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 Today, the large majority of youth lives in Africa and Asia, and a majority of them 
are in rural areas.

 Rural youth are particularly more vulnerable to take up poor quality jobs. 
 Most of them work in agriculture but they do not want to farm like their parents and seek 

jobs outside of agriculture. 

 Potential job opportunities for rural youth exist, however. 
 Growing populations, urbanisation, and rising incomes of the middle class are increasing 

demand for more diverse and value added agricultural and food products in Africa and 
developing Asia.

 The rise in food demand could boost job creation in the food economy if local food 
systems were mobilised to take up the challenge of higher and changing domestic 
demand for food.

Background and rationale of the study



 Rise in food demand is increasingly being met by food imports.

 Strategies to develop the agri-food sector in Africa and developing Asia often focus 
on exporting cash crops for global trade, which has low value added.

 To benefit more from their participation in global trade, many developing countries 
are looking at the way to upgrade in global value chains. Yet, upgrading 
participation in agri-food global value chains through higher value activities proves 
to be extremely difficult for new entrants from developing countries.

 Mainstream growth models in agriculture are environmentally unsustainable 
in developed and developing countries alike.

Yet, food systems in Africa and developing Asia 

barely meet the sustainability challenges.



Many developing economies participate in agrifood GVCs, but they are 

trapped in upstream production stages, with little spillovers on the local 

economy and adverse impact on working conditions and the environment



(A) or (B)

(C)(C)

Moving towards higher value-added participation in the global value 

chains proves to be extremely difficult. 

Countries may upgrade by:

(A) securing price premiums for 
primary production (e.g. organic 
farming, geographic indication);

(B) shifting into value added 
manufacturing products that 
demand a higher price (e.g. moving 
from agricultural exports into 
canning in the food industry to get 
close to final consumers);

(C) acquiring new functions (e.g. 
R&D or marketing competencies).

The “smile curve” explains gain disparities in GVCs



• Organic Agriculture (OA) is a rapidly growing sector in many developing countries, with 
strong links to economic and sociocultural development in the continent (Willer and 
Kilcher, 2012; Auerbach, 2013). 

• Securing price premiums for organic products in export markets is one of the 
main drivers for the development of organic production in many developing countries, 
along with increased environmental sustainability and reduced dependence on external 
inputs (UNCTAD, 2009).

• OA use labour-intensive practices and create more jobs than conventional farming.

• OA can also be seen as a relevant tool to advance the Sustainable Development Goals 
(SDGs) 2, 12, 13 and 15 on sustainable agriculture, sustainable consumption and 
production, climate change and the sustainable use of ecosystems (UNCTAD, 2016). 

• Geographic indications can also boost small farmers’ income.

(A) Securing price premiums through product upgrades (e.g. organic or 

GI certification) seems to be a promising approach



(B) Shifting into value added manufacturing products that demand a 

higher price or (C) acquiring new functions is complex…



Export market entrant survival rate in 2010 (%)

The global agri-food market is dominated by a few large companies 

operating from advanced economies, making it difficult for new entrants 

to compete



Absence of solid evidence on significant “spillovers-effects” from 
participation in low-value agri-food global value chains, the complexity 
associated with the possibility to move to higher-valued added segments 
of GVCs, and the sustainability challenge associated with current global 
food systems;

The growing attention to the inclusive and environmentally-friendly 
development potential of local and regional value chains for domestics 
and regional markets. 

 An important objective of this study is to better understand to what 
extent local food systems can take up the challenge of higher and changing 
domestic demand for food and how the agri-food sector could be 
stimulated to create more and better jobs, in particular for youth.

Objective of the study



The study addresses the following sub-questions:

1. What is the current structure of youth (15-29 y/o) employment in the different segments of the 
food economy?

2. What is the potential of job creation and decent work in the different segments of the food 
economy taking into account rapid urbanisation and changing consumption patterns? 

3. Which food production and distribution models seem most promising to ensure not only 
economic gains but also social and environmental benefits?

Countries studied:

– 7 countries for the employment structure (2 in Asia: Thailand and Viet Nam and 5 in Africa: Namibia, 
South Africa, Tanzania, Uganda and Zambia) 

– 11 countries in sub-Saharan Africa for the job forecast

Key questions



KEY FINDINGS

What is the current structure of youth employment in 

the food economy? 



Food economy: Definition 

Segments of the food economy Sectors

1. Food agriculture: activities within the primary sector dedicated 

to the production of agricultural and animal products for human 

consumption

Primary (Agriculture, Mining,

Forestry and Fisheries)

2. Food processing: processing and manufacturing of food and

beverages for human consumption

Secondary sector 

(Manufacturing)

3. Food marketing: all transport, wholesale and retail activities 

related to food
Tertiary sector (Services)

4. Food-away-from home: restaurants, street food and other 

catering services 



Country Year Survey source World Bank 
Income group

Urbanization 
rate (%)

Namibia 2015 Namibia Household Income and Expenditure Survey Upper-middle 46.9

South Africa 2019 Quarterly Labour Force Survey, Q1-Q4 Upper-middle 66.9

Tanzania 2014 National Panel Survey Low 30.9

Uganda 2015 National Panel Survey Low 22.1

Zambia 2015 Living Conditions Monitoring Survey Lower-middle 41.9

Viet Nam 2016 Household Living Standards Survey Lower-middle 34.5

Thailand 2017 Socio-Economic Survey Upper-middle 49.2

Countries selected and data sources



Food economy jobs take up an important share of total employment, esp. 

in low and lower middle income countries

% of food economy jobs out of total employment



The food economy absorbs a majority of young people, especially in low 

and lower middle income countries. For most youth it is their primary job.

% of youth employed in the food economy out of total youth employment



Youth (15-29) constitute an important share of employment held in the 

food economy

Share of youth employed in food economy out of total food economy employment



Employment in the food economy is predominantly in the agriculture 

segment

Distribution of jobs in the food economy, youth vs. adults



Young women constitute an important share of the labour force in the 

downstream segments of the food economy in middle income countries

Distribution of jobs in the food economy, young men vs. young women



Youth jobs in the food economy are largely located in 

rural areas

Distribution of jobs in the food economy, urban vs. rural



Most jobs in downstream of the agri-food value chains are located in 

urban areas, but a non-negligible share of agriculture takes place in 

urban areas in upper middle income countries (ZAF, NAM, THA). 

Distribution of jobs across food economy segments, urban youth vs. rural youth



Youth employment in the food economy is disproportionately informal



The majority of youth jobs are either contributing family work or own 

account work, often considered as poor quality jobs

Distribution of jobs in the food economy by employment status for youth



Earnings are lower in the food economy, largely 

driven by low-paid work in agriculture



Youth working in downstream segments of the food 

economy tend to have higher levels of education

Distribution of youth employment across food economy segments, by level of education



There is a high level of skills mismatch (over and under qualification) 

among youth working in the food economy.

Distribution of youth employment across food 
economy segments, by level of education



Job forecast for 2030

What is the potential of job creation in the food 

economy? 



In SSA, the total number of jobs in the food economy will increase from 

95 million to 115 million with the downstream segments experiencing 

the highest growth. 

Number of jobs in the food economy, 2019 and 2030



Employment by food economy segment, projected % change 2019-2030

Job growth prospects in the downstream segments of the food 

economy are higher than agriculture in both regions, and highest in 

food marketing and food-away-from home segments in SSA.



The potential of local food economy models

Which food production and distribution models seem most promising to 

ensure not only economic gains but also social and environmental 

benefits?



Producer-led

Agricultural co-operatives

Farmers’ markets

Box schemes 

Government-led

Public procurement

Local development plans

Territorial branding and certification schemes

Consumer-led

Community Supported Agriculture (CSA)

Food co-operatives

Sustainable consumption movements

Retailers-led

Food co-operatives (Food co-ops)

Organic or local food stores 

Online distribution platforms

Promote local food economies

Several models of local food economy exist



Producers’ 
livelihoods

Environment Social cohesion Job creation

Community-
supported 
agriculture (CSA)

- +++ +++ -

Agricultural co-
operatives

+++ + ++ +++

Food co-ops +++ +++ ++ +++

E-distribution 
platforms

++ + - +

Public procurement +++ ++ - +

Territorial and 
quality branding 
(certification)

++ + - +++

All models aim at reconciling livelihoods, environment, social cohesion 

and jobs, but not all succeed in reaching those objectives



• Works on a multi-stakeholder cooperative model, with collective decision-making between producers, 
store owners, consumers and employees, who are all members of the ‘cooperative’. 

• The cooperative’s goal is to agree on a ‘fair price’ that allows a decent remuneration for producers, 
without penalising the consumers, which provides protection from price fluctuations due to external 
factors.

• The model is based on short supply chains and local products, organic and fair trade products.

32

A multi-stakeholder food co-op model:

Key figures in 2019:

• 1,4 billion EUR in revenues
• 7000 full-time employees
• 670 Biocoop independent stores (not franchise)
• 3,200 farms represented in the cooperative



• Scaling up: most models operate on small scale and face competition from large food 
corporations who offer similar products (local, organic)at lower prices or from other 
alternative food networks. 

• Farmer’ livelihoods: Some models, like CSAs, evaluations show that it is the lowest form 
of income and most farmers involved in CSAs have to diversify their income source. 

• Food safety and hygiene requirements: direct sales face rigid criteria from regulatory 
authorities (especially food of animal origins), compliance costs are high for small-scale 
producers.

• Price: For all models, the issue of price distortions, whether through subsidies for large 
farms or lack of consideration for environmental externalities, puts financial sustainability at 
risks. 

• Awareness of sustainable consumption: In general, consumers are price conscious. 
Local or organic demand remains a minority share of the market. 

Challenges with local food economy models



1. Make agriculture attractive

 Improve productivity through mechanisation and transfer of technologies

 Provide access to better financial products to help business development

 Improve regulatory frameworks on food safety standards

 Improve access to markets through better rural-urban linkages (soft and hard infrastructure)

 Leverage intermediary cities through explicit development strategies (Rwanda, Ethiopia, South 
Africa)

2. Improve job quality and narrows skills gaps in the food economy

 Teach youth holistic food system education (ecology, food safety, food processing, marketing and use 
of digital technologies, etc.) 

 Provide training in agroecological practices

 Re-skill youth in agriculture to integrate downstream activities

 Address the issue of informality through targeted and flexible provision of social protection

Policy implications for developing countries



3. Adopt environmentally-friendly modes of production and consumption

 Enforce more stringent regulatory procedures on the use of harmful pesticides and chemical 
fertilisers 

 Support the development of premium organic products (organic and other certified products) that 
could fetch higher prices in both global and domestic markets (e.g. through the adoption of a 
common regional organic standard)

 Promote agroecological farming  or conservation agriculture through institutional backing to protect 
markets for their products

 Address price distortions through integration of environmental externalities in prices

 Raise consumer awareness for local and organic products

The importance of local food economies need to become more central in 
development agenda

Policy implications for developing countries
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