Background Note
Innovative digital tools to enhance food security in Africa
A contribution to debates on the EU Comprehensive Strategy with Africa

The Covid-19 pandemic has deepened already worrying trends of increasing hunger and
malnutrition in Africa. According to the latest State of Food Security and Nutrition in the World
(SOFI, 2021) report,1 approximately 346 million people in Africa (21% of the population) experienced
severe food insecurity in 2020 – more than double the proportion of any other region. This
represented an increase of almost 46 million hungry people in just one year. If the number of
moderately food insecure people is factored in, then close to 800 million people (roughly 60% of
Africa’s population) is at risk of hunger and malnutrition.
Vulnerability to hunger is further pronounced in countries affected by conflict, climate extremes or
economic downturns, or with high inequality.2 The bulk of food in Africa is produced by smallholder
farmers, who also continue to be among the population sectors most affected by food insecurity.
Climatic variability and poor post-harvest management, as well as infrastructural challenges and
supply chain inefficiencies, all contribute to food loss and wastage, and rising food costs. It is further
estimated that three-quarters of Africans cannot afford a “healthy” diet and 51 percent cannot
afford a “nutrient adequate” diet (FAO, ECA and AUC, 2021)3. According to SOFI 2021, Africa
experienced a 12.9 percent increase in the cost of a healthy diet between 2017 to 2019, the highest
in the world.4 Moreover, as one of the regions (with Asia) bearing the greatest share of all forms of
child malnutrition, Africa experienced a 49 percent drop in coverage of essential nutrition services in
2020, compared to 27 percent for Asia.5
The Covid-19 pandemic has not only exposed the vulnerability of African food systems, but the
underlying structural and governance barriers that undermine the emergence of inclusive and
resilient economic development on the continent. If current trends are maintained, the region is
highly unlikely to achieve the Sustainable Development Goal on Zero Hunger (SDG 2). While most
parts of the world are recovering from pandemic-related economic setbacks, Africa is projected to
experience a “significant increase” in the number of hungry people by 2030.6
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The European Commission’s proposals for a new comprehensive strategy with Africa fails to make
a link between two key development challenges: achieving food security and digital
transformation.
Even without this current pandemic, the Strategy has not learnt from the 2011 global food crisis, by
not addressing adequately the issues of food security and the role of local agricultural production in
Africa (European Union, 2020).7
The joint communication “Towards a comprehensive Strategy with Africa” elaborates on a
partnership on digital transformation between Europe and Africa. This proposed partnership
acknowledges the role of digitalisation as a driver for growth across all sectors of the economy. Yet,
the specific aspects of digitalisation that are highlighted refer to e-governance and delivery of public
services, e-commerce and the digital financial services, and cyber security. An elaborate treatment
of food security and the possible contribution of digitalisation in overcoming it is missing.
Given the severity of the hunger and malnutrition crisis in Africa, this disconnect is an omission that
needs to be addressed in the further negotiations on the strategy and its future implementation.
In its response, the European Parliament acknowledges this shortfall of the communication.
Specifically, it “calls for the EU-Africa partnership to focus its efforts in the agricultural sector
towards safeguarding African countries’ right to food sovereignty. It further calls for prioritising
increased food security, as well as enhancing African countries’ capacity to meet the nutritional
requirements of their populations.“ 8
Along similar lines, the high-level ministerial meeting preparing for the sixth EU-Africa Summit
reaffirmed9 that a people-centred approach should be at the core of the AU-EU multi-stakeholder
partnership. However, the European Parliament’s response expresses concern that “while the focus
on creating jobs for the African youth is laudable, development in terms of digital skills and higher
education is still more directed towards the middle classes, without concrete recipes to make African
growth inclusive.”10 The resolution emphasises that the Strategy’s “top-down and trickle-down
economic approach is at odds with supporting nation-led, localised and grassroots development,
industrialisation and solutions for Africans.”11
Harnessing digital tools to achieve Zero Hunger is about doing development digitally, not
digitalising current food systems. The continuing fall in prices of mobile phones as well as access
charges in African countries is often cited as a sign that digital technologies can help bridge in
leapfrogging development challenges. Some of the benefits highlighted in diverse studies include:
•
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Expanding farmers’ access to agricultural information, technical support, market information
and financial services.12
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•
•
•

Better targeting of direct transfers to food-insecure communities, smallholder farmers and
other groups.13
Improving market efficiencies and lowering food prices.14
Supporting consumer networks and other social movements advocating for more inclusive
and sustainable agricultural value chains.15

Despite these opportunities, a number of reasons are cited for Africa’s continued struggle to “catch
up” that can be broadly summarised as: connectivity, content, and capacity.16 While the list of
promising examples is growing, digital technologies tend to mirror the same patterns of exclusion
that are seen in most economic and social sectors. Prause et al. (2020)17 argue that “research should
pay close attention to the challenges and opportunities of the digitalization of the agri-food sector
for peasant movements, as well as to the development of digital alternatives, such as software
products developed specifically for agro-ecological farming and digital farming communities, as well
as those designed around the concepts of open-source access and data sovereignty.”
In other words, overcoming some of these challenges requires digital solutions that are tailored to
the needs, and ‘speak the language’ of the most marginalised communities. A focus on digital access
without adopting a “rights lens” will not lead to improved food and nutrition security.
A 2018 study by the Global Network for the Right to Food and Nutrition18 argued that the
digitalisation of food leads to “an increasingly automated, delocalised and informatised process of
production and commercialisation of food.” It noted that technologies in themselves are not
detrimental to the right to food, but the problem lies with “how these are used and for which
purpose.”
A 2020 study by the Heinrich Boell Foundation19 concludes that the pandemic has become “a
moment of opportunism for Indian e-commerce companies to consolidate their market power,
insert themselves into local supply chains and co-opt neighborhood stores.” It questions Covid-19
containment measures that categorised online retail platforms dealing in food, medicine, and
medical equipment as essential services, while locking out non-profit initiatives such as the Food
Corporation of India, “the agency that the poorest depend on for food rations.” The report calls for a
“re-imagining” of digitalisation as a public good by supporting locally embedded “e-commerce
platform marketplaces” owned, for example, by federations of small-scale producers and retailers.
The report suggests that, with policy and financial support, such platforms can play a strong role in
reviving local economies due to their integration to local production and consumption.
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Objective of the event

Against this backdrop we argue, that the EU should make an explicit link between digitalisation and
food security based on the globally agreed goal of achieving the progressive realisation of the right
to food. Digitalisation itself can’t be the panacea. Entrenched inequality and concentration of power
need to be addressed in order to truly achieve change towards more inclusive and sustainable food
systems.
A focus on rights not only requires paying attention to last mile digital connectivity, but also
addressing the underlying structural causes that lead to the continuing marginalisation of entire
population groups. This means that a “genuine” commitment to bridging the digitalisation gap to
achieve zero hunger must also address knowledge, capacity and governance gaps that lock out
entire communities (and their institutions) from participating meaningfully in decision making
processes that affect their lives and livelihoods.

The online event takes place on 8 December 2021, from 10-11.30 CET.
For more information, please visit the event page.
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