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It is not uncommon for the already disadvantaged to struggle the most in times of crisis.  The women of rural sub-Sahara Africa are a case in point in respect to the current food crisis.  For a myriad of reasons hunger has been a longstanding problem in Africa, and women and children have suffered the most harshly.  Women make up a large portion of the agricultural sector in sub-Saharan Africa yet they, along with the children, are the most likely to be food insecure.  Without proper nourishment there is little hope for women to reach their full potential; and in order for a society to thrive all of its members must be given the opportunities and tools to contribute and to flourish.  

An examination of both global and local policies that have influenced food security, as well as details of the current situation, helps to identify some of the causes of the discrepancies in who tends to go hungry in Africa.  To diminish these discrepancies and reduce hunger for all, failed policies of the past need to be replaced with innovative policies and programs that acknowledge gender inequalities.  The future of food-security in Africa will depend on identifying and encouraging successful programs, such as microlending, and developing new creative solutions that will address unique challenges that will continue to arise.
Food Security in Africa
Despite a decades-long effort to reduce hunger, trends show an overall increase in the number of undernourished people in sub-Saharan Africa.  In 1990-1992 169 million people were considered undernourished, and that number jumped to 212 million in the 2003-2005 period.  Not only does this represent an increase in the absolute number of hungry people, but also an increase in the percentage of hungry people living in the region.  Sub-Saharan Africa moved from having one fifth of the world’s hungry in 1990-1992 to having one quarter of the world’s hungry in 2003-2005 (FAO, 2008, September).  The food crisis of the past two years, brought on by rising fuel prices, severe weather conditions, an increase in the use of food crops for biofuels, and changes in diets has had a devastating effect on less economically developed nations, including many in sub-Saharan Africa (Food and Water Watch, 2008).  In 2007 and 2008 price increases from between 30 to 150 percent for staple foods have influenced the number of people going hungry (Oxfam International, 2008, October).  In 2007 alone 24 million more people became undernourished in Africa.  It is expected that the number of people suffering from chronic hunger continued to rise throughout 2008 and projections that food prices will stay high through 2015 paint a bleak picture of the future (FAO, 2008, September).

A number of causes have led to sub-Saharan Africa being a region plagued with poverty and malnourishment.  While there are many resource rich countries in sub-Saharan Africa, climate and geography in most of the equatorial countries does not lend itself to productive agriculture.  Droughts, floods, and other severe weather conditions contribute, as well as the lack of research and development focusing on agriculture in the tropics (Wermuth, 2003).  Political instability and conflict also affect who receives resources and often limits the amount of infrastructure available to farmers.  Years of colonization, exploitation and dictatorships left many countries unable to support themselves, thus resulting in huge debts.  In addition to the above mentioned factors contributing to hunger in Africa, global policies and globally influenced local policies have also had major impacts on Africa and cannot be ignored as major contributors to the state of its food security. 
Structural Adjustment Policies and the World Trade Organization

As conditions placed on loans from the World Bank and International Monetary Fund (IMF) to poor countries, structural adjustment policies (SAPs) have had far-reaching effects on agriculture in Africa. The stated goals of these policy changes were an improvement in the efficiency of governments through privatization, deregulation and decreased state spending, increased trade through liberalization and encouragement of cash crops, and greater self-sufficiency through increased sources of revenue.  In the agricultural sector the policies were meant to increase productivity and production, increase exports and have an overall positive effect on farmers’ incomes while ensuring food security (SAPRIN, 2002, April).  Since the late 1970s these policies have encouraged a shift from staple crops to cash crops, favored large versus small shareholders, decreased the services and inputs available to small-scale farmers, and decreased overall social services. 

In 2001, in response to widespread criticism, the World Bank restructured their lending program and changed the name of their Structural Adjustment Policy program to Poverty Reduction and Growth Facility (PRGF).  They claimed a more explicit focus on the poor and more involvement of the borrower country.  Subsequent criticisms have accused the World Bank of not actually making significant changes where they were needed and not following through with many of the changes that they purported making.  

The World Trade Organization (WTO) went into effect in 1995 and acts as a trade liberalization organization.  It is made up of over 150 nations including many in sub-Saharan Africa (WTO Website).  The implementation of the WTO led to an increase of 17.7% in cash crop acreage (Food and Water Watch, 2008).  SAPs allowed for many of the provisions that were included in WTO agreements. 

The current economic and food crises are further exposing the faults of these policies and having devastating effects on large numbers of people around the world. The WTO and SAPs both played a large role in moving many African countries from being net food exporters to net food importers.  
In the 1960s Africa exported $1.3 billion a year worth of food as opposed to today when they import a quarter of their food.  Forty five percent of rice and eighty five percent of wheat consumed in sub-Saharan Africa is now imported  (FoodFirst, 2008, October).  This leaves countries extremely vulnerable to high food prices.  As one way to reduce government spending subsidies to farmers were discontinued in many African countries, yet rich nations such as the US and many UN member countries continued to provide large agricultural subsidies within their own countries.  African farmers are unable to compete with prices of products coming from these countries, and the increases in food prices are not necessarily benefiting them.  Many families are cutting down on meals because they are unable to afford it.

 Small-scale, subsistence farmers have been hurt in a different way by liberalized trade policies and decreased governmental spending.  Inputs such as fertilizers and seeds have become more expensive, credit harder to come buy, training through extension workers has decreased, and small plots of land harder to buy.  In addition to perpetuating the inequalities among nations, structural adjustment policies have exacerbated many of the inequalities that exist within the countries where they are implemented, as can be seen in their effects on women farmers (Elabor-Idemudia, 1994).  

Women’s Role in Food-Security


The decrease in social services that resulted from SAPs disproportionately hurt women who make up a larger share of the poor who rely on those services.  The policies also disproportionately affected women farmers.  Women in Africa produce at least 70% of the food.  Unfortunately this does not translate into an increase in the amount of power that they hold even within the agricultural sector.  Men dominate the cash crop sector and 
have access to larger plots of land, therefore are favored by most SAPs.  Women have a relatively small share of the power in an industry in which they provide a large share of the labor.  They have little influence to control the conditions in which they work, as well as the laws and the rules that directly affect them.

Barriers to land ownership for women have kept them as owners of only 1% of the land in sub-Saharan Africa.  What land they do own tends to be of low quality.  Limited access to inputs such as fertilizers and seeds, tools, training, and credit create even more difficulties for women attempting productive agricultural work.  Women in Africa receive only 7% of the extension services and 10% of the credit that is available to small-scale farmers (Oxfam International, 2008, October).  Money, education, political power and collateral are often needed to obtain the necessary tools for running successful farm operations.  It is rare that women have any of these things.

In addition to their work within the agricultural sector, women have many other roles in relation to food:  

Women are central players in the production and provision of food: they grow it, process it, sell it, buy it, and provide it to the household.  However, while responsibility for household food security rests on the shoulders of women, they do not have security themselves because the barriers to addressing the same assets, services, and wages as men are often insurmountable.  This leaves poor women and girls disproportionately more vulnerable to the negative impacts of higher food prices (Oxfam International, 2008, October, pp. 11).

Poor African women have been put in the unfortunate position of being responsible for feeding their families without having the resources to do so.  

Microlending


One innovative strategy that attempts to improve conditions for those living in poverty while working to change current power imbalances is micolending.  Muhammad Yunus, with the development of the Grameen Bank in Bangladesh, established the microlending model in the late 1970’s (Yunus, 2003).  Today there are numerous microlending organizations working in Africa.  By providing credit to those for whom it is traditionally unavailable, namely poor women, microfinance enables women to move themselves and their families out of poverty.  Loans are generally relatively small and have a short repayment period.  Another important element of the microlending model is the involvement of community in the entire process.  Women interested in receiving loans generally must form a committee with other women who share in the responsibilities of lending money, collecting payments and offering support to others receiving loans.  Because microlending models involve community decision-making they work particularly well in many African communities where decisions are traditionally made collectively (United Nations, Microfinance).  This community model is also credited for the high repayment rates that microcredit loans usually have.  Often loans are used by women to start small businesses, or farm operations that will in turn benefit not only the woman and her family, but her entire community.  When women are successful they tend to share their wealth with their families to a greater degree than men.  For this reason programs that focus on helping women tend to have a greater benefit to the community.
A Look to the Future

Microfinance programs can play a part in improving food security in Africa, but they must be part of a comprehensive strategy (United Nations, Microcredit).  A recent United Nations report assessing the potential role of organic agriculture in Africa emphasizes the long term positive impacts of farming organically on land and soil quality, local revenues, social cohesion, and women (2008).  Explicitly addressing gender in policies and other solutions will create solutions that truly address the inequalities that exist (FoodFirst, 2008, October).

The current financial situation has increased the urgency as well as the creativity needed to address issues of food security and justice in Africa and throughout the world.  Global climate change underscores the importance of solutions that are locally focused and flexible.  Policy change will be crucial to make effectual improvements to the current status quo.  To begin to improve the food security in sub-Saharan Africa there is a need for policies that encourage self-sufficiency and local control.  The trend toward cash crops has made poor African countries vulnerable to fluctuating world markets and unable to provide enough food to support themselves; the dangers of this approach have become abundantly apparent in the last two years.  As climate change continues to change weather patterns and soil conditions, creating new challenges to farmers, it is imperative that local governments have control over finding solutions that address their unique needs.  We need for policies to provide resources to the most disadvantaged, so that they are given tools to improve upon their situations and be productive members of society.  A movement back toward supports that favor small-scale farms will benefit those in most need of help and will help to increase regional food security. 
It has become clear that a movement away from a model that relies on inexpensive imports is what we should be moving toward.  Increases in transportation costs and input costs have exposed the vulnerabilities of a system that relies on inexpensive imports.  Similarly, policies and programs that directly target gender inequalities within African nations will have the effect of improving upon the agricultural sector and result in reductions in the number of undernourished given the large role that women play in providing food.  If policies and programs can do what is best for women, women will do what is best for their families and for their communities. 
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