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In sub-Saharan Africa, 330 million young people will enter the job
market over the next 15 years. That is equivalent to the current
population of the United States. This influx could be a catalyst for
development, provided there is growth that creates employment.
Otherwise, there will be major political risks for Africa and the rest
of the world.

Yet African economies remain predominantly engaged in agriculture
and international competition leaves little scope for rapid economic
diversification. Jobs will therefore need to be created on a massive
scale in agriculture and the rural sector, especially given that around
200 million of these new workers will live in rural areas.

To address this challenge, as well as that of food security, there is an
urgent need to establish areas of priority action aimed at reaching
the largest number of people possible. This will mean focusing on
family farming, supporting the development of food crops and step-
ping up rural diversification by strengthening the sustainability of
local economies.

Every year 17 million young people enter
the job market in sub-Saharan Africa
(SSA). This will add up to 330 million
by 2025, or nearly the current population of

The African exception

While global population growth is a well-known
and much discussed phenomenon, particularly
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the United States. And these are not projec-
tions: these new workers have already been
born. For a medium-sized country such as
Senegal, almost 300,000 young people reach
working age every year, or 5 million over
15 years (two and a half times the population
of Dakar today). This influx is explained by
an incomplete demographic transition: the
mortality rate is rapidly declining, but the birth
rate is falling more slowly, hence sustained
population growth (from 2 to 3% per year for
most countries).

with regard to food security, the growth of
the labour force is often overlooked. The two are
of course connected, with an interval of 15 years
corresponding to arrival at working age (15
to 64 years, according to the international
standard). SSA is the only region where labour
flows will continue to increase after 2050, with
32 million new workers expected at this date.
In Europe, East Asia and Latin America,
however, flows are now declining; they will
decrease in South Asia from 2035 and will
stabilise in North America towards 2040.



The African States
were confronted
with globalisation
just 20 years after
their foundation.

Public policy

must be based on
the regional
distribution of
activities and people.

Agriculture: a far more
extensive role than
food production alone.

Growth in the working population accompanied
by a progressive decline in the birth rate may be
an opportunity for economic development, since
the burden and cost of the unemployed in the
total population falls. This is true provided there
are jobs, which depends on the characteristics of
the economy, the society and its institutions in-
herent in the stage of structural change towards
a diversified economy (or economic transition),
but also on the policies implemented.

In this respect, the situation of SSA is unusual.
Although demographic transition has begun and
is marked by high population mobility (with an
urbanisation rate of 40%, the urban population
has increased by a factor of 12 since 1960), the
region’s economic structure has evolved little:
diversification remains low; and agricultural ac-
tivities still account for a high proportion of
GDP, foreign trade and especially employment.
Urbanisation has developed without industriali-
sation, contrary to other parts of the world. This
African exception is explained by the historical
conditions of the integration of the continent
into the global economy, with a late, restrictive,
colonial rule resulting in young and small states.
'These new countries were rapidly projected into
the international competition characteristic of
globalisation (and into structural adjustment)
before they had the opportunity to consolidate
their institutions or to implement modernisa-
tion policies.

The difficulty of economic
diversification

Diversifying a primary economy (agriculture
and mining) in the current context of an
increasingly integrated world economy is a
real challenge. Past transitions cannot be re-
produced, as they were marked by their par-
ticular context and especially by the relations
of each “national entity” with the world of its
time. Thus, the European transitions largely
benefited from the hegemonic situation of
Western Europe, which enabled growth based
on unfair trade (imperialism and colonisation),
but also on mass migration, which acted as
an outlet for under-employment (60 million
Europeans settled in the “new worlds”). And
the Latin American and then Asian transi-
tions took place within an international regime
characterised by the self-centred national de-
velopment (import substitution and heavy
state intervention) that prevailed prior to the
era of globalisation that began in the 1980s.

Countries arriving later on the international
scene, such as those of SSA, undoubtedly ben-
efit from numerous advantages as “latecomers”
(technical progress, knowledge in terms of

institutions and organisations), as well as from
the opportunities provided by globalisation
(access to new markets and to new supplies
of goods, capital, knowledge and know-how).
On the other hand, they are faced with many
constraints: tougher international competition
(competitiveness gaps, loss of local dynamics
as a result of imports); challenges to the role
of the state; instability of the global eco-
nomic environment (financial crises); and the
limitations of a growth model dependent on
the consumption of non-renewable resources,
whose consequences will be more and more
difficult to manage (climate change, scarcity
and conflicts).

These constraints drastically reduce the scope
for managing the economic transition towards
a more diversified economy capable of meet-
ing the needs of a rapidly growing population.
In this regard, South Asia, the other region
with a booming working population, is in a
more comfortable position due to previous
economic diversification, as seen in India,
which has a solid industrial and technological
base. An additional obstacle for Africa is its
division into 50 States, almost all resulting
trom the colonial period, which weakens the
demographic and economic potential of the
continent by depriving it of economies of scale
in terms of investment and infrastructure,
human capital and organisations.

For SSA, by 2025—in other words tomor-
row—the development of industry and servic-
es will indeed be facilitated by improvements
in the economic and institutional environ-
ment, increasing labour costs in competitor
countries and the opportunities provided by
transnational companies offshoring certain
activities. But competition will remain more
intense and the millions of jobs created ac-
cording to the most optimistic projections
will not be enough to meet the employment
challenge. Likewise, international migration
can never provide a significant safety valve.
Although the ageing populations in Europe
and China will gradually bring about changes,
liberalisation has not so far been applied
to the movement of persons, and restrictive
policies should remain the rule over the next

20 years.

Skipping the industrialisation stage and
moving directly into the era of cloud com-
puting to invent a new growth regime is one
option being discussed, but an unlikely one. In
plainer terms, public policy orientations will
need to be based on demographic and geo-
graphic realities, in other words the regional
distribution of activities and people across
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every country: according to current trends,
of the 330 million young people who will
enter the job market over the next 15 years,
two thirds will live in rural areas. This pro-
portion is only expected to reverse after 2035
(see graph below).

Jobseekers in sub-Saharan Africa will be predominantly rural until 2035.
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Development options
and technical choices
must stimulate
employment.

Food security is
the key to economic
diversification.

Agriculture,
a strategic sector

Although the SSA countries are heterogene-
ous, their populations are currently predomi-
nantly rural (65%) with workers employed
primarily in agriculture (60%), and rural
households are strongly engaged in farming
(95%), albeit generally diversified. The rest of
the working population is employed in non-
farm informal activities (25 to 30%), which are
mainly urban, and in the formal industrial and
service sector (5 to 10% at most).

Consequently, agricultural and rural develop-
ment policies must be central to priorities
for action. Their failure would hasten rural
depopulation, put more pressure on cities and
increase local tensions, thereby giving rise to
crises and political excesses of all kinds (fun-
damentalism, insurrections, coups d’Etat).

Agriculture in the broad sense (including live-
stock, fisheries and forestry) is a strategic
economic sector for developing activities and
employment, whether farm or non-farm (up-
stream and downstream), and for managing
natural resources and rural areas: a far more
extensive role than the provision of raw mate-
rials and foodstuffs, which has been the focus
of attention since the food price crisis of 2008
and serves to justify land grabbing.

Prioritising maximum
leverage initiatives

To respond to the huge challenge of employ-
ment, the first recommendation is to rein-
vest in development strategies that articulate
a long-term vision and sectoral approaches.
These strategies, which have been neglected
since the 1980s, must be viewed as genuine
public goods, which can as such benefit from
support for their development (information
systems, training, assistance for negotiations
and decision-making). They must associate
the different stakeholders involved in public
policies: the private sector, local authorities,
professional organisations, civil society, and
central and regional administrations.

These development strategies need to address
long-term structuring issues: sustainability,
education, health and productive investment,
which condition future adaptability. They are
then broken down into sectoral and regional
programmes of action. For the agricultural
sector and rural areas, the goal is to accom-
pany structural change through the progressive
diversification of activities. This diversifica-
tion will only be possible in response to rural
consumer demand, which makes it essential to
first improve agricultural producers’ income.
Generating a virtuous circle of this kind,
which will also help to reduce poverty and
thereby increase food security, has numerous
prerequisites, which are all well known (infra-
structure, research, credit, insurance, informa-
tion and capacity building, etc.), but which are
difficult to achieve simultaneously in all areas,
especially in the economic and institutional
context of most SSA countries.

'This is why public action must make proac-
tive choices, while giving free reign to private
initiatives. To meet the employment challenge,
the pragmatic approach consists in focusing on
action that creates the most leverage (through
the type of farms and products targeted). The
first priority is therefore strengthening family
farms rather than large-scale corporate agri-
culture, since these farms employ the over-
whelming majority of agricultural workers,
represent the greatest potential for production
and employment, and generate the bulk of
rural income. This kind of choice comes with
specific needs: managing tension over land
and water resources using infrastructure and
appropriate institutional mechanisms (which
stocks of resources and which methods of
management?); developing ecologically sus-
tainable and economically viable technical
systems (agroecology) adapted to suit poor
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farmers and enabling integrated, job-creating
intensification (which does not preclude a
necessary reduction in arduous working con-
ditions). Foreign private investment can be
better directed towards activities upstream and
downstream of production, where economic
operators and capital are scarce.

'The second priority concerns food crops: they
have large markets that are rapidly growing
(at the regional and international level); they
are easy to process locally, foster diversification
of activities, and stimulate job creation; and
they are cultivated by all farmers, who produce
them—at least partly—for their own con-
sumption. Action should focus on improving
the functioning of local markets (information
systems, transport and storage: post-harvest
losses represent 10 to 20% of production). At
the same time, better yields and better access
to national and regional markets (which
implies a clear commitment to regional inte-
gration) make it possible to reduce risks for
producers and to unlock the endogenous
potential for diversification, both farm and
non-farm, including into higher value-added
products when the possibility exists.

'The third priority is that this kind of approach
must be implemented as part of regional poli-
cies aimed at reinforcing the urban-rural link-
age through the promotion and development
of services in small towns and rural districts,
which are often overlooked in favour of large
cities. Focusing on regional development im-
plies better understanding the local dynamics
and strengthening participatory decision-mak-
ing processes. It also requires public investment
and support for private investment in facilities
and services, which are essential to the devel-
opment of small and medium-sized businesses
and to the consolidation of the local economic
tabric. It will then be possible to strengthen
and renew social links and to thereby reduce
the risks of conflict over resources.

In the absence of a rapid mobilisation of local,
national and international partners on clear
priorities and of the means necessary to con-
duct these policies in the long term, the risks
of instability in Africa will continue to grow.
Let us not forget that by 2050, the population
of sub-Saharan Africa is likely to exceed that
of China by more than 600 million people, and
will then be 2.5 times that of Europe. W

'This issue of Perspective is based on some of the findings of the RuralStruc programme,

RURALSTRUC

a joint initiative of the World Bank, the French Development Agency, the French

Ministries of Foreign Affairs and Agriculture, CIRAD, and the International Fund for
Agricultural Development. This programme studied the issue of structural change and
rural transformation by developing a comparative approach combining micro analyses
(8,000 households surveyed) and a demographic-economic perspective. It involved around 60 experts and
researchers in the seven countries taking part in the study, with substantial support from CIRAD with
its coordination team (Bruno Losch, Sandrine Fréguin-Gresh, Thierry Giordano) and other researchers
directly involved in different stages of the programme, particularly Jean-Francois Béliéres, Jean-Jacques

Gabas and Pierre-Marie Bosc.
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