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Requiem or resurrection for 
agricultural development economics?
There is no shortage of problems for aspiring researchers concerned with 
agricultural development in low income countries to investigate. Neither can 
trainers complain that the subject lacks a literature. But a recent symposium 
of agricultural development economists, held in April 1995 in Cambridge at 
the annual conference of the UK Agricultural Economics Society, questioned 
whether agricultural economists, despite their strengths in theoretical and 
applied analysis and deep subject matter expertise, have lost the initiative in 
terms of guiding policy on rural, agricultural and food matters   and, if so, 
whether there is a way to reclaim some of the lost ground. 
In support of the 'lost initiative hypothesis', services in rural areas. It may also be
it was argued that agricultural economists 
have over emphasised work at micro-level. 
As a result they have tended to be reactive 
to rather than lead in many trends (e.g. the 
disillusionment with expensive public 
sector interventions such as Integrated 
Rural Development Programmes); they 
have struggled, not altogether successfully, 
to get recognition and participate in 
macro-economic reform processes, even 
where this involved assessing the options 
for the rural sector and the micro 
implications; many have neglected gender 
issues; and there has been a failure to be 
central in the debates on the environment. 
Also, the bulk of the agricultural 
economics literature seemed to validate a 
now discredited - excessively 
interventionist - approach.

Those agricultural economists working 
on Africa, where recent trends have been 
of deepening poverty, economic crisis and 
environmental deterioration, tended to be 
somewhat discounted and by-passed by 
issue-oriented experts in poverty, social 
development and environment. These 
experts often recommend forms of 
intervention, especially those relating to 
rural service structures, which bear some 
similarities to those which agricultural 
economists have advocated, but they may 
miss the benefit of accumulated expertise 
in the agricultural economics field. They 
also tend to give insufficient weight to the 
importance of agriculture as a source of 
direct and indirect incomes for the poor, 
including, in Africa, the peri-urban and 
urban poor.

Against the 'lost initiative' hypothesis we 
can point to the enduring and important 
legacies of work on farm and household 
decision making; understanding of 
agricultural technology issues; 
development of useful, valid field research 
methods; and expertise on the 
effectiveness of public economic support

argued that although agricultural 
economists have not been central to the 
intellectual impetus to structural 
adjustment, they have played an important 
part at all stages. In the African case, the 
seminal 1981 Berg Report cited what 
would now considered to be standard 
modern agricultural policy analysis, 
concerning for example, discrimination 
against agriculture in pricing policy and 
problems of agricultural parastatals. The 
trade/policy stream within the discipline, 
which was thin in the 1960s and 1970s, 
has expanded in prominence and gained 
new recruits. Moreover, agricultural 
economists have, more than in any other 
sub-discipline, led sector work which has 
been an increasingly important part of 
adjustment programmes. Key areas have 
been: (i) tackling agricultural parastatals 
and (ii) understanding the difficult trade 
offs between, on the one hand, improving 
the welfare of rural and urban poor and, 
on the other, improving agricultural 
incentives, running down the activities of 
expensive crop marketing parastatals, 
raising real interest rates, devaluing real 
exchange rates and so forth.

This issue of Insights provides evidence 
of the relevance, diversity and vitality of 
UK-based agricultural development 
economics.Wiggins argues that the 
perception of an agrarian crisis in Africa is 
exaggerated, but that, with the exception 
of road building and reforms to remove 
discrimination against agriculture, public 
policy and public expenditure has had 
only a modest role in stimulating increased 
agricultural growth. A contrasting view is 
provided by Mosley, who argues from East 
and Central African evidence that, in the 
face of imperfect markets, agricultural 
growth can be promoted by government 
expenditure to lower prices and increase 
availability of inputs as well as assure 
Continued on page 4

African farming: 
crisis overstated?
Much of the conventional wisdom 
holds that Africa has been 
undergoing an agrarian crisis 
since at least the middle of the 
1970s, with falling food 
production per capita and rising 
imports of cereals made worse by 
famines and alleged widespread 
environmental degradation. 
Typically rural Africans are 
portrayed as tragic victims of 
forces beyond their control. At 
worst such thinking suggests that 
the cause of rural Africa is near 
hopeless, or can only be tackled 
by dramatic action. But 
village-level evidence suggests that 
official statistics on these matters 
exaggerate the decline, and that 
rural Africans have been adjusting 
quite energetically to changes in 
circumstances. In relatively 
mundane ways, agricultural policy 
can assist the processes that are 
taking place. Given political 
stability and goodwill, there are 
grounds for cautious optimism 
about the future of rural Africa.

The record of recent change has 
been reviewed by looking at 
village-level studies of change in 
farming systems between the 
mid-1970s and the mid-1980s. 
Fourteen such studies from six 
countries - The Gambia, Kenya, 
Nigeria, Senegal, Tanzania, Zambia. - 
were examined. The selection of 
countries deliberately omitted those 
suffering from conflict.

Contrary to the generally-accepted 
thesis, in few cases was there 
evidence of decline in farm output; in 
most cases production per head had 
increased, albeit modestly. In areas of 
low population density, farmers had 
Continued on page 4, column 1
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Gender versus other socially defined differences: lessons for policy 
intervention
Ongoing field research by the 
University of Ghana and Wye College 
into the social and economic life of 
rural households in the poorest, 
Guinea savannah zone of Ghana 
suggests that a broad 'gender roles' 
approach may not afford an accurate 
understanding of the various social 
and economic roles of different 
categories of women and men. Women 
vary enormously in terms of their 
social and economic influence within 
this part of northern Ghana. The 
broad categories 'women' and 'men' 
need disaggregating according to other 
socially defined differences between 
individuals such as marital status, age 
and seniority.

For example, in the fieldwork area, 
while all able bodied compound members 
(both male and female) assist in working 
on the compound farm, the extent of 
involvement in other production activities 
varies greatly between individuals and is 
much more closely associated with marital 
status (and other socially defined 
differences) than with gender. Thus while 
nearly forty percent of married adult 
women farmed individually and separately 
from the compound, no unmarried women 
were involved in this type of farming.

Neither, by extension, were any of these 
single adult women involved in off- 
compound mutual-assistance farming 
groups. This is important since individual 
production activities are a major means for 
women to improve their social and 
economic status and influence, both

within the compound and in the wider 
rural society in which they live.

Food processing and other non-farm 
production activities can also provide 
women with an independent source of 
income. For this reason, various women- 
in-development initiatives introduced into 
northern Ghana have attempted (with 
varying degrees of success) to assist 
women through the mobilisation of 
'women's non-farm production groups'. 
Many of these externally inspired 
initiatives have tended to treat women as if 
they were a single homogeneous group 
with identical goals (and identical 
resources). But as with off-compound 
farming, a much higher proportion of 
married than unmarried women are 
engaged in non-farm production activities. 
Initiatives aiming to assist rural women 
should be sensitive to the important 
differences in roles and responsibilities 
which exist, particularly between senior 
and junior, married and unmarried 
women. It may be important to design 
interventions specifically for unmarried 
women to improve their income and 
status.

In northern Ghana certain groups of 
women bear a particularly heavy burden 
of tasks such as preparing food, collecting 
water, caring for children, maintaining the 
household and farming for the compound. 
Such labour constraints, rather than social 
prescriptions, are often the major obstacle 
to women's full participation in farm and 
non-farm economic activities. It is critical 
for any intervention that the duties and

responsibilities of particular categories of 
women should be identified.

Finally the research has found that a 
category of married women, known 
paradoxically as 'cooking wives' were a) 
much less likely than other women to 
have to cook for the compound on every 
day of the week, and; b) much more likely 
to be involved in various farm and non- 
farm economic activities, separate from the 
compound.

Cooking wives are well placed to 
mobilise cash and other resources with 
which to purchase inputs and, if 
necessary, pay for hired labour required in 
various farm and non-farm production 
activities. According to Dagomba custom, 
cooking wives will usually be entrusted 
with the marketing of the compound's 
produce in the market, a service for which 
they expect to receive a substantial 
'commission'. The real economic power 
and independence enjoyed by cooking 
wives, but not by other categories of 
married and unmarried women, serves as 
a potent reminder of the limitations of 
adopting a simplistic 'gender roles' 
approach in the study of rural peoples 
generally.
The principal researchers are Ramatu al Hassan 
(University of Ghana at Legon), Michael Warner 
and Jonathan Kydd (Wye). To date three briefing 
papers have been published from this project and 
are available from Jonathan Kydd, Agrarian 
Development Unit, Wye College, Wye, Ashford 
TN25 5AH. Tel: (01233) 812401, Fax: (01233) 
813006, Email: J.Kydd@wye.ac.uk.

Productivity, R&D and land reform in Southern African agriculture
Zimbabwe and the new South Africa 
share more than a common border. 
Both still have to reform inequitable 
and inefficient dualistic agricultural 
systems. The land reforms being 
considered at present are major 
changes. Such policy decisions tend to 
be based on political expediency, but 
the relative efficiencies, strengths and 
weaknesses of the settler systems and 
African smallholder agriculture 
respectively should be taken into 
account.

For Zimbabwe the issue is can land be 
withdrawn from the commercial sector 
without losing too much foreign exchange 
or causing food security problems? Total 
factor productivity indices (TFPs) are used 
to measure efficiency growth. TFP growth 
is explained by research and development 
expenditure (R&D) in the commercial 
sector, but infrastructure investment was 
more important for the communal lands.

Estimation of profit functions also 
indicates that there is indeed surplus land 
in the commercial sector available for 
transfer to smallholders and a study

of supply response in maize and tobacco 
shows that large-scale producers are price 
responsive.

South Africa is a maize exporter. It can 
afford to ignore efficiency in favour of 
equity. Again, TFP indices are used to 
determine efficiency change, which is a 
function of R&D, extension and farmer 
education.

The returns to R&D are high, but 
technical progress has been labour saving, 
and can only exacerbate the poor 
employment situation of rural Africans. 
Technical change since 1983 has 
outweighed the declining terms of trade, 
and the over-capitalization of the 1970s, 
which resulted from policy distortions, has 
been corrected.

For the former homelands, data 
availability is poor, but efficiency 
calculations for the northern Transvaal 
former homelands of KaNgwane, Lebowa 
and Venda show that farm size is 
inadequate and that it was the more 
advanced farmers who were hit hardest by 
the 1992 drought.

The policy implications are

controversial. While the ability of large 
commercial farms to make effective use of 
R&D outlays contrasts favourably with 
peasant agriculture, this sub-sector makes 
inefficient use of some land resources. 
Perhaps, in the context of proposals for 
land reform in both countries, this points 
to the importance of retaining a sizeable 
large farm .sub-sector, because of its 
technological dynamism, while introducing 
policies which will encourage more 
efficient use of land resources. For the 
existing peasant farms, and those which 
may be created as a result of land reform, 
government support should emphasise the 
building and maintenance of transport 
infrastructure.
Colln Thlrtle, Department of Agricultural 
Economics and Management, University of 
Reading, Reading RG6 2AR. Tel: (01734) 875123, 
l;ax: (0734) 756467, Email: aesthirt@reading.ac.uk. 
Publications: C.Thirtle, J.Atkins, P.Bottomley, 
N.Gonese, J.Govereh and Y.Khatri, Agricultural 
Productivity in Zimbabwe, 1970-89, Economic 
Journal, Vol.103, 1993, pp.474-^80; J.Piesse, 
H.Sartorius von Bach, C.Thirtle and J.van Zyl, 
Agricultural Efficiency in the Northern Transvaal 
Homelands, Journal of International Development, 
forthcoming, October, 1995.
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Ground water irrigation, agricultural 
growth and poverty in Bengal
For a century and a half the severity 
of poverty in Eastern India has been 
of concern to policy makers. The 
green revolution, -which brought 
agricultural growth and, latterly, 
poverty alleviation to North West India 
and to irrigated tracts of South India, 
seemed to by-pass the East, as did 
large-scale irrigation in the 19th 
Century.

Agrarian and farm structure in the East is 
held to blame   farms are unequally 
distributed by size, yet on average small, 
and highly fragmented into dispersed 
plots, and landlessness has been increasing 
rapidly. This landholding pattern was an 
obstacle to agricultural growth and 
especially to the spread of irrigation. The 
'semi-feudal' agrarian structure further 
inhibited the beneficial effects of the 
spread of agricultural commercialisation, 
and suggested a need for agrarian reforms 
(such as land reform and cooperatives) 
before agricultural growth and rural 
poverty alleviation could be achieved.

From the late 1970s, however, the 
seeming impasse posed by this structure 
has been challenged by the rapid spread 
of ground water based irrigation from 
mechanically powered, privately owned 
shallow tubewells, and there has been 
considerable poverty reduction in part due 
to this (rather than, or as well as, rural 
poverty alleviation projects and 
programmes). The development of 
irrigation water markets has by- passed the 
fragmented small farm structure and semi- 
feudal agrarian structure. For example, the 
'landless irrigation' groups sponsored by

the Bangladesh NGO Proshika have made 
large gains, hingeing on competitive 
pressures in the water market, rather than 
on any ability to collectively resist 
exploitation by the rural political elites. 
Understanding these phenomena requires 
not only understanding irrigation water 
markets (the subject of on-going field 
research in Bangladesh), but also 
reconsideration of widely held orthodoxies 
about agricultural and rural development. 

Irrigation water markets are pervasive in 
South Asia for both groundwater and canal 
and tank irrigation. Conceptualising water 
allocation in economic terms provides 
novel analytical insights and policy 
perspectives. However, the newest 
approaches focused on infrastructure 
provision (as put forward in the World 
Development Report 1994), while 
appearing to rely on definitive economic 
analysis, are in fact based on case study 
material drawn largely from large-scale 
irrigation schemes. The present research 
points to the need to understand the 
potential value of other water-supply 
initiatives that are widespread and effective 
in raising farm incomes. 
Richard Palmer-Jones, School of Development 
Studies, University of East Anglia, Norwich NR4 
7TJ. Tel: (01603) 593383, Fax: (01603) 451999, 
Email: r.pa!mer-jones@uea.ac.uk. Publication: 
Ground Water Markets in South Asia: a Discussion 
of Theory and Evidence, in Moench, M. et al., 
(eds), Selling Water: Conceptual and Policy 
Debates over Ground water Markets in India, 
V1KSAT, Ahmedabat, Pacific Institute for Studies in 
Environment, Development and Security, and 
National Heritage Institute, Berkeley, California, 
1994.

Policy induced innovation in Africa
The conventional wisdom on 
innovation in agriculture, as in other 
sectors, is that it is 'induced' by factor 
scarcities: for example, where land is 
scarce, its high price  will motivate 
investment in land-saving innovations 
such as fertiliser and soil 
conservation. Several authors have 
used this approach to explain low 
agricultural productivity in Africa, 
drawing attention to the relatively low 
population densities prevailing in 
Africa and arguing that these have 
made investment in intensive, land- 
saving 'green revolution' technologies, 
irrational.

Research in progress at Reading 
University questions this point of view, 
noting that for a number of agro-climatic 
environments in Africa appropriate seed- 
fertiliser-water technologies exist, but that 
the rate of their adoption by small farmers 
does not correlate, as the induced - 
innovation approach would predict, with 
population pressure or with factor prices. 
In an environment of imperfect product 
and factor markets, markets provide a

highly unreliable guide to factor scarcities. 
The ability of government to supply 
institutions and incentives which 
compensate for these missing price signals 
may be an important determinant of the 
spread of the green revolution in Africa. 
We call this approach 'policy-induced 
innovation'.

A micro approach visualises the farm 
family as seeking to optimise its utility 
from a combination of modern varieties, 
traditional varieties and off-farm income in 
the face of a range of policy-induced 
constraints (such as credit rationing) and 
non-policy-induced constraints such as 
weather and natural resource shortages. 
When the reduced form of such a model is 
estimated against data for Kenya, Malawi 
and Zimbabwe, credit and output prices, 
as well as input prices, emerge as 
determinants of maize and sorghum yields. 
But there are substantial differences in 
yields between the three countries, even 
though credit and price policies were very 
similar, with Malawi performing much 
worse than the other countries. These 
differences have to be explained in terms

Irrigation 
management
The neglect of the maintenance of 
irrigation infrastructure has been 
identified by the World Bank 
amongst others as one of the main 
reasons why irrigation systems have 
not performed to their design 
potential.

One type of reason why maintenance 
is neglected is that the incentive 
structures facing irrigation managers vary 
according to the form of the organisation. 
This helps explain the current consensus 
that public organisations run irrigation 
schemes ineffectively. By extension it is 
proposed to transfer management 
responsibility to those who should benefit 
most from improved maintenance, the 
farmer-beneficiaries themselves. There is 
enthusiastic advocacy for turning over 
responsibility for irrigation management 
from government to community based 
organisations, along-side calls for a 
wholesale redesign of current 
management models, to modify the 
incentives structures that the individuals 
involved in irrigation system management 
face.

However, recent research has identified 
wide divergences in the types of 
management models found in different 
regions regardless of the private-public 
divide and highlighted possibilities for 
less radical reform. The fear is that the 
imposition of blueprint organisational 
structures created in the haste to 
implement the process of Irrigation 
Management Transfer is overriding 
attention to institutional complexities. 
Once again this may result in future 
maintenance performance falling below 
expectations.
Jamle Morrison, Department of Agricultural 
Economics, Wye College, Wye, Ashford TN25 
5AH. Tel: (01233) 812401, Fax: (01233) 813006, 
EMail: J.Morrison@wye.ac.uk. Publication: 
I. Carruthers and J.A. Morrison, Irrigation 
Maintenance Strategies: A Review of the Issues 
GTZ MAINTAIN Project Document MAIN-REP 
94.01, 1994.

of environmental deterioration, leading to 
a secular decline in yields under local 
maize in Malawi, and in terms of a 
misallocation of research resources until 
recent years.

These findings support the idea that 
where markets are imperfect, the ability of 
policy to compensate for those 
imperfections may be as important a 
determinant of technical and material 
progress as naturally-occurring factor 
scarcities.
Paul Mosley, Department of Economics, University 
of Reading, Reading RG6 6AA. 
Tel: (01734J 318159, Fax: (01734,) 750236, Email: 
lesmcjsly@reading.ac.uk. Publication: Policy and 
capital market constraints to the African green 
revolution: a study of maize and sorghum yields in 
Kenya, Malawi and Zimbabwe, 1960-1991, in G.A. 
Cornia and G. Helleiner (eds.), 'From Adjustment 
to Development in Africa', Macmillan, 1994.
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generally expanded their farmed areas, 
using animal draught power to do so 
where suitable stock were available. Loss 
of male labour to migration, precluding 
more intensive cultivation, was often a 
problem. By contrast, in the more 
populated areas, farming had been 
intensified, out-migration was less of a 
problem, and the off-farm economy had 
created extra jobs and income earning 
possibilities locally.

In most cases, there had been 
significant improvements in access to 
markets, thanks to road building, whilst 
growing urban populations had had 
greater demand for food. Thus in many 
cases there had been markedly increased 
sales of food crops to national and 
provincial markets, sometimes of 
relatively high value - fruit, milk, sugar 
cane, tobacco, vegetables, yams. 
Exported cash crops, so often the focus 
of debate, were irrelevant in most cases: 
domestic markets were the stimulus for 
much of the increased production. 
Thanks to their domestic market 
orientation, some of the farming 
communities probably escaped the worst 
effects of 'negative protection'. 
Non-traditional food crop sales in 
national markets are poorly covered in 
national statistics and this may explain 
why the reported national data do not 
reveal increases in agricultural 
productions.

On the supply side, the main 
innovations seen were in new crops and 
varieties, animal traction, chemical 
fertiliser, and land improvements. Many 
of these ideas were either copied from 
other farmers or embodied in products 
bought from traders: public sector

research and extension had a 
secondary role in most cases. 
Investments were largely small-scale 
and self-financed; off-farm income was 
often crucial in generating funds. 
Again, public development 
programmes and agricultural services 
were secondary, except in cases of 
highly intensive farming. The public 
role should not, however, be written 
off: spending on roads clearly 
mattered, and in some cases schooling 
and health services were important.

Finally, environmental degradation, 
whilst evident in some cases, may be 
less widespread than feared and in 
particular the problems diminish as 
population density increases.

If these studies are representative of 
adaptations in African agriculture, talk 
of generalised crisis is exaggerated, 
and the national statistics probably 
underestimate, perhaps quite seriously, 
farm output. African farming is 
apparently making progress, albeit 
slowly. In this case, unspectacular 
policy to remove the worst excesses of 
negative protection to farmers, to 
facilitate the generation and diffusion 
of technical innovations, to maintain 
and improve rural infrastructure and 
services, and to otherwise assist the 
growth of the rural off-farm economy 
may suffice to support African farmers 
in their efforts to produce and market 
more.
Steve Wiggins, Department of Agricultural 
Economics & Management, University of 
Reading, Reading RG6 2AR. Tel: (01734) 
875123, Fax: (01734) 756467, Email: 
aeswigin@reading.ac.uk. Publication. Change 
in African farming systems between the 
mid-1970s and the mid-1980s, Journal of 
International Development, October 1995.
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output markets. Thirtle's findings on the 
determinants of growth in total factor 
productivity on South African and 
Zimbabwean agriculture are congruent 
with Wiggins' conclusions in the case of 
Zimbabwean peasant agriculture, where 
infrastructural investment has been an 
important source of productivity growth. 
However, in the large scale commercial 
agriculture of both countries, technical 
change driven by R & D outlays has been 
the most important determinant of 
productivity growth. Palmer-Jones and 
Morrison comment on two important 
questions in irrigation economics: the role 
of water markets and the maintenance of 
irrigation infrastructure. Finally, two 
accounts are included of the results of 
micro field and theoretical research.

Dorward explains the potential 
importance of ongoing research on 
embedded risk in complex, diverse 
and risk-prone farming systems. Al 
Hassan, Kydd and Warner report that 
their data from Northern Ghana 
reveals that a broad 'gender roles' 
approach may not be appropriate for 
designing interventions. In particular, 
there are substantial differences 
between women of the same extended 
family in economic status and in their 
ability to respond to economic 
opportunities.
Jonathan Kydd, (Guest Editor), Wye 
College, Wye, Ashford TN25 5AH, Email: 
J.Kydd@wye.ac.uk. Publication: I. Carruthers 
and J. Kydd, The Development and Direction 
of Agricultural Development, Economics 
paper presented to the Agricultural 
Economics Society Annual conference 1994.
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Understanding 
embedded risk
Despite the widely recognised 
importance of risk in complex, 
diverse and risk prone (CDR) 
agriculture, agricultural economists 
have focused primarily on non- 
embedded risk concerning decisions 
made at the beginning of a season. 
Embedded risk, where farmers make 
tactical adjustments to pre-seasonal 
plans as rainfall, prices, pest and 
disease attacks and resource 
availabilities develop during a 
season, has been largely overlooked.

Embedded risk poses very different 
management and analytical difficulties 
from non-embedded risk, but it can 
have significant effects on livelihoods 
and poverty and on the decisions that 
farmers make. It is important, therefore, 
that analysts identify the conditions 
under which farmers' actions are 
affected by embedded risk.

A limited range of formal techniques 
is available, including discrete 
stochastic programming, semi-sequential 
programming, the use of fat and thin 
coefficients in deterministic models, and 
simulations. Some of these techniques 
can be very complex, data demanding 
and costly and it is important that they 
should be used only where they are 
required. Further work is needed to 
identify the conditions under which 
particular techniques and combinations 
of techniques are appropriate.

Greater understanding of embedded 
risk, and of rural peoples' responses to 
it, is vital for policies concerned with the 
development of research, extension, 
marketing and financial services in CDR 
agriculture and for estimating the 
benefits of investments in improved 
information, pest control, food security 
or health care. As another approach to 
the analysis of individuals', households' 
and communities' coping strategies and 
sequential responses to drought, 
sickness and other calamities, it is also 
relevant to the design of wider policies 
addressing rural poverty and 
vulnerability.
Andrew Dorward, Department of Agricultural 
Economics, Wye College, Wye, Ashford TN25 
5AH. Tel: (01233 812401), Fax: (01233) 812006, 
Email: A.Dorwood@wye.ac.uk. Publications: 
Farm planning with resource uncertainty: a 
semi-sequential approach, European Revietv of 
Agricultural Economics 21, 1994, 309-324; 
Modelling diversity, change and uncertainty in 
peasant agriculture in northern Malawi, 1995, 
mimeo; A. Dorward and K.A. Parton, 
Quantitative whole farm models and embedded 
risk in complex, diverse and risk prone 
agriculture, 1995, mimeo.
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