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Foreword

The severity and repetition of nutrition- and food-related crises in West Africa in-
spired ROPPA and SOS Faim to join forces to reflect and formulate proposals on how to 
develop cereal value chains in the region. This extensive work reflecting and analysing 
the situation was discussed during a workshop attended by several major farmers’ or-
ganisations in the region, which was held in Ouagadougou in November 2010.

These recurrent crises clearly shine a spotlight on the risks of excessive food depend-
ency in West Africa. Indeed, although the region’s productive economy is based largely 
on agriculture, the region nevertheless imports a large share of its food needs, notably 
cereals. 

Despite cereal production that has tripled over the past thirty years, the region’s de-
pendency on imports to cover its cereal demand has increased. The region currently 
imports approximately 13 million tonnes of cereal. These imports represent an an-
nual bill of approximately 1,600 billion CFA francs. Since the start of the 1990s, this 
cereal bill has increased by 180%. The lost income for farmers and local economies is 
therefore considerable. Yet, with population growth (455 million inhabitants in 2030), 
and deep-reaching changes in population patterns (cf. urbanisation processes), this 
regional cereal demand will continue to rise, reaching 125 million tonnes based on 
current consumption. 

The cereal demand could be influenced by other factors, such as cereal processing 
into animal feed or other uses such as agrofuels. Improving the productivity of cereal 
production is, as a result, a major stake for food security in the region.

The lasting improvement of cereal production and productivity implies acting simul-
taneously on various aspects:

securing farmers in the exercise of their profession, which involves securing land 
tenure for economically viable farms (farmers must be able to earn decent incomes 
from their profession);

adopting technical itineraries that allow production to be intensified in the framework 
of sustainable development; 

reducing risks by setting up insurance systems;
facilitating access to seasonal financing and investments; and
regulating markets that are faced with price volatility.

Regulating markets and reducing price volatility are matters of general interest that 
concern farmers and consumers equally. The agricultural product trade cannot be 
placed on the same footing as just any market. 

States and regional authorities must not ignore agricultural markets, which are tied 
to our populations’ food security, poverty alleviation and the development of sustain-
able jobs, environmental conservation, and territorial development. For these rea-
sons, faced with agricultural imbalances that often have dramatic consequences, it 
is urgent that African States and the international community address these issues.

Djibo Bagna Freddy Destrait
Chair of ROPPA Secretary General of SOS Faim Belgium
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The agricultural 
product trade 
cannot be placed 
on the same 
footing as just 
any market.



 Rice Milling Ratio

the rate used for converting paddy 
into milled rice is 0.65

 Currency Conversion

€1 = 656 CFA francs

$1 = 485 CFA francs

For More Information

All of the preparatory documents for the workshop (introductory paper, thematic 
papers, presentations, minutes) are available from the following websites:

www.sosfaim.org

www.roppa-ao.org

www.bureau-issala.com

Two special reports provide insight, analysis and the points of view of additional actors:

 The Défis Sud special report, “Des céréales pour nourrir le monde” (No. 100; April-May 2011):  
www.sosfaim.be/ong-developpement-FR-publications-defis_sud.htm

 The  review Grain de Sel (No.54-56; December 2011):  
www.inter-reseaux.org/revue-grain-de-sel/

The site contains articles and links to other documentary sources.

Notice: Data Source and Quality

Most of the statistical data used in this document come from the databases of 
international institutions: FAO, World Bank, uNCTAD, etc. Most rely on the informa-
tion provided by national statistics systems and surveys. In order to smooth “the year 
effect”, production data are generally presented as two- or three-year moving aver-
ages. One should keep in mind that the reliability and quality of data is highly diverse 
across the 15 countries examined. The data therefore provide orders of magnitude 
and trends that should be considered, rather than hard data as such. 
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 West African Cereal Crops 7Introduction

The Cereal Economy,  
Key to Food Security in West Africa
Cereals are the foundation of human diets and are therefore central to global food 
challenges. The soaring prices on international markets in 2007-2008 brought the 
spotlight sharply back on one of the major challenges for the coming decades: will the 
world be able to feed itself when today’s population of 7 billion people, more than one 
billion of whom undernourished, grows to 9 billion by 2050? 

In West Africa, a region of the world already severely affected by food insecurity, the 
challenge is proving crucial and urgently requires in-depth solutions. Indeed, the 
2007-2008 crisis aroused West African awareness by revealing the considerable risks 
taken when governments base people’s food supply on imports from the world market. 
A major paradox given that the region has significant land and water resources, and 
an agricultural community just waiting to produce more! What is more, neither States 
outside the region with limited resources nor private investors have missed this fact. 
Land purchases—although we prefer the term “grabbing”—illustrate the region’s po-
tential to help feed the rest of the world or fill the world’s gas tanks! This incredible 
reversal of fate means that, more than ever, West Africa needs to clarify its agricul-
tural development model and undertake ambitious policy reforms. 

As the 21st century opens, the West African cereal economy has reached a turning 
point. The major developments it has undergone over the past 30 years are the result 
of constraints: pressure from the international community to liberalise economies and 
trade, and the pressure of rural populations’ food needs. State withdrawal made it 
impossible to create the conditions necessary for an agricultural revolution. Rising 
needs have been met by increasing the amount of land cultivated, with little or no 
improvement in average productivity. The abundance of agricultural labour and avail-
able land made this tour de force possible. Rapidly expanding cities have relied heav-
ily on imports. West African cereal crops, which account for the bulk of energy intake 
along with roots and tubers, were largely neglected in agricultural policies. 

Meeting the challenge of food sovereignty requires one to act simultaneously and in a 
converging manner on the various links: production, markets, consumption. The role 
of public policies is to provide guidance and ensure overall coherence.

On the Demand-Side...

until recently, increased demand was generally met by increased production in the 
region. This demand growth is the result of population growth and urbanisation. The 
latter is expected to intensify and bring about a major shift in cereal demand: urban 
consumers use processed or ready-to-cook products that have good “social images”. 
Wheat and rice, for which the region is dependent on imports, are serious competitors 
for traditional cereals. 

A middle-income social class (the middle class) is emerging. It consumes more animal 
protein. This explains the skyrocketing growth of poultry farming. Poultry farms com-
pete seriously with humans for the consumption of cereals, yellow maize in particular. 
The brewing industry is also a very active locus of cereal demand. And now, demand 
is emerging from the outside, from countries that wish to secure their supply of rice 
and are seeking to develop the most favourable areas for this (in particular areas that 
can be developed). until now, West African consumers could choose to buy local or 
consume imported products. Tomorrow, these consumers will be competing with other 
clients for access to strategic foodstuffs. Their ability to meet their needs will depend, 
even more than before, on their purchasing power.  

 See “Consumption” (pg. 13).
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On the Production Side...

Production has increased threefold in 30 years, mainly by farming more land, often 
land used by transhumant pastoralists or land previously seen as marginal (lowlands). 
To meet the demand, production will have to double again in the 20 next years. under 
what conditions will the region be able to accomplish this? Admittedly, there is still 
unexploited land but it is much coveted, especially the best irrigable land. For the 
time being, countries have focused mostly on intensifying rice production, in response 
to the strong growth in need for this foodstuff, half of which is imported. The inten-
sification models promoted rely on the first green revolution’s technological pack-
age (mainly chemical fertilisers and improved seeds, and to a lesser extent equipment 
and installations). Most stimulus plans relied on public subsidies. These trends raise 
four issues: the environmental sustainability of the production systems promoted; the 
sustainability of the public financing allocated to agricultural production; the fate 
reserved for smallholder farms in response to the “agribusiness temptation”; and the 
fate reserved for traditional cereals that hold a central position in dry zones and in the 
food systems of Sahelian peoples.

 See “Production” (pg. 23).

As for the Markets...

Against a backdrop of rapid urbanisation, markets occupy more and more space, to 
the detriment of self-consumption strategies, still strongly anchored in rural areas. 
Liberalising imports allowed markets to stabilise prices in urban centres by offsetting 
production deficits until the mid-2000s. Since then, instability in international mar-
kets has amplified the price instability in the region caused by production variations, 
market failures and a lack of regulatory policies. Commodity chains are still not very 
organised and a large share of trade is in the informal economy, with unprocessed, 
non-standardised products and unprofessional operators. The regional market is a 
very large potential outlet for farmers. But farmers will only be able to exploit this 
potential if their organisations can exercise sufficient market power via storage and 
grouped sales. The same holds for the rules that govern this market within the regional 
space, and regulatory instruments and border protections. Without at least minimal-
ly securing the trade environment for farmers, there is a strong risk that consumers 
might prefer imported products. 

 See “Markets” (pg. 41).

Public Policy Is Everything ...

Following the economic and financial adjustment phase until the mid-2000s, cereal 
policies were characterised by very slight degrees of public intervention. The State 
had limited its role to preventing and managing the food crises caused by production 
shocks, notably by maintaining emergency stocks. The crisis brought about by inter-
national prices hit at a time when the region was providing itself with an ambitious 
agricultural policy: the ECOWAP. This regional policy gives priority to food commodity 
chains, with the aim of food sovereignty. Supported by farmers’ organisations, the 
policy is faced with the slow pace of implementation and the difficulty aligning trade 
policy with its ambitions. Within ECOWAS, most States have set up production stimulus 
plans. But these public interventions often forget that a policy’s effectiveness resides 
in its ability to provide structural responses to obstacles throughout the full length of 
commodity chains, from production upstream to consumers downstream. 

 See “Policy” (pg. 61). 
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... And Farmers’ Organisations Organisational and Negotiating Capacities 

Faced with government withdrawal from agricultural policy, farmers began to get or-
ganised in the 1990s in a context marked by very heavy constraints: under-investment 
in rural infrastructures; abandonment of support-advice systems for farmers; dras-
tic drop in funds for agricultural research and high levels of illiteracy; promotion of 
organisational development models at odds with cultural and social structures, etc. 
In these conditions, when institution building for farmers’ organisations is itself an 
important stake, the strategies that were progressively set up by farmers to find solu-
tions to their production (access to inputs, financing), storage, marketing, informa-
tion access, etc. difficulties turned out to be insufficient to allow massive transfor-
mation of regional cereal growing systems. But they provide vital lessons at a time 
when the goal is to conceive efficient and effective policy instruments that address 
and respond to the diverse needs of a vast majority of farmers. The capitalisation and 
analysis of these experiences now fuel the policy dialogue in West Africa.
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40%  
of agrifood 

imports  
are cereals.

Rice production 
has not kept pace 

with consumption 
and shortfalls are 

increasing.

Cereals, roots and tubers form the basis of diverse food systems in West Africa. Popu-
lation growth and urbanisation are fuelling an exploding food demand that is increas-
ingly focused on rice and wheat, which the region imports massively. Re-conquering 
the regional market requires investing in product processing to adapt to consumers’ 
demands. Artisanal processing and the development of supply circuits are a strategic 
option for women’s food security, employment and incomes.

Cereal Consumption Growing Strongly 

While food production remains dominated by roots and tubers (approximately 125 
million tons in 2010), the food demand from West African populations is increasing-
ly focused on cereals. The region consumes approximately 62 to 65 million tons, all 
grains combined. This consumption takes into account all forms of use and has tripled 
in less than 30 years, whereas the West African population has increased by “only” a 
factor of 2.5. As a result, per capita cereal consumption has risen slightly. 

In regard to food regimes, cereals are the basic foodstuff for the people in the Sahel, 
covering roughly 80% of the population’s energy needs. In the coastal countries on 
the Gulf of Guinea, grains are gaining ground but share the status of staple food with 
roots and tubers. 

There Are Several Paradoxes in the Region

While cereals occupy the largest share of cultivated land (approximately 65%) and 
concern most West African farmers, and while farming is the main wealth-producing 
economic sector (35% of GDP and 15% of exports), the region has a food deficit in 
general, and a cereal deficit in particular. It is a net cereal importer. Cereals account 
for nearly 40% of the value of regional agrifood imports.

Landlocked Sahel, which has a reputation as a zone of high food insecurity, is in 
reality the zone that covers its cereal needs best. The structural food crises there are 
inherent to poverty (insufficient means of production in rural areas, low incomes in 
urban areas) and not to large production shortfalls. Short-term food crises, however, 
can come from weather incidents and pest attacks, causing drops in production that 
are accompanied by sharp price hikes.

Finally, the structure of consumption is out of phase with that of production: the 
rise in demand for rice is much higher than the growth in paddy production. Demand 
for rice increased by a factor of 2.8 over the 1980-2008 period, while imports increased 
more than threefold.

Facts

2006/071990/911980/81
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5.9 9

17% 14%15%
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Rice Production in Total Cereal Consumption
Consumption: Rice (millions of tonnes) 
Consumption: All Cereals (millions of tonnes)

 Evolution of the Position of Rice in Cereal Production  
 and Consumption
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Facts

In the case of wheat, the rise in consumption is almost entirely met by imports.

The share of rice in meeting energy needs is rising sharply to the detriment of dry 
cereals,1 roots and tubers. This substitution is considerable in coastal countries.2 In Sa-
helian countries, rice is becoming the pre-harvest cereal, even in isolated rural zones. 

Because of this, there is a structural gap between what the region produces and what 
it consumes. Two products reveal this gap: wheat, which accounts for 8% of cereal de-
mand while regional production is almost nothing, and rice whose consumption relies 
half on imports. These outside supplies are mainly purchases, but also include a few 
million tons of food aid.

 Cereal Needs Covered by Production and by Imports (%) 
 Years 2007-2008

Share of Each Cereal . . . Share of Cereal Consumption 
Covered by . . .

in Regional 
Production

in Regional  
Consumption Production Imports

Millet/ 
Sorghum 57 45 100 0

Maize 25 20 98.1 1.9

Wheat 0 8 1.5 98.5

Rice 18 27 52.8 47.2

Source: Authors, based on FAO data.

1: In this document, “dry cereals” refer to millet, sorghum and fonio.
2: In West Africa, rice accounts for 20% of total cereal consumption, behind sorghum (25%), maize 
(23%) and millet (23%). If one excludes Nigeria, this share rises to 27%. In some countries such as 
Guinea, Guinea-Bissau, Liberia, Senegal and Sierra Leone, annual per capita consumption ranges from 
30 to 60 kg (CIRAD, AFD, CILSS, WFP, 2010).

Maize 25%

Rice 18%

Production Structure

Consumption Structure

Millet/Sorghum 57%

Wheat 8%

Maize 20%

Rice 27% Riz

Blé

Maïs

Mil-sorgho

 Share of Various Cereals 
 in Regional Production  
 and Consumption

West Africans 
are consuming 
more and more 
rice and wheat. 

 Source: Authors, based on FAO data.
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Based on FAOSTAT data.

 Regional Rice Needs Covered by Production

 Regional Cereal Needs Covered by Production   

08 : 52 millions de tonnes

Consumption 1980-1981
21.7 million tonnes

Consumption 1990-1991
35.6 million tonnes

Consumption 2006-2007
62.4 million tonnes

Imports 

Evolution of ECOWAS Cereal Needs Covered by Production (all cereals)

Production

77%     23%

87%     13%

79%     21%

08 : 52 millions de tonnes

Consumption 1980-1981
5.9 million tonnes

Consumption 1990-1991
9 million tonnes

Consumption 2006-2007
16.7 million tonnes

Imports

Evolution in ECOWAS Rice Needs Covered by Production 

Production

56%     44%

66%     34%

53%     47%

Facts

Based on FAOSTAT data.

Segmented Demand 

Cereal consumption covers different ways of using basic products, revealing market 
segmentation. We can distinguish between four major uses:

cereal produced and consumed directly by rural households on site;

cereal sold for animal consumption on local, national and sub-regional markets;

cereal destined for artisanal processing: traditional beer, processed grain products; and

cereal destined for the processing industry, mainly the brewing industry, and grain 
for industrial animal feed production (mostly maize). 

The segmentation of demand goes well beyond these major uses. For example, the 
rice market makes a distinction between imported and local rice. Within each of these 
two origins, consumers express preferences for different qualities: breakage rate, 
steamed or not, perfumed or not, etc. 

Self-consumption accounts for a very large share of the regional cereal demand. 
Industrial uses are increasing in weight. The animal feed industry for its part is growing, 
with the development of poultry and pig feed production chains in periurban areas. In 
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Nigeria, for example, the demand for maize by the agrifood industry and the poultry 
feed sector is growing steadily. It covered 1.3 million tons in 2009, nearly 20% of the 
harvest. 

Rice and wheat imports have been rising over the years. Rice imports increased threefold 
between 1980-81 and 2007-08, and wheat imports rose from 1.85 to 4.9 million tons over 
the same period. They have been encouraged by two major international factors:

 See “Markets” (pg. 43).

Remarkable stability in the prices of these goods on world markets, a stability that 
could be seen in consumer prices in West Africa.

Very low prices due to the export policies of Africa’s suppliers: › in the case of rice, 
the world market was generally a residual market used by the large Asian producers 
to regulate their domestic markets by balancing supply and demand; › in the case of 
wheat, it was the escalation of export support by the united States and the European 
union to protect their market shares and lower the volume of their stocks, very costly 
for public budgets.

These international factors, combined with three regional factors, explain the strong 
penetration of imported cereals in food regimes:

Serious droughts triggered famines in the Sahel in 1973 and in 1984-85, necessi-
tating recourse to commercial imports and food aid. They more strongly opened the 

Facts

 UJAK Women’s Involvement in Processing 

The ujAk (union des jeunes Agriculteurs de koyli Wirnde [koyli Wirnde young farmers’ union]) 
is a farmers’ association in the Senegal River valley. It brings together 25 village development 
associations representing more than 4,000 members, 70% of whom are women.

The ujAk has developed an original experiment processing and selling local rice by 
creating its own in-house agricultural product processing unit (uTPA).

This experience began by training women in processing techniques, mobilising its own 
funds and loans for the initial outlay.

To adapt to consumer demand, the uTPA attends various agricultural product fairs, 
including the FIARA (Foire Internationale de l’Agriculture et des Ressources Animales 
[international agriculture and animal resource fair]) in Dakar. This adaptation is done 
through:  
› diversifying rice processing (whole rice, broken rice, couscous, etc.);
› packaging products in different quantities (1-kg and 50-kg bags) using quality 
packaging; and
› product quality control (calibration, impurities, etc.).

These adaptations and the constant quest for product quality have allowed the 
women processors to obtain remunerative prices and improve their incomes.

Their products are a success with consumers. For instance, at the 2010 FIARA in 
Dakar, they sold their entire stock of 30 tonnes of processed rice.
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Despite 
numerous 

initiatives, the 
local processed 
product supply 

remains low.

regional market to imports, although in reality acquiring rice and wheat dates back to 
the colonial period and triangular trade.

The dismantling of border protections in the framework of structural adjustment 
programmes and then in the framework of the adoption of the West African Economic 
and Monetary union (WAEMu) Common External Tariff (CET) in 2000.

 See general map (pg. 10).

Finally, changes in modes of life. In particular, increasing urbanisation speeds up 
changes in food regimes, to the benefit of: › products that can be cooked rapidly; and 
› collective or street consumption. These two phenomena consolidate the role of bread, 
pasta and rice, to the detriment of traditional cereals. 

The small amount of processing of local cereal products, in particular millet and sor-
ghum, induces longer preparation times and higher energy costs for cooking. Raw prod-
ucts are less and less suited to consumer demand, which also explains their preference 
for wheat- and rice-based products. 

The rising prices of imported cereals in 2008 showed, however, that consumers—in par-
ticular the poorest—could replace some of their rice consumption with local grains. But 
for this, there needs to be a large difference in the prices of local and imported cereals. 

Research efforts are being made in the field of local grain processing to design products 
that meet consumers’ expectations as far as price, ease of preparation, conservation, 
packaging, etc. are concerned. 

However, the penetration of processed products remains timid even though it is increas-
ing rapidly. Precise data on the exact volumes concerned are lacking. There are numer-
ous impediments to the distribution of processed products (semolina, couscous, flour, 
biscuits, donuts, cakes, etc.):

the weakness of distribution networks and therefore the products’ physical acces-
sibility for consumers; 

the irregularity of products in regard to quality;

insufficient compliance with hygiene conditions during the production process;

inadequate packaging and a lack of consumer information; and

above all, local products’ image, which for most consumers is still worse than that 
of imported products. 

All these elements require excellent mastery of all of the processes from supply in 
raw materials, to the processing chain itself, and to the storage and sale of products 
(marketing, contracting with points of sale, etc.). This mastery is complex for small 
individual or collective production units, which develop their activities in an environ-
ment that is not always promising: uncertainties as to taxation, limited access to 
equipment loans, lack of equipment availability and reliability (mills, dryers, cooking 
equipment, etc.). 

Facts
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Cereal processing 
is becoming 
a profitable 
economic activity 
for women. 

FOs Still Little Involved in Cereal Processing

Farmers’ organisations are still little involved in cereal product processing processes. 
However, many have begun efforts in this direction to add value to their production 
and diversify their sources of income. They are either initiatives taken directly by FOs 
or initiatives carried by women who work in the processing sector alongside farmers’ 
organisations, making it their principal economic activity. In this way, two major 
trends can be seen: 

Rice. FOs involved in rice production in zones that have historically been strongly 
supervised. The failure of large public rice mills that bought paddy to hull and sold 
milled rice led many FOs to acquire mini rice mills for grassroots cooperatives or 
groups, or to sign service contracts with small private operators that work “to meas-
ure”. This evolution is no longer unique to development zones and now concerns all 
production basins.

With this aim, women’s groups have emerged and prospered by working in hulling and 
steaming. This activity benefited greatly from the hike in world rice prices, and can 
generate significant income for women. 

Dry cereals. Processing units are spreading in most Sahel countries. They are ar-
tisanal, individual or group units (cooperatives or women’s groups). These units are 
either located in urban or periurban zones (e.g. the women processor networks sup-
ported by Afrique Verte in Mali, Burkina Faso and Niger) or on the contrary part of 
an economic diversification and income generation strategy for women in rural zones 
(e.g. the ujAk in Senegal and the FNGN in Burkina Faso).

 See sidebars on UJAK (pg. 17) and FNGN (pg. 20).

Actors
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The region will 
need more than 
125 million tons 

of cereal in 2030.

Demand Likely to Double Over the Next Twenty-Five Years 

The regional cereal demand should double by 2030-2035 and reach 125 million tons 
based on current consumption, mainly because of population growth. It may be even 
higher because of: › the transformation of grain into animal feed, the scale of which 
will depend on the evolution of the population’s purchasing power; and › the develop-
ment of other uses for cereal, in particular agrofuels and the transformation of cereal 
into animal feed.

The region has committed to meeting this increase in demand by relying in priority on 
enhancing its production potential and integrating its market, in the framework of a 
displayed objective of food security and sovereignty (see ECOWAP, the region’s agri-
cultural policy). 

 See “Policy” (pg. 61). 

But rising to this challenge does not imply supporting production efforts alone. Farm-
ers regularly report immediate problems of poor sales when crops are good. Therefore, 
what is at stake is the operation of the various links in the commodity chain, down-
stream from production; and this is where action must be taken to encourage farmers.

 Secure Access to Cereal: The FNGN’s Food Security Granaries  
 in Burkina Faso

The FNGN (Fédération Nationale des Groupements NAAM [national federation of 
NAAM groups]) is a federation of 5,260 farmers’ groups grouped into unions and 
spread over a large part of Burkina Faso (28 out of 45 provinces). It was created in 
1967 and currently has nearly 700,000 members. With the slogan “develop without 
harm”, it builds on traditional structures and values to integrate innovations with 
the aim of improving living conditions for its members and Burkinan peasants in gen-
eral. The FNGN works both upstream and downstream from agricultural production, 
developing different services for its members: technical support and training, access 
to inputs, access to financing, natural resource protection, food security, etc.

In particular, it has for several years been developing a food security granary network 
(FSGN) composed of more than 370 FSGs in 28 provinces. 

The role of the FSGs is to buy cereal locally from its members or from other farmers in 
surplus zones, or even from traders, store it in FSGs, and sell it in villages where they 
are located, particularly during the pre-harvest period. For the last two crop years 
(2009 and 2010), the sources of the grain and other agricultural products (beans, 
baobab leaves, etc.) purchased were as follows (in average %):

› direct purchase from members: 51%
› group purchase from unions and FOs: 17%
› purchase in markets/from traders: 32%

Over these past two crop years, 6,600 tons of grain (sorghum, little millet, 
maize, rice, fonio) were bought, stored and sold in villages at a total of just over 
€1,200,000.

These purchases can be financed thanks to a “supply” credit fund allocated by the 
federation to FSGs that the FSGs reimburse at the end of the crop year. Over the past 
two years, the repayment rate was 95%. 

Acteurs
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Challenges for the Future

One of the main challenges involves adapting commodity chains to consumer de-
mands. This demand is segmented › based on cereal use, and › based on consumer in-
come differentiation, in particular through the emergence of a genuine middle class. 
In countries with large populations such as Nigeria, and to a lesser extent Ghana and 
Côte d’Ivoire or even Senegal, this middle class is on track to becoming a huge but 
more demanding market. 

Generally speaking, the commodity chain’s capacity to meet the demand will be tied to:

regularity throughout the year, which depends on the ability to develop storage 
(public incentives, infrastructure financing, FOs’ capacities, etc.);

the position processed non-perishable products will assume in consumption;

products’ organoleptic and sanitary quality;

product presentation (processing and preparation, type of packaging, etc.);

the diversity of products offered to meet different households’ needs;

the efficiency and reach of distribution networks; and

of course, product prices, in particular compared to imported products.
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The ability of West African products to re-conquer the regional market will depend on 
commodity chains’ capacity to offer competitive products that fit demand, both in 
terms of quality and quantity. Faced with the segmentation of demand and rising qual-
ity requirements, supply must adapt and FOs have a crucial role to play in this area. 

Increase the Value Added on Products Sold to Raise Incomes 

The shift from an “all grades” market to a market for diverse processed products 
suited to the specific requirements of the various segments of demand (consumers, 
processing SMEs, and industries) is a crucial stake for FOs. 

In this aim, FOs believe that they must invest in improving the quality of the cereal 
brought to the market and in improving distribution channels. Product certification 
and labelling practices could appropriately be promoted, showcasing product quality 
and improving their “social standing.” Improving the image of local products also re-
quires considerable efforts to make the products known, get consumers to taste them, 
and spread cooking practices that showcase them. 

Adapting to demand requires one to diversify packaging (small quantities for house-
holds with little purchasing power, for example), and promote product quality and food 
safety. Product processing and market preparation make it possible to improve value 
added, and create jobs and incomes within FOs or among processing operators, down-
stream from production. This is particularly true for very small enterprises run by women. 

FOs need to have true market studies that give them a better grasp of demand and 
how to adapt to it. For FOs, entering the field of processing takes large investments in 
equipment and training for their members. The insertion of the processing link requires 
good control over the quantity and quality of cereals as raw materials. 

The harmonisation of quality standards within the region and the possibility of con-
ducting quality analyses at affordable cost (laboratories and certification bodies) 
are important aspects that involve States and regional institutions.

Proposals

Cereal processing 
is the key to food 
sovereignty for a 

rapidly urbanising 
region.
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Long destined for self-consumption, cereal production has risen considerably in 
response to population growth and urbanisation. The tripling of production in less 
than 30 years was above all possible because land was available. This model is now 
difficult to reproduce. Meeting the doubling of demand will require multiple technical 
and institutional innovations. 

Nigeria, Regional Heavyweight 

West African cereal production is currently at a volume of between 52 and 56 million 
tonnes, all grains combined. It has grown rapidly—by roughly 4.6% per year over the 
1980-2008 period, slightly faster than population growth.

Regional production is negligible in global production: less than 3%. More than half 
the regional production consists of millet and sorghum (57%). Maize and rice account 
for respectively 25% and 18% of regional production.

Facts

Share of Different Cereals   
in the ECOWAS   

Regional Supply and   
Evolution Since 1980 

Cereal production is dominated by four countries that produce 80% of the regional 
supply, with Nigeria sharply ahead of the rest. Since 1980, its share of regional pro-
duction has risen from 47% to 55%. It is the largest producer of each grain. It is fol-
lowed by three landlocked Sahelian countries: Niger, Mali (8.3% each), and Burkina 
Faso (7.1%). Nigeria holds this position thanks to its size, but it is also the country that 
has invested the most in cereal production, in terms of both production incentives and 
research or market protection

 See “Policy” (pg. 61).

Differing Dynamics Around Major Trans-Border Production Basins

The primary production basins cross national borders and encompass the full region-
al agri-climate diversity (rainfall variations from 400 mm in the north to more than 
3,000 mm in the south). The primary production basins are as follows: 

Millet production is the forte of the Sahelian zones in central and eastern West Af-
rica. Northern Nigeria and southern Niger remain the largest millet production basin in 
West Africa, a position it has consolidated over the past 25 years. This basin produced 
69% of the region’s millet in 1980-1990, 73% in 1990-2000, and 74.5% from 2000 to 
2006. 

The sorghum production basin is less uniform than the millet basin. Two countries, 
Nigeria and Burkina Faso, make up the primary poles of production, in nearly the same 
proportion for roughly thirty years. They are followed by Mali and Niger. 

Maize is setting itself apart from the other cereals through the expansion of its 
production basin and the pace at which production is increasing. Since the end of 
the 1980s, this wetland grain has conquered interior production basins, notably zones 
traditionally devoted to millet and sorghum, under the impetus of cotton in Sudano-
Sahelian regions. Despite this move inland, maize is still the forte of coastal coun-
tries. Two basins can clearly be seen: Nigeria, and a group of four coastal countries 
(Benin, Togo, Côte-d’Ivoire and Ghana). These two basins produce from 83% to 90% 
of the region’s maize. Emerging basins (Burkina Faso and Mali) and to a lesser extent 
Senegal and Guinea only contribute an average of 12% of the regional production. 
However, production in these basins is on the rise, challenging Nigeria whose suprem-
acy has wavered somewhat over the years. 

Rice production is less concentrated than other cereals, but three basins can be 
seen fairly clearly. The largest basin is without contest Nigeria, which produces more 
than 40% of the region’s rice. It is followed by the basin composed of Guinea (tradi-
tional rainfed production) and Mali (developments on the Niger River—a potential of 
one million hectares, only 10% of the lowlands of which are developed and utilised). 

2007-08
52 million tonnes

1980-81
17 million tonnes

Breakdown of Cereal Production 
by Type 

08 : 52 millions de tonnes

2007

Dry Cereals

Maize

Paddy Rice

Riz

Blé

Maïs

Mil-sorgho

Céréales sèches

Riz

Blé

Maïs

Mil-sorgho

Source : Authors, based on FAO data.
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This basin appears to be the one with the best performances in recent years: it cur-
rently provides approximately 30% of the regional supply. The third basin composed 
of Côte-d’Ivoire and Liberia is losing speed. Its production has fallen by 9 points since 
1980. In the Senegal River Valley, irrigated production is growing but too slowly to in-
verse national dependency on imports and have an impact on regional supply.

Facts

 Breakdown of Cereal Production by Country

 Cereal Production in the Various ECOWAS Countries  
 (in million tonnes)

Dry CerealsMaizePaddy Rice

Benin Burkina
Faso 

Côte
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Countries
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Maize 
production 
is growing 
spectacularly 
and generating 
new dynamics 
within its 
production 
basins.

08 : 52 millions de tonnes

2007-08  52 million tonnes 1980-81  17 million tonnes

11% Other Countries 12%

2% Senegal 6%

55% Nigeria 47%55% Nigeria 47%

8% Niger 10%

8% Mali 7%

4% Ghana 4%
3% Côte d'Ivoire 5%
7% Burkina Faso 7%
2% Benin 2%

Source : Authors, based on FAO data.

Source : Authors, based on FAO data.
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Cereal Production Growth Dynamics in the Primary         Production Basins
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 Potential Irrigable Land and Farming Systems in Mali

According to various official Malian sources, the amount of land available for 
development in the Office du Niger zone ranges from 960 thousand to more than 2 
million hectares, of which 490 thousand to 1 million are irrigable. For its part, the 
amount of land currently irrigated ranges from 98 to 350 thousand hectares. until 
now, this irrigated land was primarily farmed to produce rice and market garden 
crops by smallholder farmers, with 60% of the land held by farmers with less than 7 
hectares, and only 6% of farms being larger than 10 hectares. The provision of this 
land is based on a precarious yearly lease from the Office du Niger, which is renewed 
after payment of the “water fee”.

The Malian authorities estimate that developing the land in the Office du Niger 
zone would allow Mali to become the region’s rice basket and ensure its agricultural 
expansion. To this aim, Mali is promoting private investment, both foreign and 
domestic. 

A State Secretariat in charge of developing the Office du Niger zone was created in 
2009, and the Office was attached to it. Its aim: › develop 960,000 hectares, 450,000 
of which can be irrigated; › increase rice productivity; and › develop other crops, in 
particular to produce agrofuels (sugarcane, jatropha) as well as wheat, oilseeds and 
maize.

Demand for plot extension is very strong among small farmers, yet Mali chose to 
allocate land to large investors, providing them security in the form of ordinary 30-year 
leases or renewable 50-year emphyteutic leases that can be passed on to one’s heirs. 

At the end of 2010, more than 500,000 hectares had been allocated via concessions 
of more than 2,000 hectares each. Two cessions covered 100,000 hectares (MALIBYA 
and HuICOMA). 

Although land allocation has lacked all transparency, the few contracts that FOs 
have been able to see show that the land is generally allocated for free in exchange 
for the investments in development and irrigation. No limit is set on how much water 
can be pumped. Mali has even promised legal immunity for these investments in the 
event of possible court action. 

Although the Agricultural Framework Law recognised the need to secure smallholder 
farming, it also insists on land tenure security for national and foreign investors. 
Different interpretations of the AFL are therefore possible. No longer under the 
purview of the Ministry of Agriculture, the development of the Office du Niger zone 
that harbours this land and water potential seems to have taken the path of agro-
industrial agriculture whose impacts on the rural world and food security are viewed 
with a very negative eye by FOs and civil society. 

Source: Comprendre les investissements fonciers en Afrique: Rapport Mali; CNOP-Oakland Institute; 2011.
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Nearly half the land cultivated in the region—approximately 45 million hectares—is 
allocated to different grains each year. This percentage is on the order of 60% to 70% 
in landlocked Sahelian countries. Since 1980, an additional 26 million hectares have 
been sown by farmers to meet the rise in cereal needs. This reveals the importance of 
cereals for national and local economies and in the living systems and food systems of 
a very large share of rural households.

Average yields are low and have increased little. All grains combined, they rose from 
0.9 to 1.2 tonnes per hectare over the 1980-2008 period. The increase in production 
is above all the result of an expansion in the amount of cultivated land based on the 
exploitation of natural resources and labour.

 Evolution in Production, Surface Area and Yields in West Africa 

Years Fonio Maize Millet Paddy Rice Sorghum Dry Cereals All Cereals
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a)

1980-81 213,889 2,299,949 8,251,130 2,310,001 5,719,688 14,184,706 18,794,655

1990-91 288,194 7,736,660 12,883,494 3,517,629 9,980,672 23,152,360 34,406,648

2007-08 430,089 7,908,098 16,049,252 5,661,726 14,435,090 30,914,430 44,484,254

Evolution, 
2008-1980

101% 244% 95% 145% 152% 118% 137%
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)

1980-81 158,112 2,246,830 5,631,811 3,343,361 5,359,435 11,149,358 16,775,498

1990-91 180,952 8,502,382 8,838,648 5,898,843 7,430,941 16,450,541 30,927,130

2007-08 432,524 13,276,861 15,387,486 9,442,853 13,886,906 29,706,915 52,505,933

Evolution, 
2008-1980

174% 491% 173% 182% 159% 166% 213%

Y
ie

ld
 (k

g/
h

a)
 

1980-81 739 977 683 1,447 937 786 893

1990-91 628 1,099 686 1,677 745 711 899

2007-08 1,006 1,679 959 1,668 962 961 1,180

Evolution, 
2008-1980

36% 72% 40% 15% 3% 22% 32%

 Source: Authors, based on FAO data.
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Production dynamics are very different depending on the cereal:

Maize production has risen spectacularly (multiplied by a factor of 6) and yields 
have increased (multiplied by 1.7), notably thanks to its development as a diversifica-
tion crop for commercial purposes in Sudanian cotton zones. This crop has benefited 
from the intensification of the production systems in which it is integrated and from 
advances in variety research.

Despite the efforts to control technical itineraries, average rice yields are stagnat-
ing at around 1.7 tonnes of paddy per hectare. The tripling of production can almost 
entirely be imputed to the expansion of irrigation schemes in Nigeria and Mali, and to 
the development of lowlands. However, in certain production basins, technical perfor-
mances are much higher than this regional average and can attain 6 tonnes per hectare 
(see below). Recently, the dissemination of Nerica hybrid rice has made it possible to 
increase yields, in particular rainfed rice, without heavy use of fertiliser.

The yields with traditional cereals (millet, sorghum, fonio) “adapted” to dryer zones 
are increasing little because highly dependent on rainfall. The rise in production is 
above all linked to the increase in surface area. Research has invested little in millet 
and sorghum, and the new varieties that have been designed have been distributed only 
little. Average yields are less than 1 tonne per hectare.

Cereals have long been seen as crops destined for self-consumption. Their weak inser-
tion in the market and the lack of incentive agricultural policies have not favoured 
production system intensification. The liberalisation of the cereal market which was 
supposed to stimulate production, proved incapable of making farmers secure enough 
to invest. But this general observation must be nuanced, and illustrates the progress 
margins possible if crops and the cereal market become true regional priorities.

 See “Markets” (pg. 43) and “Policy” (pg. 61).

Millet and sorghum are based mainly on extensive systems in dry zones. The main fac-
tors limiting yields are rainfall, market instability and price volatility.

Difficult to Invest in a Very Risky Environment 

The combination of › the lack of any sustainable input access system, › high risk on 
yields determined by the weather, › price instability, and › poor availability of improved 
varieties and efficient technical itineraries leads farmers to adopt “risk minimisation” 
or production cost minimisation strategies. In this context, they use few inputs and in-
crease the amount of land cultivated, using more distant and marginal (i.e. little pro-
ductive) land. This extensification needed to meet the growing needs of households is 
possible because labour is available. But it raises serious problems for maintaining soil 
fertility: the dwindling, even disappearance, of fallow lands cuts into pastoral areas 
and diminishes soil fertility regeneration capacity. In areas where population density 
is high and land pressure strong, we can see “fertility drops” that place these zones in 
potential or real ecologic crisis (e.g. the Maradi region in Niger). 

The use of chemical fertiliser is marginal. Intensification efforts focus primarily on fer-
tility restoration and preservation: anti-erosion developments, organic manure, agri-
culture/stock farming/forestry balance, grain-legume association, and the use of new 
varieties better suited to climate change (early varieties, more resistant to drought).

Irrigated rice receives significant amounts of fertiliser (100 to 300 kg/ha of urea and 
phosphates). But input supply systems are still fragile and not sufficiently widespread. 
The small amount of marketable surplus left over after self-consumption stores have 
been taken limits farmers’ possibilities to secure credit. The problems of maintaining 

Between 1980 
and 2008: 

Cereal production 
increased by a 

factor of 3.1. 

Cultivated land 
increased by a 

factor of 2.4. 

Yields increased 
by a factor of 1.3.
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developments (cost, organisation and responsibility) and controlling (technical and 
organisational) irrigation weigh heavily on technical and economic performances.

Maize benefits from its insertion in a cropping system historically based on cotton. 
Located in areas with high agronomic potential, maize has been able to take advantage 
of: › investments in farm equipment and draft animal power; › the after-effects of the 
manure spread on the “lead crop in the rotation”, cotton; › the extensive development 
of stock farming; › the support-advice system set up for cotton; and › the input credit 
system secured with the sale of cotton and provided by cotton companies.

The cotton crisis pushed maize’s status from that of “pre-harvest crop” to that of 
“cash crop”. In function of anticipated prices, farmers arbitrate the amount of land 
allocated to cotton and maize. In recent years, rising cereal prices have encouraged 
them to favour maize or sorghum. The latter is favoured by farmers when access to in-
puts is limited because of their availability (liquidity crisis among cotton companies) 
or cost. Sorghum is less demanding than maize, but less productive.

Improve the Selling Price of Cereal, or Lower the Cost of Inputs?

The competitiveness of cereal-growing systems is tricky to measure. Data on produc-
tion costs in the various farming systems are sparse. Grains are integrated in cropping 
systems that are often complex on the agronomic level and in regard to their man-
agement: use and allocation of labour and equipment, after-effects of mineral and 
organic inputs, associated crops, etc. 

Facts
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The available data mainly cover rice and maize. Data on millet and sorghum crops in 
non-commercial production zones are scarce. The table below summarises a few ex-
amples of production costs and net margins per hectare in different contexts. 

 Production costs in various cereal production basins

Production Basin – 
Country Cereal

Production Cost (CFA francs) Net  
Margin 

(CFA 
francs/ha)

Source and Year
Per Hectare Per Kg

Koutiala – Mali millet 24,484 29 n/c FARM/Diarra 
(2008)

Koutiala – Mali sorghum 8,802 10 n/c FARM/Diarra 
(2008)

Ngaay Meckhé –  
Senegal millet 37,640 50 n/c FARM/Diarra 

(2008)

Cotton Zone –  
Burkina Faso maize 114,400 57 31,600

OXFAM / 
Lannaya Consult 

(2008)

Irrigated Rice – 
Burkina Faso (large 

pumped-water 
irrigation schemes)

paddy rice 176,456 70 77,145
OXFAM / 

Lannaya Consult 
(2008)

Irrigated Rice – 
Burkina Faso (large 
diversion irrigation 

schemes)

paddy rice 181,687 33 451,000
OXFAM / 

Lannaya Consult 
(2008)

Office du Niger – Mali paddy rice 355,000 84 n/c AFD/ Baris et al . 
(2005)

Office du Niger – Mali paddy rice 351,245 87 n/c FARM/Diarra 
(2008)

Niger (AHA) paddy rice 423,722 84 244,600 FAO / REDES 
(2006)

Niger (private modern 
irrigation system) paddy rice 406,079 70 367,582 FAO / REDES 

(2006)

Senegal River Valley – 
Senegal paddy rice 385,505 77 n/c FARM/Diarra 

(2008)

These data show that the cereals produced in the region generate relatively variable 
margins depending on the cropping system and its technical performance. However, 
the data cannot be compared to each other because they do not rely on equivalent 
methodologies (notably in regard to the inclusion of household labour) and refer to 
different years.

These margins are strongly affected by the sale price of the grain grown and, ulti-
mately, by the performance of the local grain commodity chain. In the case of rice, 
profit margins are generated when paddy prices rise above 100 CFA francs per kilo. The 
consumer prices of imported and local rice seen since 2008 authorise very interesting 
margins for farmers. However, if the price paid to producers falls below 100 CFA francs 

Price volatility 
is a major risk 

discouraging 
farmers from 

investing in 
production.
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per kilogram, most production systems show a deficit. Given the costs involved in pro-
duction, it is clear that the sale price is decisive in determining farmers’ behaviours.

A 10% drop in sale price causes 50 to 60 thousand CFA francs in lost revenues, whereas 
a 10% drop in fertiliser prices (via subsidies, for instance) only improves margins by 10 
to 12 thousand CFA francs. Inputs therefore need to be subsidised at the rate of 50% 
to “offset” a 10% drop in the sale price of paddy. 

In the maize system, the margins calculated on average yields (2 T/ha) are smaller 
than for rice. But, in the same way, and beyond production cost control, profitability 
for producers will depend on › yields, and › sale price. When crops are sold at harvest, 
margins are low. However, storage then sale in the pre-harvest period can greatly im-
prove the product’s valuation and the margins made by producers. 

A 10% reduction in fertiliser prices leads to a margin increase of 4,500 CFA francs per 
hectare whereas a 10% increase in the sale price of maize generates an increase of 
10,000 CFA francs. 

The following graph was produced using production cost data from 2007. It was gener-
ated using two production costs scenarios (all cost items excluding labour) and two 
labour scenarios (including labour remuneration or not). 
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 Impact of Production Price on the Coverage of Production Costs  
 and Labour Remuneration 
 Maize in Burkina Faso (Solenzo market, according to SIM data)
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It shows that:

Labour can be remunerated when market prices are above eighty-seven CFA francs per 
kilogram. These prices were obtained on the market only during the 2005 pre-harvest 
period (regional food crisis) and then in 2008 and 2009 (international price crises).

Prices at harvest do not make it possible to remunerate labour because of the sea-
sonal drop in prices linked to good harvests. This was even true in 2008.

In 2006 and 2007, prices during the pre-harvest period were not enough to properly 
cover production costs and, even less, remunerate labour. 

This graph highlights how price instability acts as a major impediment to investment 
and intensification. The risk for farmers is all the greater when production costs in-
crease with greater use of inputs or higher input prices. Risk minimisation strategies 
will, thus, be favoured when the context is uncertain. Finally, the graph shows that 
controlling marketing (storage, delayed marketing, price negotiation) lowers mar-
ket risk and improves farmers’ remuneration. This is not systematically guaranteed, 
though, because the market does not behave the same every year. 
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Access to inputs is one of farmers’ organisations’ primary concerns. They are trying to 
set up sustainable systems to provide access to seeds and fertilisers. 

Mastering Supply: The Key to Intensification 

Several more or less complex input supply systems have been initiated by farmers’ or-
ganisations:

Grouped fertiliser purchasing. This consists of grouping the members’ needs and issuing 
a call for tender on the national market or signing over-the-counter contracts with sup-
pliers. Generally, FOs negotiate a line of credit with a bank to obtain the working capital 
to make the purchase. Then, either the farmers buy the inputs outright at the start of the 
crop year, or the FO provides the inputs on credit to farmers who repay the FO at harvest. 

 See sidebar on FUCOPRI (pg. 52).

Seasonal credit combining input supply and grouped sale of cereal. In this case, FOs 
seek simultaneously to secure loans to farmers and improve the valorisation of their 
crops. Input credit comes with a promise to deliver all or part of the harvest to the FO, 
which stores and markets it. The nature of the contracts between FOs and farmers, 
and the terms offered (interest rates, repayment deadlines, repayment methods) are 
highly variable. This system may be combined with a warrantage scheme. 

 MOORIBEN’s Experience with Cereal Marketing and Warrantage

MOORIBEN, the Federation of unions of Farmers’ Groups of Niger:  
Acting on Critical Production Factors—Seeds and Fertiliser 

MOORIBEN represents 1,496 farmers’ groups with 62,600 members (61% of whom women). 

The federation identified access to inputs as a strategic link in agricultural production and, as a result, in farmers’ incomes. 

The organisation favoured two measures to improve access to inputs (seeds and fertiliser in priority) for its members: 
› Warrantage: This credit technique consists of obtaining a loan by putting up as collateral part of one’s harvest stored in a 
warehouse and sold when prices rise. These operations are still limited and represent, depending on the year, 80 to 140 million 
CFA francs. 
› Multiplication of selected seeds: MOORIBEN’s farmer members are involved in this activity for dry cereals (millet and 
sorghum). Growth is considerable; in 2010, nearly 48 tonnes of seed were harvested, compared to 14 tonnes in 2007. 

These measures are completed by training courses in peasant school fields. More than 1,100 MOORIBEN members have received 
training over the past five years.

Seed supply. Seeds are procured either from the outside (grouped purchase), by 
setting up seed propagation within the FO, or by contract between FOs and some of 
their members. In the last case, farmers are contracted by the FO with a specific set 
of specifications. Generally, national seed services monitor plots and certify seeds. 
Seeds are ceded using different modalities: credit repaid in kind, cash sales.

Actors
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In commercial production zones, some FOs have developed management advice 
schemes. The aim is to provide subscribing farms with technico-economic supervision 
and advise farmers on cropping techniques and financial management. 

In semi-arid zones, FOs continue to play an important role in restoring and preserving 
soil fertility: anti-erosion bunds, half-circles, stone barriers, re-planting trees and 
hedges, etc. They are also very active in the area of rainwater collection and the de-
velopment of small-scale irrigation when conditions allow, notably with the aim of 
developing diversification crops (market gardening).

FOs have the most difficulties in these zones for several reasons: › production risks are 
high and frequently threaten farmers’ ability to repay loans in a context where risk is 
shouldered entirely by FOs and farmers without any insurance or risk pooling systems; 
› the effectiveness of inputs is less certain; and › self-consumption of cereal lowers 
the possibility of guaranteeing loans by pledging harvests. 

Finally, many FOs have gotten organised in response to the dismantling of public 
support-advice and extension schemes to provide farmers with technical services. In 
this framework, they are developing working relationships with research institutions, 
or even implementing research and development programmes in the context of 
projects: variety testing, manuring tests, irrigation techniques, etc. 

Actors
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Challenges for the Future

The Challenge: Doubling Production Using Sustainable Systems 

The global food crisis revived the spectre of a global food shortage. The planet will 
need to feed roughly 9 billion people by 2050. But several fundamental factors will 
affect the capacity to ensure food security both on planetary scale and on the scale 
of West Africa.

The energy crisis and dwindling oil reserves increase the interest in investing in 
agrofuels. using maize for this purpose may divert a large share of cereal crops from 
food uses. In addition, some of the available land could be diverted from food produc-
tion to energy production. Land grabbing strategies are partially influenced by this 
aim.

In Asia, Latin America and even Africa, populations’ rising purchasing power should 
help improve diets (higher consumption of animal protein—milk, eggs, meat). Pro-
ducing these proteins takes up much larger amounts of land and cereal (7 vegetable 
calories to produce 1 animal calorie).

Availability of environmentally-friendly production technologies. In the past, the 
planet was able to respond to its growing needs through technical innovations and 
production systems whose negative consequences on water resources and soil are of-
ten disastrous. This is the context in which genetically modified organisms are being 
introduced. This choice is sharply contested by the detractors of GMOs who rely on the 
precautionary principle (risk of spreading) and denounce the risk of farmers becoming 
highly dependent on seed companies. 

The West African population is growing faster than the world population (450-500 mil-
lion inhabitants in 2030, nearly one billion in 2050). 

Regional cereal demand should double by 2030-2035, mostly under the effect of pop-
ulation growth. It should reach 125 million tonnes based on current consumption. It 
may be even higher because of: › the transformation of grain into animal feed, the 
scale of which will depend on the evolution of the population’s purchasing power; and 
› the development of other uses for grain (agrofuels). 

The supply growth model (expanding surface areas) that has prevailed for 25 years can 
no longer be replicated because of land pressure, ecological degradation, conflicts 
with cattle breeders over the use of marginal lands, and the pauperisation of farm 
labour that it causes (massive use of poorly paid manual labour).

Global market prospects are uncertain. The growth of Asian and African demand, en-
ergy demand, conflicts over land use, etc. lead one to think that the markets could be 
tenser and above all more unstable than they were from 1980 to 2006. 

The land 
extension 
strategy is 
reaching its 
limits. 
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Technical 
innovations 

are needed to 
promote more 

productive and 
sustainable 

cereal cropping.

In regard to production, the region must overcome four challenges if it is going to meet 
the growth in demand:

improve land productivity to lower pressure on land resources;

make production systems sustainable to protect water and land resources;

promote low-cost production systems to improve access to food for poor consumers 
and lower the propensity to turn to imports; and

significantly improve labour productivity to improve farmers’ remuneration and help 
lower poverty in rural areas.

Consequently, the region must manage to intensify its cereal production systems in 
order to reduce its outside dependency, attain its goal of food sovereignty, and pre-
serve its agronomic potential and its natural resource capital. Although demand fa-
vours maize and rice, the region should not forget that sorghum and millet will remain 
strategic cereals in food regimes and, given production opportunities, for a majority 
of poor smallholder farmers in dry zones and areas heavily subject to weather hazards. 

keeping yields steady and maintaining the current level of dependency on imports 
(22%) in 2030, the amount of land devoted to grain will have to double, from 45 to 90 
million hectares. To meet needs without increasing the amount of land used, average 
yields will need to be improved by more than 80% (from 1.2 to 2.2 T/ha). If the target is 
to maintain both rice and wheat imports at their respective current levels, the current 
average paddy rice yield would need to be multiplied by five (8.4 T/ha).

With the triple aim of › food security and sovereignty, › economic development, and 
› the promotion of socially and ecologically sustainable smallholder farming, the re-
gion must envisage intensifying the various production systems for dry cereals, maize 
and rice. This intensification does not follow the same technical itineraries in function 
of farm structure and agro-ecological context. Consequently, the government authori-
ties and institutions must work with FOs on the suitable responses in the various con-
texts. Research and development is heavily solicited, but will not be able to produce 
visible results without reforming how it works with farming communities (researcher-
user dialogue, participatory research, action research). 

If the international price volatility is transferred to the regional market and frustrates 
intensification strategies, production support instruments will produce their full ef-
fects only if:

Considerable efforts are made to regulate the domestic and regional markets and con-
trol price instability on imported products so as to secure farmers’ economic investments; 

Lasting institutional systems, mastered by farmers and their organisations, are set 
up to finance the modernisation of farming systems; and

Policies and policy instruments manage to reach a large majority of farmers and not 
only a minority of farmers able to seize the opportunities afforded by classic development 
projects. This massive transformation of regional cereal growing is the true challenge. 

Challenges for the Future
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Producing Is Not Only a Technical Matter
Stimulating production to meet regional demand by relying on West Africa’s potential 
requires simultaneous mastery of multiple challenges:

Technical challenges, relating to research and the links between researchers and 
users. They call into question the intensification model too frequently reduced to merely 
the use of fertiliser and selected seeds. Soil characteristics, environmental impacts and 
the need to cut costs push for the development of more suitable modes of production.

Organisational and financial challenges, in particular in regard to bank finance for 
the grain sector and coverage of production and price risks (insurance, risk pooling on 
the national, regional and international levels).

Economic challenges, insomuch as production cost control is the key to ensuring 
lasting consumer preference for local products over imported products.

Trade challenges as intensification must be secured by a market that operates 
better, and is more predictable and better paying. 

 See “Markets” (pg. 43) and “Policy” (pg. 61).

Governance challenges insomuch as cereal cropping can only be rolled out in a 
strongly integrated regional context. Consequently, strong coordination of policies 
and interventions between the local level, government and cooperation institutions is 
needed along with regional integration. 

©
 R

og
er

 B
le

in
 –

 Is
sa

la

Challenges for the Future



40	 West African Cereal Crops Production

Farmers see the growth in demand and the cereal market as an opportunity. This demand 
may drive production system intensification and better remuneration for farmers. 

Increasing production will not be able to rely on increasing the amount of cultivated 
land, as had been the case for the past thirty years. This would cause irreversible dam-
age to the environment and would intensify conflicts over land use (farmers, cattle 
breeders, foresters, etc.). 

In these conditions, FOs would like to begin a process of smallholder farm moderni-
sation and controlled intensification of production systems. This intensification has 
a duty to be sustainable when it comes to natural resource management (land and 
water) and make it possible to bring quality products to the market. It must also be 
based on economic production systems that can cut production costs by better ex-
ploiting countries’ comparative advantages. 

Investing in intensification carries technical and economic risks. FOs believe that it 
is possible to invest in sustainable intensification if four conditions are met: › land 
tenure security; › access to production techniques and inputs that are suited to agro-
ecological conditions; › a good input supply financing system; and › a marketing 
system that makes it possible to secure outlets and obtain sufficiently remunerative 
prices. 

Controlled Recourse to Inputs and Production Techniques that Lessen Input Use

FOs believe that intensification must not be tackled only from the angle of chemical 
inputs, which are often costly and not always effective for soil characteristics and 
weather hazards. Sustainable intensification means paying close attention to agro-
ecological techniques such as combined farming and stock-farming, organic manure, 
biological control, etc. 

FOs have developed multiple initiatives: land developments, revolving funds for inputs, 
technical support-advice for farmers, experimentation with varieties and seed propa-
gation, promotion of improved seeds, etc. 

These initiatives run up against the lack of structuring policies, and the weakness of 
research institutes and farmer support-advice services. In the area of financing access 
to inputs, the mechanisms set up by FOs are usually negotiated locally with financial 
institutions and outside partners. Conditions are very heterogeneous and the context 
does not make it possible to set up systems that are accessible for a majority of farmers 
because finance lines are small and credit terms poor (interest rates, guarantees, re-
payment modalities, etc.). FOs note that only farmers shoulder production and market 
risks, which are the main factors in loan defaults. 

In these conditions, FOs expect strong re-engagement by States and regional insti-
tutions on several levels: › the promotion of agricultural research targeting farmers’ 
expectations; › input supply financing (seasonal credit), and medium- to long-term 
equipment financing via the banking sector and its reinvestment in agriculture; and 
› the establishment of agricultural insurance or risk pooling systems. 

The deregulation of input markets and the lack of transparency surrounding how central 
purchasing offices operate hinder the growth of an input market and an effective distri-
bution system allowing farmers to obtain certified inputs (suitable formulas, compli-
ance with bag weight, quality). FOs would like to be involved in their management or, 
when appropriate, help set them up.

 See sidebar on ECOWAP (pg. 67).

FOs are glad to see ECOWAS set up instruments to support intensification in the frame-
work of ECOWAP implementation, such as the co-financing programme for inputs and 
equipment. But they expect ECOWAS and ROPPA to disseminate detailed information 

 Move from 
isolated projects 

to policy 
instruments 

that allow for a 
change in scale.

Proposals
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Proposals

on the implementation of and access conditions for these instruments widely among 
farmers. FOs believe that their experience (accomplishments, failures) will make it 
possible to fine-tune these instruments and meet farmers’ real needs, thus allowing 
more rapid and more effective implementation of agricultural policies.
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The regional cereal market is structured around two categories of products: local grains 
that connect production and consumption basins, and imported grains that make up 
for the regional shortfall and help stabilise food security. While farmers’ organisations 
are developing market insertion strategies that improve farmers’ remuneration, their 
capacity to influence markets remains limited. This low influence also weakens the im-
pact of their advocacy on agricultural and trade policy coherence.

A Net Cereal and Cereal Product Importing Region

West Africa weighs very little in the world cereal trade, making it a “price taker”, that 
is to say a region that is subjected to world prices and cannot influence them.

Every year, West Africa imports on the order of 13 million tonnes of cereal and cereal 
products (2006-2007 period). These imports account for 5.3% of world transactions—
the equivalent of West Africa’s share in the world population. Its weight in rice imports 
is, however, much heavier: on the order of 25%.

Facts

 The World Cereal Market

Global trade—all grains combined—involves 243 million tonnes (2007-2008). The world market for the cereals that concern 
West Africa more directly (wheat and flour, rice) involves 123 and 30 million tonnes respectively. Consequently, the wheat trade 
accounts for half of world cereal transactions and concerns 20% of the wheat produced. The rice trade, however, accounts 
for only 12% of the world cereal trade. Only 6.6% of the rice produced worldwide is exported. The world maize trade involves 
90 million tonnes and accounts for 38% of the world cereal trade and 12% of world production of this grain, estimated at 791 
million tonnes in 2007-2008.

Imports involve both raw or minimally processed cereals (wheat and wheat flour, milled 
rice, broken rice, a little maize) and “grain-based preparations”—pasta, biscuits, 
breakfast cereals, malt for breweries, etc. The value of total cereal and cereal product 
imports was 3.383 billion dollars in 2007 (approximately 1,600 billion CFA francs). 

These West African imports can be broken down as follows: 37% wheat and flour, and 
49% rice and broken rice. By volume, 86% of imports are imported in the form of raw 
or very minimally processed products. This percentage is smaller in value because 
processed products are more expensive. An analysis of the import structure in each 
country shows a wide diversity in this regard, linked notably to the existence of mills 
(to turn wheat into flour) and cereal processing industries.

Cereal imports increased by a factor of 2.7 over the 1980-2007 period. During this 
time, regional production was multiplied by 3.1. Because of this, regional production 
went from covering 77% of cereal needs to covering 79% over the same period.

Imports—mainly 
rice and wheat—
cover 21% of the 

region’s needs.
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86% of cereal 
imports are in 
the form of raw 
or minimally 
processed 
products, 
which compete 
with regional 
commodity 
chains.

 Evolution in Gross Cereal Imports in ECoWAs (in tonnes)

Years Wheat &  
Flour Maize Rice (paddy 

equivalent) Dry Cereals Total

1980-1981 1,844	968 358,003 2,575,878 132,640 4,911,489

1990-1991 1,368,728 100,456 3,094,278 114,870 4,678,331

2006-2007 4,904,862 234,420 7,864,695 53,374 13,057,350

Source: Authors, based on FAO data.

Nigeria, the main regional producer, is also the largest importer. It alone accounts for 
31% of imports, mainly rice and wheat. Its official imports are, however, underesti-
mated due to the re-export flows that transit through Benin, Togo and Niger and are 
channelled by operators that take advantage of the different customs duties applied 
in Nigeria and within WAEMu (respectively 50% and 10% on rice). Senegal and Côte 
d’Ivoire each account for 14% of outside purchases in the region. Senegal imports on 
the order of one million tonnes of rice, mainly in the form of broken rice.

 Regional Cereal and Cereal Product Imports  
 in Percent by Country (2007-2008)

Facts

13% Other CountriesSenegal 14%

Nigeria 31%Nigeria 31%

Niger 3% 4% Mali

9% Ghana

14% Côte d’Ivoire

3% Burkina Faso

9% Benin9% Benin

Nigeria

Niger

Mali

Ghana

Côte d'Ivoire

Burkina Faso

Bénin

Autres pays

Sénégal

Cereal: A Vector for Regional Market Integration 

Cereal is one of the main products traded within the region. The volume of transac-
tions remains poorly known, not only because of the informal nature of transactions 
but also because of the trade liberalisation schema that prescribes the free circula-
tion of local animal products and crops. In all evidence, trade is most developed in the 
eastern part of the region where Nigeria positions itself as the region’s main supplier 
and buyer of maize, millet and sorghum. The volume of trade involves several hundred 

Source: Authors, based on FAO data.
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thousand tonnes, notably during bad years in Niger. Local rice transactions are very 
few. Sales of paddy rice from Benin to Nigeria and of milled rice from Mali to its im-
mediate neighbours (Senegal, Mauritania and Guinea) are indicated. 

Trade depends on different dynamics:

Complementarities between production and consumption basins. The infra-country 
trade that connects production basins to large urban centres remains an important di-
mension of the market. Added to this are the transactions that rely on agro-ecologic 
zone complementarities between the Sahelian fringes—large producers of millet and 
sorghum—and the Sudanian regions that produce surplus maize. 

Regulation of supply and demand that sometimes inverses flows in function of the 
prices applied on either side of borders. Even though Nigeria is the region’s main cereal 
supplier, one can see flows of sorghum and millet toward Nigeria from Niger some years. 
To the west of the region, the flows of millet and sorghum reverse between Mali, the 
main supplier, and its neighbours, Senegal and Guinea. 

Trade and fiscal policy differences that trigger opportunistic transactions, like the 
re-export trade1 that sprang up between Gambia and Senegal in the 1980s, and es-
pecially between Benin and Niger and Nigeria. The re-export traffic for rice between 
Nigeria and its neighbours has involved more than 600,000 tonnes per year over the past 
three years. 

Considering the nature of the cereal (local or imported), the scope of the transactions, 
and the type of products (imported rice, local rice, millet/sorghum and maize) in West 
Africa gives us five sub-arenas in the cereal trade:

The East sub-arena includes northern Nigeria, northern Benin, and Niger. It is con-
nected in the north to Cameroon and Chad in Central Africa. It is the largest cereal 
transaction zone in West and Central Africa. Millet, sorghum, and imported maize and 
rice circulate there. Nigeria is the main supplier from its “middle belt”. 

The Centre sub-arena encompasses Ghana, Côte-d’Ivoire, Togo, Burkina Faso and 
western Niger. It is an unparalleled zone for maize transactions for both human con-
sumption and animal feed, notably poultry. The rise of production in Burkina Faso and 
Mali over the past fifteen years is making the direction of flows unstable, although 
Niger remains one of the main outlets. 

The West sub-arena covers south-western Mali, seen as the sub-regional cereal 
basket, Senegal, Mauritania, both Guineas, Gambia and Sierra Leone. In addition to 
the Malian millet and sorghum that supplies Senegal and Mauritania, this zone records 
local rice transactions (small quantities) and re-export of imported rice, fuelled by 
the frequent changes in Gambia’s and Senegal’s trade policies. 

The Sahelian corridor involves northern Nigeria, Niger, Burkina Faso and Mali. This sub-
arena is where millet and sorghum circulate most. Niger is the main vector in this zone 
that in some years may be segmented into two parts: Burkina-Mali, and Niger-Nigeria.

Finally, the last sub-arena consists of the coastal corridor involving the southern 
parts of four countries in the Co-Prosperity Zone (Nigeria, Benin, Togo, Ghana) and 
Côte d’Ivoire. Two products circulate in this zone: yellow maize for poultry feed, and 
above all rice for re-export (primarily from Benin to Nigeria). 

1: Imports by certain countries of products in quantities greater than their domestic needs, and 
smuggled exports to their neighbours with less liberal trade policies.

Facts
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 The Main sub-Arenas in the West African Cereal Trade

Double Price Instability

Price instability is a structural characteristic of West African agricultural product mar-
kets. This instability is double: intra-annual (between harvest and pre-harvest periods) 
and inter-annual (from one year to the next), notably in function of production levels in 
the region and international price fluctuations. The inter-annual and inter-season vari-
ations can attain magnitudes that sometimes exceed 50% of the price at harvest in some 
countries for certain cereals.

until 2006, prices on international markets were marked by very high stability, in contrast 
to the strong price volatility in West African markets. 

Facts
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Source: Lares 2010 
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 International Prices over the 2000-2008 Period

Source : Bureau Issala, according to uNCTAD and FAO data. 

Overall, variations in the consumer price index were smaller for local rice than for dry 
cereals, in particular during the 2005-2008 period. The city of Dakar shows the small-
est variations in the consumer price index. 

The transmission of international prices to domestic markets is still the subject of ma-
jor debate, clouded by the interplay of actors and by the difficulties evaluating the 
effects of policy measures taken by the various governments in response to the crisis 
caused by skyrocketing international prices. Indeed, the analyses that have been con-
ducted on the issue show a sometimes considerable gap between the moment when 
world prices begin to rise and the moment when the rise begins to be seen on domestic 
markets. Similarly, traders often delay passing on drops in international prices or the 
suppression of import taxes. Finally, rises in wheat or rice prices are transmitted more 
strongly to the prices of these foodstuffs or their derived products (e.g. bread) on 
domestic markets than to the prices of other cereals such as millet or sorghum. When 
tensions on global markets last, consumers’ substitutions of local for imported cere-
als eventually trigger price hikes for local cereals. 
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 Transmission of Imported Rice Prices  
 to Domestic Markets in the sahel

Blé, États-Unis, roux d’hiver ordinaire n°2, FOB Golfe du Mexique

Maïs, États-Unis, jaune n°2, FOB Golfe du Mexique
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Source: Bureau Issala, based on uNCTAD and WAMIS-NET data.

Overall, the prices of widely consumed products have risen over the last five years, 
but have stayed generally below 2005 foodstuff prices, with the exception of imported 
rice. Similarly, situations are very diverse from one country to the next:

Price hikes are more moderate in countries in the centre of the West African region, 
little dependent on imports.

They are higher in countries that have had poor harvests and depend heavily on 
imports.

They are higher in Nigeria’s area of influence: strong demand from people and ani-
mals (livestock feed).

They are higher for rice and wheat than for other cereals.

Low Levels of Protection for the Cereal Market

Trade policy within West Africa is still marked by a high degree of fragmentation. Mon-
etary fragmentation characterised by eight currencies within ECOWAS2 exists alongside 
disparities in domestic market protection policies. The eight WAEMu countries that 
have had a customs union with a common external tariff since 2000 contrast with the 
diversity of trade policies applied to the main cereals by the eight other countries in 
the West Africa region. 

 See map (pg. 10).

2: Nine currencies circulate in West Africa: the CFA franc shared by the eight WAEMu countries, the naira 
issued by the largest economic power in the region, Nigeria, the cedi (Ghana), the dalasi (Gambia), the 
Guinean franc (Guinea), the escudo (Cape Verde), the Liberian dollar (Liberia), and the leone (Sierra Leone).

Facts



50	 West African Cereal Crops Markets and Commercialisation 

Overall, with the exception of Nigeria that, until 2008, practiced restrictive trade policy, 
the other countries in the region have practically liberalised their markets. 
Food products are subject to a very light protection system. Whereas the maximum cus-
toms duty in WAEMu’s CET is 20%, the protection rate for food products (excluding tropical 
products) is 15% on simple average and 13% on average weighted by imports.3 This level 
of protection is low if one considers the challenges facing agricultural policy in the region, 
in particular those assigned to the ECOWAP. European food products receive protection of 
7 points more than the level in force within WAEMu (22% for the Eu compared to 15% for 
WAEMu). These gaps are of 32 points for cereals (see the section on trade policy).

 See “Policy” (pg. 61). 

Despite the existence of a trade liberalisation schema within ECOWAS, cereals, like 
other products, do not circulate freely. Many obstacles to trade persist and raise two 
problems: › they drive up the price of local cereals and make them less competitive; and 
› they make the regional market less secure, discouraging FOs and traders from invest-
ing in trade on this scale. 
These recurrent problems are linked to › corruption among police and customs officials, 
› the vagueness and poor knowledge of community legislation, › the lack of systematic 
alignment of national laws with regional agreements, and › non-compliance with rules 
by operators (axle weight, product origin certificates, etc.). Even though trade policy is 
an area of regional sovereignty, countries continue to apply divergent policies according 
to their own interests: securing food supply, fiscal revenues, etc.
Added to this are border closing decisions by States when they feel that country cereal 
supplies are threatened by open borders. This is the case when countries face serious 
crises. In these situations, although the regional market should play a regulating role, 
export bans amplify market segmentation and price volatility.

3: Source: j. Gallezot; 2006.

 Customs Duties on Cereal Products Within ECoWAs (%)  
 Prior to the Adoption of the CET

Grain Product
WAEMU 

and
Cape Verde

Gambia Ghana Guinea Nigeria Maximum Rate 
in the Region

Unweighted 
Regional  
Average

Regional Average 
Weighted by  

Volume Imported

Wheat 5 5 10 5 5 10 5 4.8

Wheat Flour 20 5 20 20 20 20 18.1 15.6

Maize 5 5 20 5 5 20 6.4 5.1

Paddy Rice 5 0 20 20 50 50 10.3 2.5

Hulled Rice (cargo  
rice or brown rice) 10 0 20 10 50 50 13.4 16.3

Semi-Milled  
or Milled Rice 10 0 20 20 50 50 1.8 40.8

Broken Rice 10 0 20 10 50 50 13.1 9

Millet 5 5 5 5 5 5 4.7 5

Source: Authors, based on ECOWAS data.

Facts
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Farmers’ organisations’ involvement in the regulation of food product and cereal mar-
kets is not new. Over the past twenty years, they have acted in two directions: › they 
have tried to get organised to strengthen farmers’ “market power” by developing col-
lective storage, supply and/or marketing; and › they have tried to influence trade 
policy nationally, regionally, and even internationally. 

 Rice at the Centre of the Trade Policy Controversy

The adoption of the ECOWAS CET was the subject of intense negotiations between WAEMu and the other countries in ECOWAS. 
Several products crystallised the differences on the desired level of protection for regional commodity chains. Rice, a strategic 
product, illustrates the conflicting interests and visions. The joint ECOWAS-WAEMu Committee for the CET recently issued an 
arbitration that will be submitted to the region’s Trade Ministers. The main terms of this arbitration are:

The negotiations on the rates applicable to rice imports were the subject of intense debates. Because of the region’s potential, 
notably arable farm land, delegates believe that one must intensify and protect local rice production with the aim of attaining 
food self-sufficiency and meeting regional demand. Some delegates note that despite political determination and the efforts 
made, most of the countries in the region continue to rely on rice imports to meet domestic demand. In addition, the recent 
economic and financial crises and their consequences on the prices of basic goods and products, including rice, make it neces-
sary to address this issue prudently and cautiously. In all, given the social and political sensitivity of the issue, the partici-
pants decided to maintain the status quo, that is to say apply the rate of 10% and take note of the reservations of Ghana who 
demanded a rate of 20%. The Committee invited the two commissions (WAEMU and ECOWAS) to continue the consultations with 
this country. 

Taken from the final report of the 10th CCG-CET meeting, Banjul, April 4-8, 2011.

Facts
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FOs organise 
to ensure the 

food security of 
their members 

and improve 
promotion of 

their crops. 

FOs’ Differentiated Market Intervention Strategies

Farmers’ organisations’ strategies differ according to whether they are located in def-
icit zones where pre-harvest periods are particularly difficult or in surplus zones where 
farmers attempt to avoid selling their crops at cut-rate prices. 

In deficit zones and so-called “precarious equilibrium” zones (that is to say zones with 
alternating shortfalls and surplus years), village cereal banks and/or food security 
granaries (see the experience of FNGN in Burkina Faso, MOORIBEN in Niger, etc.) are 
the main market regulation instruments. 

 See sidebar: The Warrantage System Developed by MOORIBEN (pg. 35).

This strategy is fairly widespread in the Sahelian zone where each country has approxi-
mately 1,000 grain banks, although it is difficult to identify those that are really op-
erational. Each unit has a warehouse capable of storing 15 to 30 tonnes, collects grain 
from members or, in the case of deficit zones, from non-members (outside purchases 
in surplus zones) during harvest period, and stores it for the pre-harvest period. These 
banks are less focused on selling their members’ cereal products than they are on sup-
plying households that have cereal shortfalls and therefore on their food security, by 
improving accessibility on two levels: 

Physical availability of cereal in the village during the rainy season harvest: People 
are not very available to go to the market because of the workload, and risk of being 
cut off due to the state of rural roads during the rainy season. 

Affordability: By buying cereal when prices are lowest, they can provide less expen-
sive cereal during the pre-harvest period, or lower market speculation risks.

They operate like group purchase cooperatives. Supply is financed either › by setting 
up a physical revolving fund; › by setting up a financial revolving fund within a micro-

Actors

 FuCoPRI, the Federation of Rice Producers’ Cooperatives in Niger:  
 Marketing secures Access to Inputs at a Competitive Price 

FuCOPRI federates 37 cooperatives representing 25,665 farmers active in irrigated 
perimeters in the Niger River Valley. 

Since 2003, the Federation sells approximately 20% of its paddy production to the Nige-
rien State (approximately 6,000 to 7,000 tonnes) at a guaranteed negotiated price that 
takes into account both the market and production costs. 

This grouped sale to the Office des Produits Vivriers du Niger (OPVN [Niger food product 
office]) allows the farmers to pay their dues (water, electricity, fuel, etc.) in kind 
(paddy). 

Among other things, based on the total amount of the contract signed with the OPVN, 
FuCOPRI takes out a 4-month loan from an established bank at the start of the crop 
year to cover the cost of supplying the various cooperatives with fertiliser (between 
3,000 and 4,000 tonnes every crop year). In the two crop years in 2010, more than 80% 
of fertiliser needs were covered by this mechanism. The price paid by farmers for a bag 
of fertiliser is lower because FuCOPRI’s per bag margin is only 1,000 CFA francs (com-
pared to 5,000 CFA francs for traders). The contract between the OPVN and FuCOPRI 
makes the bank loan more secure and is completed by a term deposit. 

The grouped input supply and sale mechanism also provides the federation with capital. 
 To learn more about this experience, see Dynamiques Paysannes No. 25. 
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FOs are 
increasingly 
turning to 
warrantage to 
better promote 
their products 
and have a 
system to 
finance their 
activities.

finance institution (MFI) or the farmers’ organisation; or › by taking out loans from a 
financial institution (bank or MFI). 

In reaction to over-marketing by rural households (in which a household sells cereal 
it will need during the pre-harvest period and will need to buy back because it needs 
cash and has to repay loans taken out during the rainy season crop cycle), some FOs 
have developed a warrantage system linked to the establishment of income-generat-
ing activities. This system allows households to store their harvest in a secure ware-
house, use the stock as a guarantee to obtain a bank loan (generally from a DFC) that 
will be used to develop activities the income from which can repay the loan and release 
the stock placed in warrantage. The stock can then be sold or consumed by the house-
hold according to its needs. 

In surplus zones, grouped sales and warrantage seem to be instruments with which 
to control price volatility on the market and improve farmers’ incomes. The goal is to 
avoid selling at harvest when prices are low. Several systems are being developed by 
FOs, including:

The negotiation by the FO of a line of credit from a bank. This cash allows the FO to 
collect crops directly from farmers, paying them in cash at a price set by the FO and 
possibly a later bonus following the sales period based on the actual prices obtained 
by the FO.

Warrantage makes it possible to secure the provision of an advance on the income 
from the sale. In Niger’s case, the amount of the loan allocated by the microfinance 
institution corresponds to 80% of the value of the product so as to lower the risk of 
“market downturn”. Placing the product put into warrantage under double key (one 
key for the FO and one for the MFI) makes it possible to secure the loan. 

These two systems may or may not be combined with the signing of a contract between 
the FO and farmers for the provision of inputs or equipment. In some cases, FOs estab-
lish contracts that oblige farmers to deliver their crops to them and allow them to take 
advantage of an advance on crops. Input loans are repaid either in kind following very 
diverse modalities (interest rates) or in cash. Repayment in kind is widely developed 
for seed. 

FOs Have Little Hold on the Market

FOs still have only a very weak hold over the marketing of foodstuffs. The character-
istics of the regional cereal market—an “all grades” market in which FOs are under-
informed as to the real structure of supply and demand—are real constraints on FOs’ 
ability to have a strong presence in the market. The quantity of cereal sold in an organ-
ised manner via FOs is estimated at only a few tens of thousand tonnes in a market of 
several million tonnes dominated by traditional traders. Despite the numerous initia-
tives evoked above, FOs are still not able to “influence the market as a whole”. They 
generate profits for their members, but are not yet able to regulate the national and 
regional cereal markets. 

FOs encounter difficulties of several different natures: 

Access to insufficient lines of financing and relatively high interest rates. Interest 
rates are decisive when harvests are abundant and the gap between the price at har-
vest and the price during the pre-harvest period is less than 20%-30%. 

Members’ lack of cooperative or associative discipline. Farmers are often tied to 
traders in a system of complex social and economic relationships (often, loans from 
traders are what make it possible to get through a “rough patch”). When selling their 

Actors
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FOs only sell  
a few tens of 

thousands of 
tonnes in a 

market  
of several  

million tonnes  
of cereal.

products, it is difficult for them to resist seemingly more attractive offers from traders 
than the prices set within the organisation.

Insufficient mastery of marketing, by farmers and FOs. This capacity has a long 
learning curve (often more than 10 years): mastering quality, contracts, market op-
erations, managing credit, FO management, etc. Yet, errors or adverse conditions can 
break down the system in a single crop year (for example, cereal banks can deplete 
their revolving funds in a few months). In the case of bank loans, defaulting on repay-
ment compromises the obtention of a loan the following year. 

Lack of a risk pooling mechanism. The market risk is shouldered fully by farmers 
and FOs. The mechanisms that make it possible to secure the loan generally place the 
risk entirely on farmers. This is the case with warrantage. Yet, when prices are very 
unstable and FOs have no control over prices (international instability, regional in-
stability), it is inconceivable that small farmers are the only ones to cover the cost of 
market failures. 

The State: Between Regulations and Market Regulation 

While States have taken over the reigns in regard to boosting production since the 2008 
crisis, the same cannot be said for marketing. Public tools are limited to national buffer 
stocks (approximately 30,000 tonnes in each of the three landlocked countries in the 
Sahel, 100,000 tonnes in Nigeria, and very little to none elsewhere). Some countries 
complete this stock system aiming to manage food crises with the establishment of in-
tervention stocks with the ambition of influencing price changes in the market through 
purchase or sale operations (at social or moderate prices below market prices). Three 
problems exist:

Countries generally do not have any clear doctrine on the role of public intervention in 
market regulation. They are not able to arbitrate clearly between the interests of surplus 
producers (sufficiently high prices) and consumers’ interests (sufficiently low prices). 
This leads to erratic interventions, which are not very effective and can even be counter-
productive (many FOs point out the negative impact of sales at moderate prices for their 
marketing strategies). 

The financial resources needed to operate on volumes large enough to hope to reg-
ulate the market are much greater than the amounts currently mobilised. Because of 
this, the volumes placed on the market cannot influence prices. In addition, States are 
tempted to buy at harvest to obtain larger quantities, the worst time for farmers. 

States’ capacity for good market intervention is low (lack of know-how, cumbersome 
procedures, poor management, high cost of public management, etc.). Yet, they have 
not sought to design joint public-private systems to involve actors (farmers, traders, 
transporters, etc.) in managing market instability and regulating markets. Finally, the 
approaches developed are generally national in scope and integrate the regional dimen-
sion of trade very little.

FOs Leading Trade Policy Advocacy

In the field of trade policy advocacy, promoting the regional market is one of agricul-
tural professionals’ major concerns. The regional market is seen as the main level for 
agricultural development. To this aim, FOs demand: 

The definition and implementation of a precautionary trade policy that will act as 
an incentive for regional agricultural production, so as to effectively withstand com-
petition from imported products, some of which receive subsidies and other forms of 
export support or are the object of dumping. Farmers’ organisations have mobilised 
to raise the level of protection for agrifood products by pushing for the creation of a 

Actors
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fifth tariff band taxed at 35% (ECOWAS CET), completing the four customs duty levels 
in force since 2000 within the WAEMu Customs union, and whose maximum rate is 20%.

Improving the overall environment for agrifood product trade by eliminating the 
various barriers to the free circulation of goods in the region.

Actors
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Regional market 
integration 

can be built on 
agricultural 

products.

The Market at the Heart of the Growth of the Regional Cereal Economy 

How the markets operate will be decisive in › encouraging farmers to intensify, finance 
this intensification, and improve their incomes; › ensuring the region’s food sover-
eignty, with supply capable of adapting to qualitative and quantitative changes in 
demand; and › fostering access to food for vulnerable or at-risk populations.

Although price analysis shows that markets remain partially segmented, local markets 
are part of a relatively open regional whole which is strongly connected to the interna-
tional level. In this context, the stakes for the future are as follows:

Successfully complete regional market integration so that supply and demand can 
better adjust and the complementarities between production and consumption basins 
can play their full role.

Master the region’s relationship with the global market. This is sometimes a fac-
tor in instability because of the volatility of prices on world markets, and sometimes 
a stabilising factor when regional shortfalls are accompanied by skyrocketing prices 
and require imports to return the market to equilibrium. Two debates are waging on 
trade policy at ECOWAS’s borders:

What is the right level of protection to give the region’s cereal commodity chains a 
chance and allow production to intensify and commodity chains (preferably regional) 
to structure themselves without overly penalising consumers? This question influences 
the necessary level of customs duties to set up in the framework of the final CET nego-
tiations within ECOWAS.

How can price volatility on world markets be prevented from transferring to the regional 
market and amplifying its own instability? This debate deals with other instruments in 
addition to customs duties that make it possible to stabilise the price of imports by 
mitigating the impact of customs duties when world prices skyrocket and taxing them 
more when world prices drop (safeguard mechanisms). 

Liberalising the internal market implies working in several directions:

fiscal harmonisation, notably as concerns VAT, among countries for raw products 
and processed cereal products;

real elimination of informal taxes on trade (corruption at borders and road checks); and

standardisation of cereal products (e.g. quality, impurity rate, humidity).

Structuring cereal commodity chains is a major stake. Various inter-branch systems 
have been set up in some countries but are encountering multiple difficulties achiev-
ing a decisive structure for relationships between the various links in the commodity 
chain (farmers, processors, traders, transporters). These systems are getting organ-
ised on the national scale whereas markets have a regional dimension that implies 
modes of coordination between the national inter-branch systems. Initiatives that 
are little or not at all coordinated are currently underway within WAEMu and ECOWAS 
in this area. FOs and national inter-branch systems should play a driving role in this. 

These systems are generally driven by private actors and FOs. They do not sufficiently 
clarify the respective roles of the public authorities and actors in regulating the mar-
ket. They are above all seen as structures for consultation or even coordination among 
actors, with the aim of conducting more effective advocacy and providing a range of 
services to members. They are still seen very little as arenas for contracting among ac-
tors: supply management, identification of products that meet demand, determina-
tion of standards (impurities, humidity, grain size, etc.) and above all contracts cov-
ering set volumes, qualities and prices. They are also not seen as systems that make 

Challenges for the Future
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Public 
intervention 
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collective market regulation possible: intervention stocks, price bands, etc. This is a 
very important field of work, one in which FOs have considerable interests to promote. 

This market regulation runs up against considerable problems:

the low level of organisation and splintering among groups of actors, which limits 
representatives’ capacity to involve all actors in each link in the commodity chain; 

an “all grades” market that is little standardised and barely promotes investments 
in product quality and standardisation;

few financial resources to set up market regulation instruments; and

the weakness of the dialogue between States, FOs and inter-branch organisations 
to design effective public-private management and market regulation systems, in 
light of the general interest that the issue of price stabilisation represents for produc-
tion and commodity chain actors as well as for consumers. 

Financing storage and marketing is still a critical point. Banks are still hesitant to sup-
port FOs in this area deemed “at risk”, and existing systems are marked by unfavourable 
conditions (interest rates, repayment deadlines, credit application costs, guarantees/
collateral, etc.). FOs could instigate comprehensive negotiations with the banking sec-
tor, States and regional institutions to design suitable systems. At the same time, FOs 
need to build their in-house capacities considerably to take a more active role in the 
group marketing sector. The question of risk coverage and pooling arises here too. The 
system envisaged as part of the ECOWAP regional investment programme forms an are-
na that FOs can use to promote such mechanisms to finance marketing. 

 See “Policy” (pg. 61).

Challenges for the Future
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Finally, the outcomes of several international negotiations will be decisive in stimu-
lating grain commodity chains in West Africa:

The negotiations at the WTO with, in particular, the issue of the special safeguard 
mechanism (at borders) making it possible to protect oneself from imports in spe-
cific circumstances (price drops and large increases in the volumes imported). More 
generally, the fate reserved in the trade negotiations for products that are strategic 
for food security and the living conditions of rural people in developing countries is 
what is in question; the WTO has been unable to resolve this question. The question 
also deals with countries’ and the region’s latitude to build autonomous policies that 
ensure food security.

The EPA negotiations, with › the issue of opening the West African market to com-
peting imported European products; › the measures that the region could take to 
neutralise the impact of Eu subsidy policies (internal support that indirectly improves 
the competitiveness of European products, and export support); › the cooperation 
between Europe and West Africa in regard to regulating a market that is in practice 
becoming something of a single market between two geographic areas. 

The effective implementation of the international community’s promises in regard 
to food security (the Aquila Summit commitment), which is decisive in fulfilling the 
promises made by donors in the framework of national compacts and the regional 
compact on ECOWAP implementation.

The international negotiations on controlling international agricultural product 
price volatility instigated in 2011 by the G20.

Implementation of the World Food Council recommendations (October 2010), in 
particular as regards › international food security governance reform, and › FOs’ par-
ticipation in this governance. 

Improving product marketing is crucial to increasing the valuation of products and the 
profitability of cereal products, and better meeting market needs. 

FOs have acquired extensive experience in cereal marketing. They have set up innova-
tive mechanisms in several fields: organising and financing primary harvesting from 
members, storage, group selling, input supply system and product delivery linkage, 
warrantage, etc. 

FOs’ mastery of marketing is a crucial function because it allows them to intervene 
more effectively in input supply, and deliver a set of services that support production 
intensification and quality improvement for the products marketed. 

FOs recognise that they encounter numerous in-house difficulties mastering group 
marketing (“discipline” and members’ respect for commitments and cooperative 
principles, mastery of technical and financial functions). Mastering marketing func-
tions requires acting and learning over the long term, and necessitates building FOs’ 
institutional capacities. 

Challenges for the Future
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FOs’ proposals 
cover concrete 
initiatives and 
advocacy on 
policy and policy 
implementation.

Promote Dialogue and Structure Actors Within Commodity Chains 

FOs believe that organising farmers is a major stake to give farmers more weight in 
commercial negotiations within the commodity chain. They recognise the impor-
tance of other actors (collectors, traders, processors, transporters, distributors) in 
ensuring that the commodity chain functions properly. They feel that in-depth dia-
logue between the various categories of actors provides each with a better grasp of 
the interests and constraints of the others and lays the foundations for trust. This is 
indispensable to move toward forms of negotiation and contractualisation within the 
commodity chain. 

Lowering production and transaction costs between the various links in commodity 
chains is a vital element in reducing the cost of food for consumers. In this regard, 
FOs insist on the importance of making rural areas accessible and investing in road 
communications. 

Improving the operation of the cereal market is crucial. Accordingly, FOs must have 
an efficient and reliable information system covering production costs, the structure 
of prices and costs at different places in the commodity chain, regional flows, stock 
status, harvest predictions, and production levels. They would like the information 
produced by national and regional institutions to be made available to and affordable 
for FOs. They would like cereal exchanges to be promoted so as to foster the relation-
ships between sellers and buyers, and between shortage and surplus zones. 

With the aim of lowering the cost of cereal products for consumers and improving pro-
ducers’ remuneration, FOs take a position in favour of direct and contractual trade 
relations with processing units, distributors or consumers’ organisations.

Proposals
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Advocacy cannot 
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Financing Storage Is the Key to Mastering Marketing 
Since it makes it possible to delay sales, storage is a decisive element in improving 
product valuation and regulating the market in the interests of producers, consumers, 
and society. 

Storage cannot be separated from collective marketing of goods. To this aim, FOs must 
develop storehouses by taking advantage of diverse possibilities: investment grants 
and credits, warehouse rental, storage, provision of company infrastructures and 
public offices, etc. 

FOs have acquired extensive experience in the field of warrantage, making it possi-
ble to secure the establishment of lines of credit from microfinance institutions. They 
feel that this system deserves to be developed, but think that forms of risk sharing 
or pooling must be promoted among borrowers, lenders and States, along with stock 
guarantees. 

More generally, the establishment of guarantee funds would be able to ensure this 
pooling of risks and encourage banks and microfinance institutions to begin financing 
marketing by FOs. 

The plans to build regional stocks, envisaged by ECOWAS with the support of the WFP 
and the G20, is seen favourably by FOs. However, they would like to be involved in its 
implementation to avoid the unwanted negative effects that could result.

No Regional Market Without Strong Policy Coherence

Border trade policy is a strategic part of market regulation. FOs would like ROPPA to 
be fully involved in finalising the CET and defining the safeguard measures, to supple-
ment customs duties. 

FOs also expect the authorities to effectively eliminate barriers to regional trade, as 
these barriers are acknowledged as being harmful to regional production. This lifting 
of barriers to the single regional market is primarily the responsibility of political au-
thorities and administrations (police, customs). Accordingly, they expect that com-
mon laws on standards be defined, harmonised within the regional space, and actually 
enforced: phytosanitary certificates, product origin certification, etc. 

Finally, FOs expect regional institutions and States to be fully involved in implement-
ing the instruments and programmes planed in national and regional agricultural poli-
cies. They notably expect ECOWAS to be involved in implementing instruments relating 
to market organisation and regulation. 

Proposals
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The liberalisation of agricultural policy in West Africa during the 1980s reduced most 
public intervention in the cereal sector to projects, generally targeting production, or 
more rarely commodity chain organisation. Following the 2008 crisis, stimulus pro-
grammes did not break with this technical, productivity-based approach. Since the 
2000s, however, national policies have been relayed by ambitious and participatory 
regional policies. Founded on the principle of food sovereignty, ECOWAS’s agricultural 
policy displays the goal of promoting and protecting the regional market. Nevertheless, 
the incoherence between agricultural and trade components of cereal policies reveals 
the magnitude of the conflicts of interest between the various actors.

Over the past fifty years, agricultural policies have undergone major changes, alter-
nating political voluntarism and often poorly mastered liberalisation. However, from 
the 2000s on, we can see a significant shift in policies that not only strive to get out of 
their national partitions but are becoming more participatory and attempting to set 
up incentive measures. 

The 1960s to 1980s: The Prolongation of the Trading Economy

Over the 1960-1980 period, agricultural and cereal policies were characterised by very 
voluntarist orientations with the aim of national food self-sufficiency. These policies 
were, however, still strongly marked by the vestiges of the trading economy: State 
development companies’ grip, public monopoly over sales, etc. They generally had two 
dimensions:

Production increase strategies based on the nationalisation of land, the develop-
ment of large farming perimeters, the communalisation of production through the 
promotion of village groups, and priority given to export crops under the control of 
public offices or intervention companies. In the food crop sector, it was above all rice 
that benefited from this type of administered policy, with the creation of large agri-
cultural developments: in Nigeria (kano, Sokoto and Gigawa), Senegal (SAED), Mali 
(Office du Niger), Niger (Birni-koni and Tillabéry), Benin (Malanville), etc. 

The control of agricultural trade through the establishment of stabilisation or 
equalisation funds whose ultimate goal was not only to control prices but above all to 
collect export or import taxes to fund national budgets. Marketing boards for agricul-
tural products—cereals for the domestic market, cash crops for export (cocoa, cotton, 
coffee, palm oil, peanuts)—were promoted. 

This type of policy quickly revealed its limits, symbolised by cyclic major food cri-
ses that took root in the region starting in the first half of the 1970s. Cereal poli-
cies were particularly ineffective because incentive measures addressing traditional 
production zones (millet, sorghum) were lacking or inadequate, and because of the 
poor management that characterised the public and semi-public structures in charge 
of implementing the policies. Their bankruptcy and the resulting worsening of State 
budget deficits accentuated the region’s food and grain dependency. 

The 1980s: An Era of Adjustments to Agricultural and Cereal Policies

The recurrence of food crises, in particular cereal crises, the worsening macroeco-
nomic and financial imbalances, and the march toward poverty led States to imple-
ment structural adjustment policies. In the agricultural field, these adjustments im-
plemented starting in the second half of the 1980s were marked by a refocusing of the 

Facts
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State’s role on its basic government functions of control and regulation, and the rec-
ognition of the role of the private sector and professional agricultural organisations.

In specific terms, these adjustments resulted in: 

The withdrawal of the State from production-related activities (processing, input 
supply, primary harvesting, agricultural equipment production, hydro-agricultural 
development and renovation). 

Domestic market liberalisation, with the elimination of public trading monopolies 
and administered prices, and the marketing freedom granted to private operators. 

Foreign trade liberalisation, with the opening of national borders to imports from 
the international market. This period saw the emergence of concerns to integrate 
the regional market, marked by the proposal from Sahelian countries to create a 
“protected cereal area” in 1986,1 the initiation of the trade liberalisation schema by 
ECOWAS countries in 1993, and finally the creation of a customs union by eight WAEMu 
countries shortly after the devaluation of the CFA franc in 1994. 

The promotion of prevention and management approaches for food crises, the only 
source of authorisation for State intervention, in the name of humanitarianism. These 
approaches are based on setting up information systems (production, prices), early 
warning systems, and national safety stores. The restructuring of national marketing 
boards led them to reduce their perimeter of action to managing safety stores and 
setting up market information systems.

While special attention was paid to cereal products during this period, the problem of 
policy coherence between the national and regional levels and even between the Sahel 
zone and the coastal zone remained an issue. The grain policies of Sahelian countries 
bet heavily on international assistance to balance the temporary shortfalls that these 
countries experienced, in particular through food aid. The coastal countries paid little 
attention to changes in food habits due to rapid urbanisation, which led to greater 
demand for cereal products to the detriment of tubers, and more consumption of rice 
and wheat to the detriment of dry cereals produced in the region. In this way, the 
period marked by self-sufficiency targets in the 1960s and 1970s was followed in the 
1980s by approaches targeting food security. unlike self-sufficiency, food security re-
lies equally on imports and local production, with priority going to ensuring sufficient 
food availability irrespective of origin. 

An Interlude of Emergencies 

The stalemate in international trade negotiations, the new orientations of the Coto-
nou Agreement between the Eu and ACP countries, the explicit recognition by the World 
Bank and International Monetary Fund of the limitations of structural adjustment 
policies to restore growth, alleviate poverty and ensure food security, and finally the 
strengthening of regional integration processes have all helped revive sectoral poli-
cies. In the start of the 2000s, agricultural development was seen as one of the most 
effective ways to fight poverty, which affects the rural world in priority. 

Several countries launched processes conducting in-depth and decentralised discus-
sions with farmers’ organisations in order to elaborate agricultural framework laws. 
This was the case in Senegal (2004) and Mali (2006). Other countries undertook similar 
exercises, but followed more traditional approaches and much more superficial forms 
of consultation. This is notably the case for Niger and Burkina Faso, with the elabora-
tion of rural development strategies, generally coupled with ambitious action plans 
targeting the various commodity chains, including cereals. In all cases, these policies 
or strategies have been late in being implemented. Donors have not really renewed 

1: Mindelo symposium on cereal policy; CILSS; 1986.
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their agriculture support, whereas financing of these policies was above all achieved 
through development assistance rather than national budgets. 

The food crisis, triggered by soaring commodities prices in 2008, therefore marked a 
turning point in national and regional agricultural policies, as well as in the attention 
paid by the international community to agricultural development. It embodied the re-
turn to proactive policies in which the State seeks to regain the initiative in regard 
to three important aspects of agricultural and food policy: intensifying production, 
regulating markets, and improving vulnerable populations’ access to food. 

Indeed, States have had recourse to three types of measures that boosted agricultural 
and food policies:

Emergency measures to › mitigate the effects of skyrocketing prices—suspending 
or halving customs duties, consumer price control; › supply markets—de-stocking and 
facilitating imports, creating control stores, selling at reduced prices; and › ensure 
that the most vulnerable populations have access to food—free distribution of food-
stuffs, “food-for-work” operations, food vouchers (the traditional forms of safety 
nets practiced by Sahelian countries). 

Short-term measures destined to increase food production rapidly. These measures 
consisted of setting up off-season crops and shoring up support systems to prepare 
for the following rainy season.

Medium-term measures aiming to boost food production lastingly, primarily two 
cereals, maize and rice. In all countries, strategies favoured fertiliser supply and sub-
sidisation, as well as seed provision. Some countries supplemented this rapid inten-
sification strategy with various measures: › renovation of hydro-agricultural devel-
opments, › provision of farm equipment, › establishment of lines of credit for input 
supply, › redeployment of agricultural advice systems, and › the collection of part of 
what was produced by public offices. 

Responding to pressure from the streets, the measures on imported products destined 
to lower food prices have been very costly for State budgets (elimination of taxes, 
allocation of subsidies) but their impact on lowering consumer food prices has not 
been very clear because of trader network structuring and oligopolies. These meas-
ures, which were not targeted according to consumers’ purchasing power, favoured 
the consumption of imported products over unsubsidised local products.

In regard to national policies, the options chosen often broke with national agri-
cultural framework laws in two major areas. First, no stimulus plans make explicit 
reference to guidelines. They were the subject of little discussion with FOs. Second, 
stimulus plans displayed countries’ ambitions to become rice exporting powerhouses 
and seemed to favour large-scale farming companies instead of smallholder farming 
although the later is promoted in framework laws. 

National measures do not mention the regional guidelines adopted in the CAP (WAE-
Mu) and ECOWAP (ECOWAS). Each country defined its plan of action in reference to 
national stakes, without concern for the regional level, including in regard to trade 
policy, a regional prerogative. 

 See sidebar on ECOWAP (pg. 67).

Agricultural production stimulus measures took the form of an expansion of cultivated 
land, and the announced harvests marked a large surge in production. However, two fac-
tors mitigate their impact: › the length of time it took to set up “subsidised input opera-
tions”; and › the poor quality of the inputs provided (fertiliser and “certified” seeds). 
The exceptional weather in 2008-2009 helped boost production. The results were consid-
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erably poorer during the following crop year. In the medium-to-long term, the outcome 
will depend on States’ capacity to preserve the pace of investments initiated in 2008. 

In regard to the “agricultural stimulus” component, measures were designed with 
haste, expeditiously addressing important structural dimensions that would have re-
quired in-depth consultations: land tenure issues, credit policy, etc. This form of inter-
vention takes actors and structures into consideration very little and has little struc-
turing effect. 

The same is true of the measures aiming to facilitate “access to food”. The response 
to the crisis was dominated by increasing the cereal supply. This is a return to a tra-
ditional vision of food crises as being generated by supply availability problems. The 
crisis did not really allow for progress to be made on how to respond to crises caused 
by price hikes and, more generally, to accessibility crises linked to populations’ poverty 
and vulnerability. 

The Refocusing of Agricultural Policies on Regional Concerns  

In 2005, the 15 ECOWAS countries adopted the ECOWAP2 after a consultation process 
with member-States and professional actors. ROPPA played a large role in this process. 

 See “Actors” (pg. 68).

The ECOWAP defines a vision of agriculture based in priority on the development of 
smallholder farming, and positions itself explicitly as targeting the region’s food 
sovereignty. It aims to ensure: › sustainable food security in the member countries; 
› decent remuneration for farm workers; and › the expansion of trade on a sustainable 
basis, both within the sub-region and with the rest of the world. Three major lines of 
work are identified: 

 improving agricultural productivity and competitiveness;

implementing an inter-community trade regime based on the principle of building 
a free trade zone; and 

adapting the external trade regime to the specificity of agricultural products.

The guiding lines of this sectoral policy were decided before the West African regional 
CET (shared by all fifteen countries, including WAEMu countries) had been determined.

 See map (pg. 10). 

As a result, there was considerable debate on the need to create a tariff band at a rate 
higher than the maximum in the WAEMu zone at the time (20%). The negotiations led 
to the creation of a fifth band at 35%. The discussions are still ongoing on which tariff 
to apply to numerous strategic agricultural products. The debates are sharp between 
the member-States on whether or not to increase customs duties on agrifood products 
in general and on rice in particular.

 See sidebar (pg. 51).

The ECOWAP also served as the baseline for establishing the market access offer in 
the Economic Partnership Agreement (EPA) negotiations. Determining sensitive 
agricultural and industrial products made it possible to establish a regional supply 
that excludes most strategic agricultural products, in particular cereal products. In 
other words, if the negotiations with the European union are concluded on this basis, 
cereal products will not be included in the trade liberalisation with the Eu. 

The ECOWAP then established a regional agricultural investment plan for the 2010-
2015 period. It sets three essential targets:

the promotion of products that are strategic for food security and sovereignty (two 
grains, maize and rice, are among the chosen regional strategic products);

2: The Economic Community of West African States’ agricultural policy. 

Facts



66	 West African Cereal Crops Policy

the promotion of an overall environment conducive to agricultural development in 
the region; and

the reduction of the food insecurity and structural vulnerability of populations 
through social safety nets.  

The operationalisation of ECOWAP is taking place in the pan-African framework of 
NEPAD’s implementation. All the countries have finalised their national agricultural 
investment plans in which rice and maize have an important position. 

 A Few Countries’ Rice Production Targets 

Country
Annual Production

(1,000 tonnes)
Production Targets

(1,000 tonnes)
Timeline

Nigeria 4,000 12,000 2020

Mali 1,900 2,000 2012

Senegal 600 1,000 2012

Guinea 1,500 2,000 2013

Ghana 500 1,000 2015

Benin 150 600 2018

ECOWAP’s Specificity 

The regional investment programme combines investments and policy instruments. 
The policy instruments were designed on the regional scale to meet the objectives in 
the ECOWAP, but also to encourage member-States to mark their political determina-
tion to intervene in the agricultural sector, catalyzing new development strategies. 
The following sidebar presents the instruments that concern cereal commodity chains 
and address › support for sustainable intensification; › market regulation; and › the 
promotion of safety nets for vulnerable populations.

Facts
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 ECoWAP Policy Instruments  
 Affecting Cereal Commodity Chains 

In the framework of the first five-year investment plan, ECOWAS adopted a set of 
instruments that directly concern cereal commodity chains. These notably cover:

a. Regulatory measures:
› Standardisation of input quality (fertiliser, phytosanitary products).
› Adaptation of the external trade regime: this aspect covers the definitive adop-
tion of a CET for 15 countries, the re-classification of cereal products and cereal 
by-products within the CET’s five tariff bands (0%, 5%, 10%, 20% and 35% customs 
duties), the classification of inputs in category 0, especially inputs not produced in 
the region, the establishment of a safeguard mechanism at borders so as to mitigate 
the impact of world price volatility on internal markets. 
› The effective elimination of internal barriers to regional trade and the harmonisa-
tion of internal taxation on cereal products (in particular the VAT).

b. Incentive measures aiming to intensify production in smallholder farms.  
These measures cover:
› A regional programme to co-finance input subsidies. This programme aims to 
encourage States to support the promotion of inputs to farmers who use little or no 
inputs through programmes to distribute vouchers, involving farmers’ organisations, 
distributors and the banking sector (including MFIs) in their management.
› An equipment co-financing programme also targeting smallholder farms, elabo-
rated identically to the preceding programme.
› The recognition of the input distributor profession and the accreditation of these 
distributors so that they can, with compensation, be involved in input and equipment 
voucher programmes. 
› The establishment of guarantee funds destined to give banks an incentive to 
finance the agricultural sector by sharing the risk of unpaid loans between farmers, 
the banking establishment, the State and ECOWAS (crop credit, equipment credit) 
and subsidising interest rates.

c. Storage incentives with the aim of improved market regulation and increased value 
for agricultural products:
proximity storage, public or inter-branch intervention stocks, regional stocks via the 
accreditation of regional warehouse operators able to promote, with the banking 
sector, warrantage operations on a larger scale (in the region’s major production 
basins, and within transnational trade zones). These incentives cover:
› assistance investing in storage equipment and infrastructures;
› the establishment of guarantee funds to give banks an incentive to develop mar-
keting credit for FOs; and
› interest rate subsidies.

d. Support for the development of national inter-branch organisations and the promotion 
of frameworks for dialogue between these inter-branch organisations and the region. 

Other measures address adaptation to climate change, with in particular support for 
research on its impacts and agricultural techniques that make it possible to adapt to 
changes in the climate, innovation dissemination, etc. 

These instruments were slated for implementation starting in 2011. The ECOWAS Com-
mission has devoted 150 million dollars of its own funds to co-finance the regional 
programme for the next five years.
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Farmers’ 
organisations 

have had a strong 
influence on policy 

orientations but 
uncertainties 

remain as to the 
stage of policy 

implementation.

Farmers’ organisations, both on the national and regional level, have defended sev-
eral major orientations in agricultural policy negotiations and framework laws:

Defence of smallholder farming as the foundation for development and the mod-
ernisation of agriculture in West Africa.

The quest for food sovereignty, with two aims: › lower the region’s food dependency 
on imports; and › build on the growing regional demand for food to stimulate produc-
tion, finance intensification and improve farmers’ incomes. 

Promotion of the regional market and sufficient protection from international markets. 

Farmers’ organisations have successfully imprinted these orientations on national 
and regional agricultural policies, in particular the ECOWAP. 

However, several questions remain as to the implementation status of these policies. 
They focus on several aspects:

The reality of the focus on smallholder farms in relation to entrepreneurial-type 
farms, especially with regard to land grabbing strategies that are spreading in several 
countries.

The capacity of trade policy to arbitrate in favour of farmers and regional commodity 
chains, in particular on the products most strategic for urban populations’ food security. 

 See sidebar (pg. 51).

The contribution of State budgets to financing agriculture which is still well below 
the Maputo commitments (10% of public expenditure), especially in coastal countries. 

The inscription of policies within the regional arena. Agricultural investment pro-
grammes are still heavily marked by the national scope, and take very little into ac-
count the advantages and constraints of the regional market. In practice, they do not 
prepare for country specialisation based on countries’ comparative advantages within 
the region. 

FOs support the strategic orientations of agricultural policy, in particular the ECOW-
AP. But they still have strong reservations on the directions taken by the trade policy 
through the ECOWAS Customs union negotiations. Farmers’ organisations, in particular 
ROPPA, believe that the trade policy, with the CET as its principal instrument, must be 
seen as a tool to defend trade, stimulate production and promote regional trade. 

Farmers’ organisations have in this way taken a position in favour of: 

a CET that is an instrument to protect local value chains, with the creation of a fifth 
ad valorem customs duty (the WAEMu CET contains only four) at 50% and the introduc-
tion of special safeguard mechanisms to respond to price fluctuations; and

a re-classification of all products within five tariff bands, instead of simply mov-
ing products currently classified in the fourth band to the fifth, most protected band. 

The idea of a fifth tariff band was ultimately accepted, but at the rate of 35%. The de-
bate on the re-categorisation of products between the five bands, including the selec-
tion of the new classification criteria to adopt, has given way to political negotiations 
in which some States have so far managed to impose the status quo, rather than an 
analysis based on regional issues and the analysis of product competitiveness, etc. FOs’ 
proposal to rely on the criteria chosen for the elaboration of the regional list of sensi-
tive products in the framework of the EPA negotiations for product re-classification has 
not met the approval of ECOWAS Trade Department officials and the members of the CET 
joint Management Committee involving the ECOWAS and WAEMu member-States. 

Actors
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Cereal growing 
needs policies 

that address all 
challenges, from 

production to 
consumption, 

taking a regional 
approach. 

During the liberalisation period, cereal sector support was a matter of isolated pro-
jects. This produced a mosaic of initiatives that had little in the way of interconnect-
edness or coherency. The main challenge is therefore to reconstruct real cereal poli-
cies that are:

coherent on the national level and able to instigate a change in cereal economies 
that concern a vast majority of producers; and

coherent on the regional level insomuch as the regional market will become increas-
ingly important and is itself a lever for increased production. 

These policies cannot be merely a litany of projects. They must be based on:

a clarification of the missions of the various categories of actors: the State, re-
gional institutions, farmers’ organisations, banks, other agents in grain commodity 
chains;

effective policy instruments to act as levers on: 

› production: input or seasonal credit policies, input subsidy policies (input vouch-
ers), ambitious revival of public research and investments whereas countries are fa-
vouring foreign private investment (land grabbing, penetration of seed multinationals 
and fertiliser distribution companies, GMO promotion, etc.), which is often contradic-
tory to the goal of food sovereignty; 

 See “Production” (pg. 23).

› storage and marketing: marketing credit policy, strategy of investing in storage 
infrastructures, extension of the warrantage approach, regional trade facilitation 
measures, product standardisation, etc.; 

› market regulation and efforts to control price volatility: the aim is to set up an ef-
fective, appropriate border trade policy as well as internal mechanisms to regulate 
the regional internal market; and

› inter-branch structuring within commodity chains, both nationally and regionally, in 
line with market realities.

FOs have invested strongly in ECOWAP promotion and the overall definition of the in-
struments implemented. Monitoring and advocacy to ensure that the policy is effec-
tively implemented is an important challenge. 

Another sizeable challenge is FOs’ involvement in setting up these instruments and seizing 
the opportunities afforded by the national programmes and the regional programme. 

 See “Markets” (pg. 43).
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Improve FOs’ Credibility and Capacities for Action, Negotiation and Advocacy

FOs believe that the region will not be able to rise to the regional cereal challenge 
without an in-depth re-evaluation of the level of financial commitment in regard to 
both subsidisation and credit policy. 

Given the region’s agriculture situation and the global context, West African food 
crop subsidies are vital to offset the effects of unfair competition from subsidised im-
ports, lower production costs, increase productivity, and finally, facilitate vulnerable 
populations’ access to food.

In the area of credit, the various links in the commodity chain need lines of financ-
ing that are suitable for their specific constraints. Accordingly, the banking sector 
must re-invest in financing production and marketing. The rules of the Central Bank 
of West African States (BCEAO) and other central banks must be adapted to these 
requirements. 

Promoting inter-branch organisations is recognised as an important strategy to 
form efficient value chains involving all actors in the commodity chain to › defend 
the interests of the commodity chain and represent it to the government authorities, 
› structure the commodity chain and promote contracting between the various cat-
egories of actors, › lower costs at the various stages in the commodity chain, and 
› improve the commodity chain’s ability to provide products that live up to consumers’ 
expectations. 

Building FOs’ capacities is a prerequisite for them to be able to play their role in 
these inter-branch systems properly and, more generally, rise to the challenges facing 
them to allow the region to ensure its food sovereignty. From this perspective, devel-
oping exchanges and experience sharing among FOs in the region is very important. 

To advance along these lines of action, farmers’ organisations have proposed an ac-
tion strategy built on two preliminaries: 

accelerate the integration of farmers’ organisations in Nigeria within ROPPA, given 
this country’s weight in regional agriculture and trade; and

improve the circulation of information between ROPPA, the national platforms and 
grassroots FOs, and foster the involvement of FOs in the regional network’s reflections.

The proposed strategy is built around three lines of intervention: › capacity building 
for farmers’ organisations, › production intensification and product marketing, and 
› advocacy. 

In the area of capacity building, farmers’ organisations highlight the following ac-
tions:

disseminate information and train FO leaders in the policies and regional instru-
ments planned in the policies carried by ECOWAS and WAEMu;

strengthen regional dialogue among FOs to build strategies and proposals for ne-
gotiations and the implementation of regional policies and instruments;

improve the participation and involvement of ROPPA and national platforms in repre-
sentational activities (choice of delegates, participation in all stages of the process from 
negotiation to implementation to monitoring and assessment);

improve consultation mechanisms for FOs/regional institutions prior to negotia-
tion sequences, and feedback to the platform and FOs using the “capacity building” 
window in the ECOWAP regional fund; and

improve FO governance and foster their autonomy.

Proposals
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In the area of intensification and marketing, farmers’ organisations highlight the fol-
lowing actions:

ensure that the subsidies planned in regional and national policies target small-
holder farming;

set up revolving funds for FOs’ input supply, collection, and group marketing (and 
make credit more secure);

set up central purchasing houses for inputs; and

encourage research-action to improve consideration of peasant realities and en-
visage contribution by FOs to funding research.

In the area of advocacy, the organisations propose to: 

combine regional advocacy and national advocacy, by supporting the national 
platforms; and

seize the opportunity afforded by the establishment of the regional stock and the 
building up of national stocks by leading an advocacy campaign in favour of institu-
tional purchases targeting FOs so as to foster smallholder farms’ market insertion.

Proposals

©
 S

OS
 Fa

im
 –

 A
L



What If Fiction 
Became Fact?

©
 R

og
er

 B
le

in
 –

 Is
sa

la



74	 West African Cereal Crops Conclusion

What If Fiction Became Fact? 
Three Scenarios for the Future

It is the year 2030, exactly 20 years after the Ouagadougou workshop given by ROPPA 
and SOS Faim in November 2010. In only two decades, the agricultural and food land-
scape has changed radically. This transformation is the result of dynamics at work within 
West African societies and the development policies encouraged and implemented by 
governments and regional institutions. West Africa has a population of nearly 500 mil-
lion inhabitants, two hundred million more than before! Two thirds of the populations 
in coastal countries now live in cities whereas half the people in landlocked Sahelian 
countries live in rural areas.

The oldest amongst us remember 2010 as a confusing time full of hope, doubt and 
great uncertainty: prices had just skyrocketed on world markets, pushing urban popu-
lations into the streets to demand lower staple food prices; and people were aspiring 
for greater democracy. The region saw the mirages of globalisation evaporate, and 
became aware that its salvation would only come from its own efforts. At the time, 
eight countries in the region based their integration on their shared currency, the CFA 
franc, pegged to the euro. The discussions on a single West African currency dragged 
on, delaying the entry into circulation of the ECO, the currency of ECOWAS.

ROPPA was 10 years old. It had just won several battles, notably to spread the ambi-
tion of regional food sovereignty based on the modernisation of smallholder farms 
and the construction of a region open to the world but able to close its windows when 
unfavourable winds threatened to blow everything aside. ECOWAP, which it had strong-
ly influenced, was the subject of all the attention, despite its ambiguities. After 25 
years of forced dismantling of public intervention, the regional policy had seemed to 
be a light at the end of the tunnel. Everyone—farmers’ organisations, States, donors 
and NGOs—referred to ECOWAP even though they did not all draw all the necessary con-
clusions.

FOs were tempted to doubt, aware that these victories could be merely illusions if the 
farmers’ movement was unable to better structure itself, put down roots, and connect 
and reconcile its head and feet! We remember the round table with ROPPA’s partners 
during which the European representatives were tracking the Net for the slightest in-
formation that would determine their own futures, given the tenacity of the threats to 
the euro zone.

Without grasping all the implications, they each knew very well that a new page in the 
history of international relations was opening—a page that would not be written by 
the Western hand alone. One page was turning, but no one knew what could be written 
on the next page. Too sure of itself and the virtues of free trade, the European union, 
slightly contemptuous of its ACP partners, had sought to impose the EPAs. After 10 
years of negotiations, West African leaders, placed under the watchful eyes of civil 
society, were making eyes at emerging countries. They were not upset to be courted by 
these new powers, less insistent on democracy, human rights and good management 
of public affairs. They were aware that their future would no longer play out in this 
one-to-one relationship with Europe, which had never completely managed to shake 
off its paternalistic, even neo-colonial, attitudes. 

It’s 2030, the year of reckoning! This reckoning is outlined through “three scenarios” 
that show to what extent the choices made at the time have influenced the current 
situation.
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First Scenario:  
Successful Modernisation of Smallholder Farming 
AGRIS, the regional information system, has just issued the yearly report on agricul-
tural production for the just-completed crop year. Production, mainly from smallholder 
farms, totalled 96 million tonnes of dry cereals and 27 million tonnes of hulled rice. The 
region has confirmed its ability to meet demand easily. For more than five years, it has 
exported several million tonnes every year to other African countries, after rebuild-
ing its reserve stocks (6 million tonnes), which are co-managed by the public authori-
ties and the cereal inter-branch organisation. The results on other crops are not to be 
outdone: when it comes to legumes, roots and tubers, the region is a net exporter. It 
also occupies a very good position in meat markets in both Central and North Africa. 
Yields for all plant crops are continuing to rise substantially. For nearly 10 years now, 
the amount of land cultivated has held steady, and production increases are now linked 
to improvements in productivity. With the exception of wheat, for which the region has 
not managed to develop significant production, the exchange cost for food imports has 
become negligible. However, contrary to the projections established in 2005, wheat 
consumption has not risen in the expected proportions. This can be explained by the 
very sharp rise in wheat prices on world markets, and by the attractiveness of local pro-
cessed products for urban consumers. These products have developed in a spectacular 
fashion, fostering the emergence of a high-performance agrifood cottage industry. 
Several hundreds of thousands of jobs are now linked to this activity.

The latest five-year report on natural resources and the environment has confirmed 
that the region is on the right track: forest cover is progressively returning in both hu-
mid tropical countries and Sahelian countries, following the efforts made to promote 
agricultural ecosystems that combine agriculture, stock farming and forestry. Although 
scepticism had prevailed 20 years ago, a very vast majority of farmers have changed 
their production methods. While use of chemical fertilisers has spread, yields have risen 
above all thanks to water control, the development of organic manure, crop diversifi-
cation, and better crop rotation. 

ROPPA has just published its report on smallholder farm modernisation. This year, it 
focused its report on the policy instruments implemented by ECOWAP. All countries have 
now managed to set up support programmes co-financed by ECOWAS. Most farmers’ 
organisations have access to lines of credit that allow them to finance crop years and 
investments. The guarantee fund, set up by ECOWAS and the pool of donors, has allowed 
several private banks to re-enter the agricultural sector and prevented the collapse of 
financial systems during the exceptional drought four years ago.

In its report, however, ROPPA above all emphasised the results obtained in the area of 
marketing. Ironically, it remembers the G20’s 2011 plans (which never came to frui-
tion) to set up a regional reserve of 67,000 tonnes. According to its FO monitoring sys-
tem, the 350 organisations involved in group marketing collected and stored more than 
3,500,000 tonnes this year. In most countries, the cereal inter-branch organisations 
have made it possible to establish a floor price that helps secure farmer credit, and 
a ceiling price for consumption. ROPPA believes that the ECOWAS border safeguard 
mechanism combined with the negotiations within the regional cereal inter-branch or-
ganisation make it possible to regulate staple food prices in the region. It is, however, 
worried to see private collectors go on strike in several countries in response to the 
power, that they deem excessive, of farmers’ organisations within inter-branch organi-
sations. Collectors are demanding that the government authorities intervene because 
they feel that their margins are too low. Considering that setting customs duties at 
35% had helped boost regional production by securing farmers’ investments, ROPPA has 
proposed that ECOWAS evaluate the possibility of lowering customs duties given the 
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context of very high prices on the international market and in regard to the progress 
that has been made in terms of the competitiveness of regional products. ECOWAS has 
indicated that it is open to launching a negotiation process within the region. It has 
obtained the agreement of the other parties involved in the WTO to begin a new cycle of 
talks on multilateral trade rules. 

When it comes to food security, the results have been more mixed. While food security 
seems well assured, not all West African citizens are safe from undernutrition and mal-
nutrition. Imagined as temporary instruments, the safety nets now seem to be in place 
for the duration. Throughout the region, more than 20 million people needed to use food 
vouchers to feed themselves appropriately this year. unlike in the 2000s, however, the 
voucher system is now managed by food security agencies in which local consumers’ as-
sociations and NGOs play a central role. For the past 5 years, the purchasing contracts 
with farmers set up by these agencies have made it possible to avoid recourse to inter-
national food aid. This has allowed the WFP to deploy its food assistance programmes 
in Europe and North America.

Second Scenario:  
The Rise in Power of Agribusiness and the Marginalisation  
of Smallholder Farmers

The regional agency for the promotion of foreign investment has just published its an-
nual report on performance in the agroindustrial sector. As it had the previous year, the 
region produced 130 million tonnes of cereal, all grains combined. Agribusiness now ac-
counts for nearly 40% of production. Land law reform made it possible to set up large-
scale production structures. Farms of more than 5,000 hectares in size are increasingly 
numerous. Given the strong draw of Asian and Middle Eastern markets, a large-scale 
public programme developing rail and road infrastructures now links these farms to the 
region’s export ports. The biofuel promotion programme was exceptionally successful. 
But only two countries have managed to exploit this new source of energy. More than 
95% of the biofuel produced is exported on the international market. 

The region finds itself in a paradoxical situation. It is a net exporter of agrifood prod-
ucts, but its food imports have skyrocketed. More than 60% of West Africans are now 
under the poverty line, the vast majority of whom suffering from hunger. 

Although modernising smallholder farms represented a hope of alleviating rural pov-
erty, national and regional agricultural policies had focused their support on corporate 
farming, neglecting the potential offered by smallholder farming. Most smallholder 
farms are unable to meet their own food needs. Given the low purchasing power of ur-
ban and rural populations, importers have turned to bottom-of-the-range products. 
Broken rice has become the staple cereal in food systems. 

Finally, the NGO report on the state of the environment has once again sounded the 
alarm. It published maps illustrating the evolution of the biomass; these maps show 
a very worrisome retreat of plant cover. The new IPCC study, whose conclusions are 
quoted in the report, shows that rainfall patterns and the hydrological network supply 
are above all affected by anthropogenic factors: deforestation and overuse of land. For 
the first time this year, more than one million hectares of developed land along rivers 
could not be irrigated because of insufficient water. Tension has increased between 
several countries following the multiplication of dams and the inability of the inter-
governmental river basin management authorities to regulate water use.
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Third Scenario:  
A Sad Story of Regional Disintegration and Dependency

Importing 20% of its needs 20 years ago, the region now supplies itself 4 days out of 
10 on the world market. The large cities are even completely connected to interna-
tional supplies, and smallholder farm production is struggling to meet the needs of 
rural people. 

Dry cereal production meets needs, but rice is still the main concern. The region will 
need to import more than 12 million tonnes from the world market to meet its rice 
needs. 

Productivity has not improved, yields have risen by only 20% over the past 20 years, 
and most production comes from the expansion of cultivated land. Now, nearly all ar-
able land, even the most marginal, is sown. Increasingly subject to weather hazards, 
peasant production is increasingly haphazard and fuels very strong price instability 
on markets. 

Land conflicts are numerous, in particular in zones that could be developed because 
of the sale of land to national and regional investors. More than 10 million hectares of 
land are now farmed by companies, and their crops focus mainly on export. 

Very little implemented, ECOWAP has joined the region’s very large number of past 
strategy papers, policies, programmes and other action plans in dusty drawers. Faced 
with the extreme pauperisation of their social base, FOs have been unable to create 
solid organisations able to influence public policy. For their part, agroindustrial com-
panies have developed supply contracts with buyer companies and States, which se-
cure their heavy investments, despite lower productivity due to the degradation of the 
environment and the poor performance of this type of farming. 

The annual report on agriculture and food has just been published alongside the re-
port on economic and commercial integration. Once again, it examines States’ trade 
policies and shows that the ECOWAS CET adopted in 2012 has yet to be applied. Each 
country has maintained its own customs duties in function of its national interests. 
The Observatory of Abnormal Practices has just published its 100th quarterly report 
and its famous map of dysfunctions in the internal single market. The conference of 
Ministers of Trade, meeting to assess the outcome of the partnership agreement with 
the European union, decided to re-open the negotiations with Europe. It would like to 
include food products in the range of products entering the region without customs 
duties, with the hope of lowering the cost of food for urban populations. The riots in 
recent weeks, which led to the overthrow of seven governments in the region, are on 
everyone’s mind. 

The Dice Have Not Been Cast but the Countdown Has Begun...

Back to 2012! The future of West African farming and farmers is not written in advance. 
Several futures are possible in a context marked by considerable constraints, both 
agroecologic and demographic in particular. And in a unique context, given the great 
uncertainties in regard to the evolution of world markets, the ability to establish fair 
trade rules accepted by all, and development finance.

Day after day, the future that West Africa ultimately builds for itself will depend on 
two crucial factors: first, the ability of farmers’ organisations and other agrifood val-
ue chain actors to take initiatives, and second, the nature of the real trade offs that 
will be made by West African decision-makers. Central to these trade offs is the evolu-
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tion of the balance of power between the various protagonists involved in defining and 
implementing agricultural policies.

If farmers’ organisations want to avoid the complete or partial realisation of the sec-
ond and third scenarios, they should go further in modernising smallholder farms and 
promoting ecologically and socially sustainable farming. To do so, they will need to 
prove their organisational and alliance-building skills to convince public opinion, 
increase pressure on decision-makers, and maintain in-depth, lasting dialogue with 
sub-regional institutions and their governments. 

In light of the demographics involved and the position of certain transnational ac-
tors, defenders of production systems little favourable to smallholder farming, a true 
race against the clock has begun... For farmers, what is at stake is nothing less than 
the ability to live on their land from the fruits of their labour, contributing to the food 
security and territorial development of the sub-region!

SOS Faim decided, many long years ago, to support these men and women mobilising, 
getting organised and joining forces and brains to continue to influence how tomor-
row’s agriculture is configured in West Africa. 
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Acronyms and Abbreviations  

AFL  Agricultural Framework Law

ACP  Africa Caribbean and Pacific

AGRIS  International Information System for the 
Agricultural Sciences and Technology

AOL  Agricultural Orientation Law

APPu  Agro-Produce Processing unit

CBWAS  Central Bank of West African States

CET  Common External Tariff

CILSS  Permanent Interstate Committee for Drought 
Control in the Sahel

DFS  Decentralised Financial Services 

ECO  Currency of ECOWAS

ECOWAP  Agricultural Policy of the Economic 
Community of West African States

ECOWAS  Economic Community of West African States

EPAs  Econonomic Partnership Agreements

FAO  Food and Agriculture Organization of the 
united Nations

FAOSTAT  Statistics Division of FAO

FCFA  Franc of the African Financial Community

FIARA  Foire Internationale de l’Agriculture et 
des Ressources Animales [international 
agriculture and animal resource fair]

FNGN  National Federation of NAAM Groups

FO  Farmers‘ Organisation

FSGN  Food Security Granary Network

FuCOPRI  Federation of Rice Producers’ Cooperatives 
(Niger)

G20  Group of 20

GDP  Gross Domestic Product

GMO  Genetically Modified Organism

HuICOMA  Cotton Oil Mill in Mali

MFI  Microfinance Institution

MOORIBEN   Federation of unions of Farmers’ Groups  
of Niger

NERICA  New Rice for Africa

NGO  Non-Governmental Organisation

OPVN  Office des Produits Vivriers du Niger  
[Niger food product office]

ROPPA  Réseau des Organisations Paysannes et 
de Producteurs d’Afrique de l’Ouest [West 
Africa network of farmers’ and producers’ 
organisations]

SAED  Société Nationale d’Aménagement et 
d’Exploitation des Terres du Delta du fleuve 
Sénégal et des Vallées du fleuve Sénégal et 
de la Falémé [national land development and 
exploitation company for the Senegal river 
delta and the Senegal and Falémé River valleys]

uAP  union’s Agricultural Policy (WAEMu) 

ujAk  union des jeunes Agriculteurs de koyli Wirnde 
[koyli Wirnde young farmers’ union]

uN  united Nations

uNCTAD  united Nations Conference on Trade and 
Developement

VAT  Value Added Tax

WAEMu  West African Economic and Monetary union

WFP  World Food Programme

WTO  World Trade Organisation








