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Speakers across all three weeks illustrated some big challenges for the Agri-Food sector that should be 
considered before working in Sub-Saharan Africa, such as poor infrastructure, difficult access to information and 
climate change. In a comprehensive presentation about the Intra-African Trade, Ben Bennett (NRI, University of 
Greenwich) provided an overview on the importing and exporting scenario in Africa and described key challenges 
hindering intra-African trade. Africa is massively export dependent, with Oceania being the only continent in the 
world relying more on exports than Africa. Apart from poor infrastructure, several other factors impede trade 
between African countries, including high tariffs, complicated policies, transport costs and dangerous borders. 
Ben Bennett suggested trade agreements should be signed by all countries in order to improve intra-African trade. 
Currently, there are many trade agreements in place, which are often confusing and contradictory, hindering trade 
rather than facilitating it.

Southern and Central African region
Timothy Hobden provided a comprehensive overview of some of the main challenges in the sector in the Southern 
and Central African region, low productivity being one of the key issues for smallholder farming. The reason for 
this varies depending on the country, including low inputs, limited irrigation or no access to mechanisation. This 
scenario provides a great opportunity for improvement from simple interventions; the Agri-Food sector in Southern 
and Central Africa is a sector hungry for innovation.
Kobus Pienaar from Woolworths highlighted more challenges in the food system in South Africa, such as hunger 
and malnutrition, weak support networks specially during disaster management, lack of purchasing power, 
inadequate safety nets or food waste. During his presentation, he described Woolworths’ approach to tackle some 
of these challenges, which includes the development of “The good food journey” strategy, aiming to rebuild an 
integrated food system for the wellbeing of people, the planet and communities. Woolworths works to restructure 
the value chain and promote smallholder farmers to work in collaboration with manufacturers, processors and 
distributors. 

The present and possible future impacts of Covid-19 on the Agri-Food sector were discussed in various sessions 
during the week. Many speakers agreed that there has been little impact to the sector to date, but some should be 
expected in the medium and long term. As highlighted by Wessel, exports might fall, which could have a 
detrimental effect on processing and packaging. With regards to smallholder farmers, Timothy Hobden suggested 
that as a cautious economical response to the pandemic, they might purchase less agricultural inputs, negatively 
impacting final production. Furthermore, supply chains might be disrupted and demand patterns could change. 
Wessel presented an optimistic post Covid-19 scenario for the South-African AgriFood sector, indicating that GDP 
after lockdown, by 2021, will be higher than in 2020. He also described some existing measures across the sector, 
where different stakeholders work collaboratively to identify new cases and ensure supply chains remain open. Dr 
Melody Mentz-Coetzee highlighted the importance of ensuring women and vulnerable groups are considered 
when looking for solutions to the pandemic crisis. 

2

The gender and social equality agenda must be at the forefront of any 
recovery strategies to make sure any gains achieved to date are not 
lost.

During her presentation, Nikki Archer, Deputy Director, Head of 
Procurement and Commercial Policy & Strategy at the Scottish 
Government; focused on the importance of procurement for the 
success of a project. Amongst others, procurement contributes directly 
to an organisation performance, drives efficiency and helps mitigate 
corruption. It is a key factor to consider when working in any country 
but it has paramount importance in regions like Southern and Central 
Africa where many other aspects can difficult project development. 
She presented a 4-year Agri-food project with pig and goat farmers in 
Zimbabwe, in collaboration between CIPS Foundation and ActionAid. 
Nikki also discussed the importance of digital technologies in the 
current Covid-19 situation; adapting the way we communicate, 
understanding local dynamics and technological challenges is key 
when starting a project in a new region. Care must be taken in 
choosing an approach that is well supported from a technical 
perspective.



3

Eastern African Region
Many challenges where highlighted by speakers throughout the week such as low productivity. As 
Prof William showed with various graphs, land and labour productivity are lower than in other areas of 
Africa. Since 1995, there has been almost no improvement in beef yields and very little in cereals. 
Many farmers still rely on traditional methods and have poor access to market.
A broken supply chain and poor market linkages were highlighted by many speakers. Nicholas 
Ambanya, from Twiga, explained how they are working to approach this issue. Twiga has created and 
end-to-end logistics system based on a digital platform across the whole supply chain, from sourcing 
to sales. This allows them to manage data related to each particular farmer, distributor and shop. Food 
is collected from the farmers, aggregated in warehouses and then distributed to vendors and 
supermarkets. The system ensures permanent supply, food safety, transparency and reliability for all 
partners involved. Twiga currently works in Kenya but has plans to expand to other countries, aiming 
to improve access to lower cost and higher quality food across African cities.

Food safety, climate change or post-harvest losses were some of the other challenges highlighted 
during the week by various speakers. Perez Ochieng, CEO of Sacoma Global Foods Innovation, gave a 
very comprehensive presentation on the experiences from an innovation-led SME based in the UK and 
operating in Kenya. Sacoma develops sweet potato based healthy products with a key focus on 
educating people and helping smallholder farmers to access UK and EU markets. They export fresh 
sweet potato to the UK, where it is processed. Perez described some of the challenges associated with 
exporting fresh or processed produce, including tariffs and infrastructure. She highlighted challenges 
associated with the functioning of the supply chain in Africa, such as lack of post-harvest technologies 
and facilities, unreliable energy supply or issues with traceability. As an SME with a huge focus on 
social development and sustainability, she emphasised the dilemma of having to decide between 
investing in their own capabilities (marketing, sales, etc) or in the capabilities of the supply chain to 
improve things such as productivity or infrastructure.

Complicated policies and regulations as well as weak land tenure systems or poor access rights were 
also mentioned throughout the week. Perez focused on the difficulties encountered by an SME to 
keep track of all the different policies associated to processed food, including packaging, transport or 
storage. 

Rishi Raithatha gave a presentation from a financial perspective on some of the challenges and key 
digital opportunities. For farmers to be able to get credit and access financial support, they need 
reliable financial records in a standardise form, a lack of this type of information creates an important 
gap in the market for digital and finance companies to develop new technologies. In East Africa, there 
are huge opportunities for revenue from digital agriculture solutions in different crops. Jeremy 
Cordingley, founder and director of CropNuts, explained how they use big data to add value to farmers. 
CropNuts is an independent agronomy and laboratory services operating across Africa, they combine 
diagnostics, agronomy and precision farming using satellite imaging to map soils and monitor crop 
health. They provide local, site specific recommendations to farmers via SMS. However, Jeremy also 
drew attention to the potential danger of over digitalising farming. He stressed the need for 
agronomists to visit farms and ensure platforms developed are practical and complement their work. 
Other speakers also talked about opportunities in digital agriculture and big data solutions, including 
Sheena Raikundalia, director of the UK-Kenya Tech hub, and Susie Kitchens. Both speakers also 
emphasised on the Kenyan dynamic entrepreneurship spirit, where 25% of Sub-Saharan Agri-tech 
start-ups come from. Susie presented various programmes the UK has been supporting for research in 
AgriTech in Kenya. Over the last five years, the country has received over 167 million pounds worth of 
ODA research funding, and the main share of this has gone into Food Security.

Another opportunity discussed by Sheena and Perez is the potential for local processing in the region, 
which would give an opportunity for value addition. Reducing the amount of imports to Africa and 
localise production could provide great opportunities, however, lack of infrastructure and issues along 
the supply chain make this challenging. Mike Shaw during the panel Q&A also pointed at these 
challenges as key areas for innovation, focusing on improving logistical efficiency and reducing food 
losses from farm to fork. In Uganda, he highlighted breeding, feed, housing for livestock or post-
harvest as some areas hungry for innovation. Mike Shaw emphasised the dynamism, fast growing and 
competitive Eastern African market, which should be an important incentive for any companies 
looking to work in the region.



Western African Region
All three speakers from west Africa stated climate change as a major factor effecting the agriculture in 
the area, meaning that more sustainable farming must be at the for front of innovation. Covid-19 was 
highlighted as a challenge of unknown severity as the economic impact is not yet known. In The 
Gambia, it was noted that the outbreak arrived at a weak point for global economy and this will make 
the fight against hunger and malnutrition more difficult. The Honourable Amie Faburay stated 
expressed that the impact on the economy will be most felt by countries that are highly dependent on 
food imports which is a problem recognised by our speakers. 

David Ahana talked of skills gap in the sector.  In west Africa agriculture accounts for 65% of 
employment, 35% of GDP however the average age of scientist is 55 years. He spoke of how it was 
important to make this area an attractive prospect for young people as youth unemployment is high 
and this is driving an increase of immigration. Ernest Teye also spoke of Agriculture being an attractive 
avenue for youth, however there is a big window for job creation within the sector with 40% of the 
population is under 15. The Main challenges seen by Ernest to the skills gap is that many Agri-food 
programmes are too science focused and do not address practice problems in the system across all 
scales. The limited applied research, lack of industry partners and few often outdated laboratories has 
led to low youth engagement and a shortage of practical skilled workers. This can be met with an 
Increase in public awareness, a modernisation plan and an increase in practical education in 
universities making courses more job orientated. 

David saw equality being challenge that needs to be met, with women making up 60% of farm 
workforce in WCA. However, these women have little access to land, finance and T&I and only 20% of 
women have access to technology and innovations. 

For more information, visit the GCRF AgriFood Africa Programme page.

https://ktn-uk.org/agrifood/gcrf-agrifood-africa-programme/
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