94 and unregulated95 fishing has become a huge global problem, that 
causes devastating consequences at the economic, social and environmental level. It is 
worth over 10 billion euros worldwide, and accounts for almost one fifth of global 
catches.96 IUU represents a serious threat for Ghana, where fish constitutes the main 
source (60 per cent) of animal protein, with a per capita consumption of 25kg per year.97 
The sector employs about 10 per cent of the population directly or indirectly and contributes 
up to 3 per cent of total GDP. Overall, in 2016 the country produced 379,000 tonnes from 
marine fisheries and inland waters, and imported 357,000 tonnes. China is the biggest 
markets for Ghanaian exports (10,914 tonnes of fishery products in 2017), followed by 
Iran (9,533 tonnes) and Thailand (7,285). Yet, European countries also import Ghanaian 
fish (i.e., tuna), in particular the United Kingdom, France, Italy, Portugal and Spain.98 

Table 3: Average price per 64kg bag of unhulled robusta coffee versus cocoa 
(in Ghana cedis) 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Source: Elaboration by the authors from COCOBOD in International Coffee Organization, 2018 
 
Growing domestic consumption is another factor pushing coffee production in Ghana, 
also in terms of development of processing and roastery facilities, through hulling ma-
chines or centres.87 Small coffee producers are popping up around the country, working 
mainly for the domestic markets (e.g., hotels, guesthouses, small shops and retailers). Cur-
rently Ghana has a 65 per cent supply deficit that needs to be filled and the government 
is trying to address this issue by providing new coffee seedling varieties and revamping 
old farms to increase productivity. Yet, Ghanaian coffee is also exported both to regional 
and European markets. In 2015, the country exported 12,250 tons of green coffee beans, 
benefitting from an increase of about 550 per cent in coffee prices.88 Finally, coffee has a 
much lower environmental footprint than other crops like cocoa, rubber or palm oil, which 
are strong drivers of deforestation in Ghana. For all these reasons, the government is plan-
ning to increase the planted area to 100,000 hectares over the next years, estimating that 
from 2021, about 10,000 tonnes of coffee could be produced annually which will subse-
quently increase to a minimum of about 200,000 tonnes over the next decade.89 
 
Yet, expanding the coffee sector will require addressing a series of challenges. First, coffee 
still suffers from weak institutional support comparing to other major crops like cocoa. 
Second, poor marketing hampers the capacity of farmers to expand their productivity to 
meet domestic and foreign demands. Before the sector was liberalised, COCOBOD was 
responsible for buying coffee directly from farmers and bearing the costs of warehousing, 
quality assurance and export. After the liberalisation of the coffee sector, coffee makers 
sell seeds to local processors, private exporters, even foreigners from neighbouring coun-
tries and a few Licensed Buying Companies. Hence, as with cocoa, it would be important 
to review current regulations to allow COCOBOD develop and establish marketing centres 
in all identified coffee districts to buy coffee produced in the district at a minimum farm-
gate price.90 Third, for roasted coffee, shipping costs and export documents still represent 
a huge barrier for coffee producers.  
On the one hand, the larger the quantity, the less sustainable the costs are for the pro-
ducer. For instance for shipping around 100kg of processed coffee, the producers need 
to pay around US$235 in VAT, plus other delivery costs.91  
On the other hand, producers need to comply with a baffling series of certificates and 
standards such as food and drug certificate standards, Standards Authority certificate, li-
cense export certificate from the export promotion authority, phytosanitary certificate, 
handling charges and finally a certificate of origin. These costs represent a huge burden 
for new, young and small coffee producers who are calling for stronger governmental 
support.92 Fourth, although coffee is a much more resilient crop, weak research and ex-
tension support do not allow testing of farming techniques that would protect crops from 
pesticides or adverse weather conditions (e.g., severe rain or heavy winds causing falling 
leaves and flowers). Finally, uncertain land tenure represents a burden for younger en-
trepreneurs who see the potential of investing in this sector, resulting in an increase of 
the average age of farmers. In many cases in order to implement these changes, coffee 
producers need to get a green light from original landowners and this may be a disincen-
tive to apply new solutions.  
 
Digital solutions can represent an important tool for boosting coffee production and overall 
quality in Ghana. Some producers highlighted the importance of buying a more sophisti-
cated moisture tester for green beans, as well as the use of GPS to monitor and map crop-
ping fields. Yet, these solutions are expensive and would require more financial support from 
the government.93 In addition, to apply new technologies and solutions capacity-building is 
fundamental, as most farmers continue to rely on outdated techniques based on traditional 
knowledge and practices, thereby reducing opportunities to boost coffee productivity.  
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Graph 1: Ghana’s export volume of fishery products by country of destination (in %) 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Source: EUMOFA (2018) 
 
The marine fishing industry in Ghana consists of four main categories: the artisanal, semi-
industrial (inshore sector), industrial (deep sea) and tuna-targeting fleets. Small-scale, tra-
ditional, artisanal fishing is the most common type of inland fishery, with the Lake Volta 
and coastal lagoons representing the main reservoirs of freshwater fish.  
 
In order to meet very high domestic demand, Ghana also imports a considerable amount 
of fish, particularly from Japan, Belgium, Mauritania, China and Morocco. These trends are 
likely to increase in the next years, especially as a consequence of crunching domestic sup-
ply. After years of overexploitation, the fishing sector has experienced a serious decline in 
the volume of catches, except for aquaculture, which is however not enough to satisfy do-
mestic demand.99 Between 2000 and 2016 total catches fell by 37 per cent, from 364,000 
tonnes to 229,000 tonnes, with significant losses experienced especially in the catch of 
pelagic species.100 This has had important repercussions for the country’s socio-economic 
balance. Recently it was estimated that more than 10,500 direct jobs have been lost in the 
fishing sector in Ghana since 2017, with very high social and economic consequences for 
those communities that rely on fish as their main livelihood.101 Illegal fishing is probably 
the main threat for the whole sector, and it is usually translated using the word Saiko. 
 
The challenge of Saiko 
Saiko describes the illegal trans-shipment of frozen fish from industrial trawlers to special 
canoes offshore in Ghana. Although in the past this practice used to be a way for small 
fishermen to buy the unwanted by-catch of industrial vessels, in the past years it has trans-
formed into a huge economic activity that risks destroying entire ecosystems. Industrial 
trawlers have started to illegally catch juvenile fish, thereby affecting the everyday life and 
food security of a number of communities. 
 
A recent report by the European Justice Foundation (EJF) has highlighted that approxi-
mately 100,000 metric tonnes of fish were landed illegally through Saiko in 2017, with a 
value between 40 and 50 million dollars as fish sold at sea and between 52 and 81 million 
dollars for fish sold at the landing sites.102 This is even more striking if we consider that 
the number of licensed vessels has shrunk compared to the past and that there was a 
two-month closed season for the trawler fleet. This means not only that official statistics 
are able to report less than half of the fish landed in Ghana, but also that the combination 
of fish legally and illegally landed by trawlers in Ghana is nine times bigger than reported 
in the National Fisheries Management Plan 2015–2019.103 
  
Some fishermen complain that there is no more life under the sea and this has already 
impacted surface artisanal fishing with a 40 per cent decrease in incomes registered in re-
cent years.104  
The lack of fish has also pushed some fishermen to use chemicals and explosives (i.e., dy-
namite) to catch more fish and this is causing further ecological damage as well as health 
issues for consumers. Decreasing fishing has impacts on several aspects of Ghanaian or-
dinary life, such as school drop-outs, health problems and food insecurity.105 The sector 
feeds more than 3 million people in Ghana, hence a collapse could be a disaster to the 
whole socio-economic balance of the country. In addition, the reduced productivity – and 
thus attractiveness – of fisheries could increase internal mobility towards bigger cities and 
even become a root cause for external migration flows. 
IUU fishing is thus harming not only the environment but also local communities. Although 
the capacity of industrial trawlers to land fish equates to that of 450 artisanal canoes, 
their employment capacity is very limited. The EJF report estimates that illegal fishing has 
40 times less employment capacity than artisanal fishing, with the artisanal sector employ-
ing directly over 100,000 fishers across 292 landing sites in 186 coastal villages, compared 

to the 1,500 workers employed directly by trawlers.106 Therefore, countering IUU fishery 
in Ghana would provide important benefits not only for the environment, but most of all 
to the entire socio-economic balance of the country. Law enforcement will be crucial to 
achieve this goal. Even though the country has several laws that prohibit Saiko and envis-
age high fines (up to US$1 million) for trawlers catching juvenile fish or using prohibited 
fishing gear, there is very low respect for these provisions.  
In addition, although the national law does not allow foreign trawlers to fish in Ghana, 
the EJF report states that up to 90 per cent of industrial trawlers practicing illegal fishing 
practices are linked to Chinese beneficial owners.107 The latter engage local intermediaries 
and frontmen to conduct destructive fishing practices and unfair competition, because 
they know there are very low chances of being punished or arrested. Ending Saiko thus 
requires a set of policies and actions that go beyond national borders and that require 
stronger coordination with other key regional and international partners. 
 
Is there a role for the EU in ending Saiko in Ghana? 
The European Union has definitely become a key global player in the quest for more sus-
tainable fishing practices. Since the early 2000s the EU has started to fight against IUU 
fishing, trying to put sustainability, biodiversity protection and better sea governance at 
the centre of its Common Fisheries Policy. This is even more important if we consider that 
the Union has one of the largest fishing fleets in the world, and is the biggest trader of 
fishery and aquaculture products at the global level, with imports peaking at 25.3 billion 
euros in 2017108 from 16 billion in 2007.109 
Therefore, having stricter regulations is essential to avoid a scenario where EU trade policies 
could generate negative externalities for third countries.  
The EU regulation is based on the so-called “IUU Regulation”110 that aims to prevent, 
deter and eliminate the trade of IUU-caught products into the EU through a multi-layered 
procedure.  
Such procedure consists of establishing a dialogue with non-EU countries where IUU fish-
ing is reported, and starting a “pre-identification” procedure (also known as yellow card), 
during which the country needs to take concrete measures to stop illegal fishing practices. 
If the country respects these provisions, the Commission can decide to de-list it.  
On the contrary, if the country does not cooperate the Commission can decide on a “iden-
tification” procedure (also known as red card). Should this be the case, the Commission 
proposes to the Council to place the country on the list of non-cooperating countries, and 
may launch trade-restrictive measures such as ban on imports of fishery products from 
the listed country as well as on EU vessels operating in its waters.  
In addition, the EU has issued a regulation concerning authorisation for fishing activities111 
as well as a regulation establishing a Community Control System for ensuring compliance 
with the rules of the Common Fisheries Policy.112  
As of February 2020,113 the Commission has given a yellow card to eight countries114 and 
a red card to three countries.115 
The EU has applied its approach also to the Gulf of Guinea, where European fleets have 
been targeting tropical tuna since the 1950s. Although the EU has not signed a fisheries 
agreement with Ghana, in 2013 it issued a yellowcard, which was essential to boost do-
mestic actions to improve the governance of the fisheries sector and in combating IUU. 
Moreover, through the West Africa Regional Fisheries Programme, the country has put in 
place legislative measures as well as international collaboration and resources to manage 
and regulate the fishing sector. This is why the European Commission revoked the pre-
identification in 2015 and conducted an evaluation report to assess the feasibility of a sus-
tainable fisheries partnership agreement and protocol between the European Union and 
the Republic of Ghana.116 However, and probably due to the reports and calls from local 
and international non-governmental or civil society organisations, the EU has again di-
rected its attention to the status of fisheries in the country. Therefore, we cannot exclude 
that, unless several and radical measures are taken, the EU could reconsider issuing a new 
yellow card to Ghana. 
A more sustainable fishing sector Ending IUU fishery in Ghana implies investing in law en-
forcement, which goes hand in hand with the critical fight against corruption. This means 
not only reducing the number of licensed vessels and expanding the closed season, but 
also procuring coast guard vessels and training inspectors in the national ports (i.e., Sekon-
di and Tema), to ensure a proper monitoring of national sea reservoirs. In addition, it re-
quires stronger coordination and concerted efforts with Chinese authorities, with the aim 
of identifying the owners of industrial trawlers and ensuring that they abide by the national 
law. Finally, as IUU fishery impacts all countries in the Guinea Gulf, it would be essential 
to strengthen regional cooperation among all countries that are part of the Fisheries Com-
mittee for the West Central Gulf of Guinea (FCWC). 
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Enhanced regional cooperation is crucial to fully implement the 2017 Strategy to Combat 
Illegal Transhipment at Sea,117 which has specific provisions about trans-shipment of fish 
among Member States. In this sense, some projects like the Improved Regional Fisheries 
Governance in West Africa (PESCAO) could play an important role in ensuring food security 
and alleviating poverty in West Africa by helping countries fighting IUU fishing. The pro-
gramme brings together the Economic Community of West African States, the EU, the 
member countries of the FCWC, the Sub Regional Fisheries Commission, and the European 
Fisheries Control Agency. The project will not only spur regional cooperation, but most 
importantly improve national and regional monitoring, control and surveillance activities, 
by creating a Regional Vessel Monitoring Centre in Accra that will be able to monitor the 
movements of 90 per cent of industrial fishing vessels within the region.118 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
4. The Way Forward 
 
 
 
 
 
Ghana has a huge potential for unlocking a sustainable development of its agricultural 
sector. There are more than 8.5 million farmers in the country.  
Most of them still use traditional techniques and strive for better standards of living. Hence, 
the time is ripe to invest in the sector in order to allow them to become truly agri-busi-
nesspersons.  
This will not be an easy task, and will require radical changes at all levels. Ghana still ranks 
118th out of 190 countries in the World Bank Doing Business Report 2020.119 Although it 
enjoys very good weather conditions for agriculture, the country imports around 20 per 
cent of its food120 including from neighbouring countries with worse weather conditions, 
like Burkina Faso. This means that Ghana spends an average of US$2.4 billion each year 
to import rice, sugar, sorghum, frozen chicken and meat, among other food items, for 
domestic and industrial consumption.121 There is a huge potential for investing in a 
stronger processing and marketing industry. 
 
For many years, it was widely felt that greater agricultural productivity would automatically 
lead to development and poverty eradication. Nonetheless, several programmes and pro-
jects have revealed that what is needed is a mix of policy reform, infrastructure develop-
ment, financial incentives, Public Private Partnerships and investment in education. In-
creasing agricultural productivity in a sustainable way, the so called “sustainable intensi-
fication”, requires first and foremost the creation of a proper enabling environment for 
farmers, especially younger generations. For many farmers it is barely possible to acquire 
land, not only due to traditional land tenure systems, but also because of lack of access 
to the credit system. Hence, reforming land tenure as well as the finance sector is crucial 
to build a new generation of agri-businesspeople. It is important to create a more trans-
parent land registry system to understand who the land belongs to, and address some  
of the unresolved issues linked to land property rights. This is even more urgent if we con-
sider that there is consistent land availability in Ghana and that land prices in the country 
are relatively low compared to other regions.  
Such a transformation requires a stronger link between the farming sector and the edu-
cational sector. Universities and vocational schools need to give future farmers the right 
knowledge, training and equipment to invest in more sustainable techniques and to speed 
up change in the country. 
 
The government and international donors need to support this change, by increasing 
transparency and accountability in the way taxes (e.g., revenues from cocoa taxes) and 
development aid is spent. This is crucial to launch an ambitious infrastructural development 
programme that connects rural communities to markets. Secondary roads are still a big 
obstacle for Ghana’s development. The lack of adequate roads impedes farmers not only 

from selling their products at a better price, but also from reducing post-harvest losses 
and becoming familiar with and applying better farming techniques.  
The government should also facilitate the emergence of farmers’ cooperatives as a way 
both to increase their leverage and bargaining power and to share the costs of new agri-
cultural investments, for instance in agri-technologies. 
Information communication technologies can play a very important role in this respect. 
Precision agriculture and digitalisation, although still in their embryonic phase, can make 
agriculture more profitable, more equitable and more climate-resilient in sub-Saharan 
African countries. On the one hand, farmers are able to collect more accurate data on in-
dividual farms and fields, offering valuable information to optimise production, control 
pests and reduce losses. On the other hand, these technologies allow governments  
to launch tailored macro-economic policies, while paving the way for creating more con-
nected, intelligent, real-time agricultural ecosystems. The digital sector is growing at a 
very fast pace in Africa, and a recent study estimates that over 33 million smallholder farm-
ers and pastoralists were registered on digital platforms for agricultural solutions between 
2018 and 2019.122 In addition, the study reveals that digital solutions applied to agriculture 
can catalyse donor funding, which may mobilise up to 175 million euros annually. Fur-
thermore, the study highlights that applying digital solutions to agriculture may lead to  
an increase in yield of between 50 and 300 per cent, while generating 20 to 100 per cent 
greater revenues and income.  
All these data show that in the next years, digital solutions have the potential to generate 
many jobs in the primary sector, although it is currently hard to predict the magnitude of 
such potential. However, the prospects are very positive and it is widely acknowledged 
that digitising agriculture may produce positive impacts on the job market, opening new 
opportunities in the fields of agricultural technology, digital support, agricultural processing 
and agricultural manufacturing.123 
 
However, implementing digital solutions in agriculture in the next years will require im-
portant short- to mid-term steps.  
First, it will be necessary to increase farmers’ access to technology and connectivity, for 
instance through mobile phones. In this sense, future scenarios look very promising as the 
penetration rate is very strong in sub-Saharan Africa, and this may allow more than 60 
million farmers access to digital solutions in the next years. Although it is difficult to obtain 
an accurate number of unique subscribers, it is estimated that today there are 747 million 
SIM connections in sub-Saharan Africa, representing 75 per cent of the population.124  
As for Ghana, a recent study by the Pew Research Center highlighted that the country 
has an 80 per cent ownership rate of mobile phones.125 This means that in the next years, 
millions of farmers will potentially have more access to up-to-date digital solutions.  
Yet, this will require stronger investment in the missing middleware infrastructure, partic-
ularly to reach out to remote communities and deliver high-quality services to farmers, in-
cluding farmer registries, digital agronomy data, soil mapping, pest and disease surveillance 
and weather data infrastructure.126 Second, it will be crucial to invest in human capital, 
digital literacy and digital skill building among smallholder farmers to make them adopt 
digital solutions and attract support and funding from governments or external donors.  
Third, digital solutions could be crucial to fill the gender gap in agriculture.  
So far, women struggle to apply digitally advanced solution to their businesses and there 
is much room to manoeuvre for companies to prioritise gender as part of their product 
design, marketing and user engagement efforts.127 
Ghana is already experiencing important innovations in the agri-food sector, for instance 
by expanding the use of mobile money. This has already led to an increase in the adoption 
of related services and has proved to be a safer alternative to in-person cash payments.128 
Moreover, it has proved to be an effective tool to help farmers and the broader population 
trust and understand digital products and services. Nonetheless, the key challenge now 
for the government is to invest in farmer literacy so as to improve the adoption of these 
services in the farming sector.  
These investments will go hand in hand with infrastructural investment, as some regions 
remain too unproductive for agri-tech solutions providers to enter, either because soil qual-
ity is too poor, transportation infrastructure is weak, or insecurity is high for mobile pay-
ments. Digital solutions will also increase farmers’ access to credit, for example by improv-
ing their ability to use their officially adjudicated land as collateral.  
In addition, drones are also being applied to agriculture. Many such companies are blos-
soming, using drones to map land, monitor yields and pest management, or to check the 
spread of diseases. Finally, new sensors are being developed to test the quality of products 
before selling them, in order to prevent and reduce losses that in some cases reach about 
30–50 per cent. Digital solutions can thus make it faster for farmers to collect data and 
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knowledge on soil and test new cropping techniques. Therefore, they can be a powerful 
tool to bring younger generations back to the agri-food business, making it a profitable 
and attractive alternative. 

Final recommendations 
Investing in sustainable agriculture is pivotal to ensure Ghana a prosperous and brighter fu-
ture. For too many decades, the country has invested in farming techniques that have caused 
ecosystem erosion and depletion of natural resources. As shown in the Human Development 
Report,129 resource degradation in Ghana is about half of the national GDP whereas more 
than half of its native forests have been cut in favour of agricultural land, exposing it to cli-
mate shocks and desertification.130 Such a strategy has not led to hunger eradication, but 
rather has exacerbated domestic differences and inequalities (e.g., rural–urban divide, gen-
der discrimination) especially as a consequence of steady population growth. Therefore, 
eradicating hunger through a more sustainable agriculture will be essential to reduce pover-
ty, close the gender gap and protect the most vulnerable groups in the country.  
It will not be an easy task, but the country has all the economic, cultural and environmental 
resources to make this change a reality. The European Union and Italy can play an essential 
role in this quest for a more sustainable development path for Ghana. 

The European Union should: 
• keep supporting Ghana in its transition towards sustainable agriculture by ensuring that

its investments augment capacity building and training of farmers, as well as fill the in-
frastructure gap that affects the livelihoods of the poorest households;

• keep investing in development aid cooperation to support the most vulnerable groups
in the country who are most in need of humanitarian assistance and who risk being fur-
ther hit by the spread of Covid-19;

• use its regulatory instruments to ensure fairer supply chains for some commodities like
cocoa. These will help reduce the amount of imported deforestation in the Union, as
well as ensure that current and future policies (e.g., the next Common Agricultural Policy,
the Farm to Fork Strategy, the Forest Strategy and the Biodiversity Strategy 2020) reduce
any potential negative externalities in Ghana;

• include new mandatory due diligence requirements at the EU level to push big and small
companies to carry out due diligence to identify, prevent, mitigate and account for actual
or potential human rights and environmental impacts in their own operations and supply
chains, or in third-party supply chains or value chains, to expand the current EU Non-Fi-
nancial Reporting Directive;

• maintain its global leadership in the fight against illegal, unreported and unregulated
fishing, by adopting all necessary measures to preserve the status of fisheries in Ghana
and by investing in cross-regional programmes to strengthen the capabilities of countries
in the Gulf of Guinea to protect their ecosystems from biodiversity loss.

Italy should: 
• strengthen its bilateral trade cooperation with Ghana, supporting the country’s agricul-

ture along its path towards sustainable development, on an equal footing. This will in-
clude boosting business-to-business relations as well as promoting capacity building and
vocational training to fully unlock the potential for sustainable agriculture development
in the country;

• support investments in the application of digital solutions to Ghanaian agriculture, for
instance by facilitating education exchange programmes involving Italian and Ghanaian
universities. This is crucial to consolidate dialogue, knowledge transfer and cooperation
at the education level and speed up the application of new technologies to the farming
sector. This will be crucial both to increase the productivity and the profitability of the
farming sector for younger agri-businesspersons and as a long-term investment to tackle
the root causes of poverty, inequality and migration in the country;

• support and lead the European efforts to create fairer food supply chains, as a way to
ensure better living incomes for Ghanaian farmers and foster dialogues with the agri-
food players operating in Ghana. This is essential to abide by international conventions
and commitments to eradicate forced labour and human rights violations (e.g., child
labour) in the food supply chains and guarantee the respect of higher human rights and
environmental protection standards of Italian companies operating in Ghana;

• ensure an adequate level of aid financing to Ghana in the next years, avoiding a scenario
where the impact of Covid-19 on the national economy could lead to a drastic reduction
of resources allocated for development and aid cooperation in Ghana. This will be es-
sential to protect the most vulnerable groups of the population like children and women,
tackle poverty and inequality, and leave no one behind.

129. Human Development Report 2016: Human Development for
Everyone
hdr.undp.org/sites/default/files/2016_human_developm
ent_report.pdf

130. G. B. Tesfahungen, E. Ayuk and S. Adiku, Forest and Soil 
Degradation in Ghana: Implication for Developing 
Sustainable Landscape Management Strategy, 2017
unu.edu/projects/forest-and-soil-degradation-in-ghana-
implication-for-developing-sustainable-landscape-mana
gement-strategy.html
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