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OVERVIEW 
 
1. Purpose: The paper was prepared at the request of Germany as an input to discussions on Rural Youth 
Employment in the G20 Development Working Group. 
 

2. The G20 Food Security and Nutrition Framework highlights the importance of jobs in the food system. 
One of the three priority areas in the framework is to ‘increase incomes and quality employment in food 
systems”.1 The implementation plan of the G20 Food Security and Nutrition Framework (FSN) calls for 
support for the economic empowerment of rural women and rural youth through knowledge sharing forums, 
enhancing vocational training and promoting food security and nutritional safety nets.2 This document on Rural 
Youth Employment contributes to the G20 FSN implementation plan through providing more detail on the 
broader spectrum of action areas for consideration by G20 countries to promote the level and quality of jobs 
in rural areas in developing countries. It also complements the broader G20 focus on youth employment.   

 

3. The G20 has had a broader focus on youth employment. Promoting better employment outcomes for 
youth was highlighted in the G20 Brisbane Action Plan3 and the 2014 G20 Labor and Employment Ministerial 
Declaration4. Employment measures targeted at youth also feature prominently in many of the national 
Employment Plans developed by each G20 economy5. Under the Turkish Presidency of the G20, the 
Employment Working Group6 put forward possible options for monitoring; developments in youth labor 
markets; and country progress in implementing policy commitments for improving the labor market situation 
of young people. Endorsed under the Chinese G20 Presidency in 2016, the G20 Entrepreneurship Action Plan 
outlines a set of recommendations to support entrepreneurship as a source of jobs and growth, including for 
youth.7 In addition, one of the principles of the Committee on World Food Security (CFS) Principles for 
Responsible Investment in Agriculture and Food Systems is to engage and empower youth.8 Other relevant 
initiatives include the Compact with Africa, and the ongoing work within the Global Partnership for Financial 
Inclusion to promote youth entrepreneurship.  
 

4. Rural youth employment matters. Today’s generation of youth is the largest the world has ever known: 
1.2 billion young people are between the age of 15 and 24.9 The population below the age of 24  accounts for 
the largest share of the population in almost all countries in Sub-Saharan Africa, but also in many countries in 
South Asia, East Asia, Latin America, and the Middle East and North Africa often referred to as the ‘youth 
bulge’. Yet, youth are two or three times more likely than adults to be unemployed. The majority of working 
youth are poor and employed in vulnerable, low quality jobs, in the informal sector. A large share of youth in 
developing countries live in rural areas, and overall rural populations in low and middle income countries will 
continue to expand over the next several decades, even with urbanization. An estimated 440 million young 
people will enter the rural labor market by 2030 in Africa alone. Demand for rural labor services will be 
essential for absorbing these new entrants into the workforce and to help manage the speed of rural to urban 
transitions. 
 

5. Opportunities for rural youth employment. The need to feed growing rural and urban populations and 
shifting consumption patterns to higher value and more processed products offers prospects for income gains 
and jobs in both farming and the broader food system in rural areas as economies transform. Intra-rural 
migration from lagging to prospering areas offers broader rural job opportunities, and as farmers are aging 
globally, more young people are needed in agriculture. Agriculture generates 68 percent of rural household 
income in African countries, with 23 percent from rural non-farm activities. In Asia about half of rural incomes 
are from agricultural activities, 37 percent from non-farm activities, and 13 percent from transfers, while in 
Latin America, agriculture and non-farm activities account for the same share of household incomes, 43 percent 
each. This is broadly consistent with the general pattern of structural transformation that as per capita incomes 
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increase the share of incomes from rural non-farm activities tends to increase, but not always, relative to 
farming. Much of the rural non-farm activities, however, are agriculture related, and part of the broader food 
system, and countries and regions within countries that have been most successful in diversifying into rural 
non-farm incomes have been the ones where agriculture was growing strongly.  
 
6. The ‘youth bulge’ is an opportunity for countries to reap a demographic dividend. If the increased 
number of youth reaching working age can be fully employed in productive and sufficiently rewarding 
activities in response to market demand, then overall growth and per capita incomes can increase. An 
appropriate mix of public sector actions will be needed to realize the demographic dividend. If however, a 
large share of youth cannot find jobs and earn satisfactory incomes, then the youth bulge can be a potential 
source of social tension, with migration pressures to other countries resulting in a loss of energetic workers 
with innovative ideas and entrepreneurial potential. 
 

7. Actions on both the demand and supply side are needed to increase jobs for youth in rural areas. Each 
has somewhat varying effects on stimulating self and wage employment on farms and in rural non-farm 
activities (table 1). Women/girls are often more greatly disadvantaged and actions should be targeted to their 
particular circumstance. For example, adequate vocational training is often not available in rural areas. This 
poses a particular challenge to young women, who may not be able to travel far from home. In addition, a 
cross-cutting action on greater inclusion of rural youth in policy dialogue and program design is also needed. 
 

(i) General demand side actions: these include actions to invest in complementary infrastructure; raise 
agricultural productivity growth and climate resilience to stimulate demand for non-farm goods and 
services; promote high value agriculture and value addition while protecting healthy diets; improve the 
rural business climate (regulatory quality, barriers to entry, local fees/taxes) and trade (burdensome 
procedures, taxes); promote competition and private sector participation in agricultural value chains; 
promote secondary towns; and use prudent policies for mechanization. These actions can help stimulate 
rural enterprise and the associated demand for labor services. 
 

(ii) Specific supply side actions targeted to rural youth: include actions to facilitate youth skills 
development and matching rural youth to jobs, facilitate rural youth access to land; improve access to 
affordable finance by rural youth; promote MSME development; and support social protection and 
safety net programs, and access to social services. 

8. Priorities vary by country context reflecting the variance in binding constraints across countries. 
Prioritization should be guided by consideration of the number of young people reached, urgency in particular 
areas, and potential effects on livelihoods of young people. In addition, other consideration include the 
following examples. In agriculturally dependent countries, it is hard to create non-farm jobs without first 
growing the profitability of agricultural tradables, the income from which stimulates growth in rural and urban 
areas. Past efforts that didn’t give consideration to this demand side, but focused solely on supply-side 
interventions to stimulate the rural non-farm economy often stumbled. Investments to promote youth inclusion 
in rural non-farm jobs in dynamic agricultural areas will likely be more effective than similar levels of 
investment with a similar objective in a stagnant agricultural area. In land abundant countries, improving land 
rental markets can provide an avenue for greater rural youth engagement in agricultural production. The 
investment climate and market organization also differs across countries. While the need for skills development 
for youth cuts across all countries, the nature of skills deficits varies. In some countries basic education (to 
read and write) is more of a priority, while in others it may be entrepreneurial skills development. These 
differences call for programs that intend to target youth employment to clearly identify the binding constraints 
that they are trying to address. 
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Table 1: Spectrum of action areas to increase the number of jobs for youth in rural areas  
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Facilitate inclusion of rural youth in policy dialogue and program design x x x x 

General demand side actions  
Invest in complementary infrastructure x x x x 
Raise agricultural productivity growth to raise demand for non-farm goods & services   x x 
Promote high value agriculture and value addition   x x x 
Improve the rural business climate and trade x x x x 
Promote competition and private sector participation and investment x x x x 
Promote secondary towns x x x x 
Role of farm mechanization x x x 

Specific targeted supply side actions   
Skills development and matching rural youth to jobs x x x x 
Facilitate access to land  x x  
Improve access to affordable finance  x x x x 
Promote MSME development   x x 
Support social protection & safety net programs, & access to social services x x x x 

 x = relevance of the listed action area to self and wage employment of rural youth in farm and rural non-farm activities 

 
9. Potential elements for G20 discussion: This is not intended to be an exhaustive list. 

(i) Alignment around the SDGs and Malabo Declaration: One of the Sustainable Development Goals 
(SDGs) is to substantially reduce the proportion of youth aged 15-24 not in employment, education or 
training. Available measures for this indicator in the SDG Indicators Global Database shows large ranges 
across countries. These measures could potentially be used to prioritize development partner country 
efforts on rural youth employment, as well as learn lessons from countries that have already progressed. 
In addition, the Malabo declaration has a target for African countries to create job opportunities for at 
least 30 percent of the youth in agricultural value chains that can help focus efforts in the region. 

(ii) Country level development co-operation: Coordination of development partner support for rural youth 
employment at both country level and across international initiatives can potentially improve the 
efficiency and effectiveness of support. Country-led and owned programs for rural youth employment 
can provide a useful coordination mechanism, guided by a common diagnosis of binding constraints in 
that particular country or area. Development partner support can help governments to develop or 
strengthen these programs, including the associated diagnostics, and link with initiatives such as the 
Global Initiative for Decent Jobs for Youth. 

(iii) Fill data gaps: A challenge in assessing the regional and temporal variation of rural youth employment 
is the paucity of disaggregated cohort size and labor market data within the youth category. Information 
on rural labor markets, particularly in the informal sector is sparse. Efforts to reduce this data gap could 
help improve design of policies targeted at improving labor market outcomes of rural youth.   

(iv) Mutual learning and knowledge exchange on development of skills and entrepreneurship, for scaled-up 
investment: Recent global analysis of youth targeted interventions found that only about a third of them 
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showed a significant positive impact on employment or earnings. Encouragingly these programs have 
been more successful in low and middle income countries, and skills training and entrepreneurship 
programs seem to have had a higher impact. Programs that integrate multiple interventions also seem to 
have performed better than those focusing on only one intervention. Drawing on lessons learned and 
knowledge exchange on what rural youth programs work and do not work could usefully inform design 
of future programs.  

(v) Land: In some countries land is a binding constraint to rural youth engagement in farming, with decisions 
to pursue non-agricultural livelihoods or migration to urban areas sometimes determined mainly by lack 
of access to land. Efforts to help facilitate the functioning of land markets, particularly rental markets, 
can ease this constraint.   

(vi) Promote gender equality: Embed gender equality in all the G20 members’ support programs related to 
rural youth employment and provide the necessary support to governments to design gender-responsive 
youth initiatives. 

(vii) Financing to support rural youth employment: In addition to attention to policies and knowledge, 
additional investments will be needed to achieve the SDG and Malabo declaration target on youth 
employment, , including through country public budgets, global programs, multilateral development 
banks, and the private sector.  



5 
 

WHY FOCUS ON RURAL YOUTH EMPLOYMENT? 
 
Youth account for the largest share of the population in many countries 
 

1. Countries and regions are at different stages of demographic transition. A general pattern of 
development is an initial lag between the decline in infant mortality rates and the subsequent decline in women 
fertility rates. The gap creates a demographic ‘youth bulge’ resulting in a large share of the population 
comprised of youth.10 The ‘youth bulge’ only shrinks when the gap between infant mortality and women 
fertility rates decline. Throughout this paper youth refers to 15-24 year olds. At varying times, developing 
countries and regions have been undergoing this demographic transition and are currently at different stages 
(figure 1). Sub-Saharan Africa (SSA) is in the early stage, with the youth share of the population projected to 
further increase. South Asia (SA) is in the midst of the transition with its large youth share projected to decline 
slightly by 2035. East Asia and the Pacific (EAP) is nearing the end of the transition with a smaller youth share 
that is projected to decline further.   
 

Figure 1: Population age structure in Sub-Saharan Africa, South Asia, and East Asia and Pacific 

 
Source: Filmer and Fox (2014) based on United Nations (2011) 

 

2. In the developing world, most youth reside in South and East Asia, both of which are projected to be 
surpassed by Sub-Saharan Africa (figure 2). In 2010, about 300 million and 350 million people were aged 
between 15-24 in SA and EAP respectively, while in SSA this cohort comprised about 150 million people. For 
EAP, the numbers are projected to decline by 2050 to 230 million people, in SA they are projected to remain 
above 300 million people, and in SSA they are projected to more than double to over 350 million people. 

 

Figure 2: By 2045, the number of youth in Sub-Saharan Africa will be higher than other regions  

 
Source: Filmer and Fox (2014) based on United Nations (2011) 
Note: Each bar shows an estimate or a projection of the number of 15- to 24-year-olds for one year at five-year intervals. 
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3. Sub-Saharan Africa has the youngest and fastest growing population. The median age of the 
population in SSA is 18.3 years old, in Asia its 30 years old (37.0 in China, 26.6 in India).11 The youngest 
country in the world, Niger has a median age of 14.8 years old. Over the last decade, the population in SSA 
has grown at 2.8 percent per year, double the rate of SA, four times the rate of EAP, and about 50 percent 
higher than the Middle East and North Africa, the region with the second fastest population growth rate. A 
large share of the labor force in SSA are below 24 years old, and over the next two decades, 440 million young 
Africans will be entering the job market looking for work.  
 
4. Policy makers face the challenge of effectively absorbing the maturing youth bulge into productive 
and sustainable employment. If the increased number of youth reaching working age can be fully employed in 
productive and sufficiently rewarding activities in response to market demand, then overall per capita incomes 
can increase and the youth bulge can become a demographic dividend for these economies. If however, a large 
share of youth cannot find jobs and earn satisfactory incomes, then the youth bulge can be a potential source 
of social tension. With appropriate policies, the youth bulge and the prospects for a demographic dividend is 
an important opportunity for countries. 
 
Youth are more likely than adults to be unemployed 
 
5. The majority of youth are jobless or don’t participate in labor markets. The UN estimates that four in 
ten youths in EAP, about half of youths in SA, and 70 percent of youths in the Middle East do not participate 
in the labor force (e.g. are in school or training, or not actively seeking work) (table 2). Of those youths that 
do participate in labor markets, unemployment ranges from 1 in 10 youths in South Asia to 3 in 10 youths in 
the Middle East. High youth unemployment rates seem to act as a disincentive for youth to participate in the 
labor force. Contrary to popular perceptions, youth unemployment rates in Sub-Saharan Africa don’t stand out 
globally (Table 2), but there is considerable heterogeneity across countries in the region. In Southern African, 
countries like South Africa, Namibia, Zambia and Lesotho have similar youth unemployment rates to North 
Africa, but the youth share of unemployed is much lower12. Across all developing regions, except East Asia, 
youth unemployment rates are higher for females than males. The largest relative difference is in the Middle 
East where youth unemployment rates are twice as higher for females than males (36.4 vs. 18.7 percent).13  
 
Table 2: Youth employment, unemployment, and labor market participation across developing 
regions, 2015 

 

 Youth 
employment-
to-total youth 

population (%) 

Youth 
unemployment 

rate (%) 

Youth not 
participating 

in labor 
force (%) 

Youth-to-adult 
unemployment 

(%) 

East Asia 52.7 10.2 41.3 2.7 
Sub-Saharan Africa 47.3 11.7 46.4 2.0 
Latin America & Caribbean 45.3 13.4 47.7 2.6 
South-East Asia & Pacific 44.8 13.7 48.1 5.4 
Developed economies (incl. EU) 39.6 17.0 52.3 2.2 
South Asia 46.9 9.6 48.1 3.9 
Central & South Eastern Europe (non-EU) & CIS 33.6 17.2 59.4 2.6 
North Africa 25.2 23.9 66.9 3.3 
Middle East 21.0 29.9 70.0 3.8 

Source: Authors’ calculations using ILO (2013). 

Column (1) represents the percentage of youth (ages 15 – 24) working in each region. Column (2) shows the percentage of youth who 
are participating in the labor force but are unable to find employment.  Column (3) is the percentage of youth who are in education or 
are inactive in the labor market for other reasons. Youth unemployment-to-total youth population = {[100–(2)]/100}*[100-(3)]. Labor 
force participation rate = 100 – (3). Youth-to-adult unemployment rate is a ratio of youth unemployment rate to adult unemployment 
rate. A person is considered to be unemployed if they: (a) did not work in the reference period; (b) were available to take up a job had 
one been offered in the week prior to the reference period; and (c) actively sought work within the past 30 days. This strict definition 
understates labor force participation and unemployment in labor markets with high shares of informal and self-employed workers.  
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6. Youth are two or three times more likely than adults to be unemployed. The youth unemployment rate 
is double the adult unemployment rates in Sub-Saharan Africa and over five times higher in South-East Asia 
and the Pacific (Table 2).14 In only two of the seven regions (Central and South-Eastern Europe (non-EU) and 
CIS, and Latin America and the Caribbean) reflected in table 2 was the youth-to-employment rate higher for 
females than males.  
 
7. The majority of working youth are poor and employed in vulnerable, low-quality jobs, often in the 
informal sector. In 2013, almost two-thirds of working youth were in poverty, compared to only half of 
working adults. In SSA, the overall rate of working poverty was 40.1 per cent in 2012, the highest in the 
world.15 Further, around 80 percent of SSA youth are in vulnerable employment16. Most Africans of working-
age have no access to social protection schemes such as unemployment compensations and hence cannot afford 
not to work even if the returns to labor are very low.17 This may explain the relatively low youth unemployment 
rates in SSA (table 2). 
 
A large share of youth in developing countries live in rural areas 
 
8. Rural populations in low and lower-middle income countries will expand over the next several 
decades, even with urbanization. Sixty two percent of people in SSA live in rural areas and most people will 
continue to do so over the next two and a half decades.18 The rural population in the SSA is projected to increase 
by about 60 percent by 2050. In South Asia, the rural population is projected to increase by about 4 percent by 
2030, declining by about 6 percent by 2050. East Asia’s rural population is projected to decline more 
significantly over the next several decades. 
 
9. While youth have a higher likelihood of migrating to urban areas, a large share of youth will remain 
in rural areas. Estimates for 29 developing countries indicate that youth are 40 percent more likely than older 
people to move from rural to urban areas.19 Even with this increased likelihood of youth migration, the majority 
of young workers in SSA and SA work in agriculture in rural areas20. There is mixed evidence in SSA that 
youth are leaving agriculture en masse. While cross-section data show that youth are less likely than older 
cohorts to be engaged in agriculture in Nigeria, this effect is smaller in Uganda and Tanzania, minimal in 
Ethiopia and Malawi, and the opposite seems true in Niger.21 While the share of rural youth in SSA may 
decline, the number of rural youth in the region is projected to continue to increase. In South Asia the number 
of rural youth is projected to decline.22 
 
10. Youth unemployment rates are generally lower in rural than urban areas, particularly in Sub-Saharan 
Africa. The gap between rural and urban youth unemployment is largest in the SSA countries, even as it persists 
across other regions (table 3). Youth unemployment is higher among women in both rural and urban areas 
worldwide, with the gender gap being largest in Middle East and North Africa23.  
 

Table 3: Youth unemployment by region and area of residence 

 Youth Unemployment rate (%) 
Region Urban Rural 
Asia 10.9 8.1 
Eastern Europe and Central Asia 19.5 19.7 
Latin America and the Caribbean 24.9 21.0 
Middle East and North Africa 29.2 22.8 
Sub-Saharan Africa 17.5 7.5 

Source: Elder and others (2015). 

Note: Rates are averages of available country results in each region (Asia: three countries; Eastern Europe and Central Asia: six 
countries; Latin America and the Caribbean: three countries; Middle East and North Africa: four countries; and sub-Saharan Africa: 
eight countries). 
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Action area on data: One of the main challenges in assessing the regional and temporal variation of rural youth 
employment is the paucity of disaggregated cohort size and labor market data within the youth category24. 
Information on rural labor markets, particularly in the informal sector is sparse. Given the rapidly changing 
rural economy and demographic transition underway in many developing countries, this is a serious data gap. 
Efforts to reduce this data gap could help improve design of policies targeted at improving the labor market 
outcomes of rural youth.  

 

OPPORTUNITIES FOR YOUTH EMPLOYMENT IN RURAL AREAS 
 
11. Income from self-employment and wage employment in agriculture and in rural non-farm activities 
varies significantly across regions. Earlier analysis shows that agriculture generates about 68 percent of 
household income in African countries, while 23 percent is from rural non-farm activities, and 8 percent from 
transfers (table 4). Countries with higher per capita incomes tend to have larger income shares coming from 
non-farm activities, consistent with the general pattern of structural transformation. For example, in Asia about 
half of rural incomes are from agricultural activities, 37 percent from non-farm activities, and 13 percent from 
transfers, while in Latin America, agriculture and non-farm activities each comprise 43 percent of household 
incomes. The share of incomes from wage employment also increases across these three regions from about 
14 percent in Africa to 39 percent in Latin America. Estimating the wage employment shares is challenging, 
with some analysis showing it to be much higher in Sub-Saharan Africa than official statistics suggest25. In 
order to generate these rural incomes most households participate in both agriculture and non-farm related 
activities (table 4).     
 
Table 4: Rural income generating activities and household participation varies across regions 
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Share of rural income generating activities in total incomes 

Africa (9 countries) 68 52 10 6 23 8 15 8 1 
Asia (6 countries) 46 27 9 11 37 25 12 13 4 
Latin America (5 countries) 43 22 6 16 43 23 20 11 3 
Eastern Europe (2 countries) 32 11 18 4 22 17 4 44 2 

Share of households participating in rural income generating activities 

Africa (9 countries) 93 90 65 18 44 15 33 41 10 
Asia (6 countries) 86 75 63 24 56 39 25 55 24 
Latin America (5 countries) 89 79 60 30 66 35 50 45 15 
Eastern Europe (2 countries) 87 82 75 7 34 28 7 82 16 

  Derived from Davis and others (2017). Participation is defined as the receipt of any household income by any household member 
from that income generating activity.  

 
12. Demand for rural labor services is essential for absorbing new entrants into the workforce. Rural jobs 
will be driven by demand for crop and livestock, and goods and services produced in rural areas from farming, 
the broader food system, and rural non-food related activities. Some of this demand will come from higher 
incomes in rural areas, from rural towns and cities, and in some cases from export markets. 
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Farming  
 

13. Agriculture is still the biggest employer of rural youth in most low and middle-income countries.26 In 
SSA, agriculture employs a higher proportion of youth than adults27, and a recent review of nine major 
countries in SSA shows that farming is the largest employer of youth overall.28 Over the last decade, while 
farming’s share of youth employment has generally declined (with the exception of Nigeria)29, the absolute 
number of youth farmers are increasing at different rates. Raising the returns to labor in farming will be a key 
step to improving youth livelihoods, especially women.30 
 

14. The importance of agricultural wage employment is often underestimated. Wage employment is a key 
source of income for the poorest people in rural areas, as their assets, including land, are sometimes insufficient 
for their survival. Wage employment can also be a pathway to improved livelihoods. A recent synthesis of key 
features of agricultural wage employment, drawing on country case studies, indicates substantial 
underestimates of rural wage employment in official statistics; and shows agricultural wage employment to be 
significant, heterogeneous and diverse, and to be dominated by causal and informal jobs. It also shows the 
importance of migrant (and seasonal) labor, varying gender participation across crops, and the influence of 
household gender relations.31    
 
15. The need to feed growing rural and urban populations and shifting consumption patterns to higher 
value products offers prospects for income gains and jobs in farming and the broader food system. 
Urbanization, income growth, and other factors are contributing to a ‘dietary transition’ in many low and 
middle income countries that is affecting the composition of jobs in the food system. This change often features 
a shift in diet composition (with a reduced caloric share of staple cereals, and increased consumption of animal 
products, vegetable oils, and fruits and vegetables), increased consumption of processed foods, and increased 
out-of-home consumption. By 2030, food demand is projected to increase by 55 percent in Sub-Saharan Africa, 
and by 25 percent in South Asia.32 While shifts in domestic demand remain vitally important, in many countries 
high value agricultural exports can also provide a source of employment. 
 
16. Improving agricultural performance remains central to rural transformations in low income countries. 
Experience from Asia shows that sustainable intensification of smallholder/family farming systems facilitates 
rural and structural transformation of the economy. Macro-economic and political stability; an enabling 
environment (economic freedom to operate) for smallholders and entrepreneurs; and pro-poor, pro-rural public 
spending helped spur growth and rural transformation. Ensuring these aspects are in-place in low income 
economic can help expand opportunities for youth in rural areas. 
 

 
Broader food system in rural areas 
 
17. Off-farm value addition in rural areas, offers significant opportunities. In general, increased 
agricultural productivity (even with traditional crops) is associated with non-farm job creation, with the agro-
processing sector being an important channel.33 34 Movement to high value agriculture or commodities has 
even greater potential for downstream value addition and processing and will be an important avenue for non-
farm job creation in rural and urban areas. This is an important and probably fastest growing opportunity in 
many countries related to changing dietary composition. In many places, agricultural processing is an important 
entry point into the missing or poorly developed manufacturing and rural service sectors, and data from India 
shows that a greater share of youth than adults are employed in these types of off-farm activities, although 
farming still currently accounts for the bulk of overall rural employment.  
 

18. While a general pattern of structural transformation is a decline in the share of employment in farming 
over time and an increase in the share in manufacturing and services, the latter is initially food related 
manufacturing and services, with a large share in rural areas. For many low income countries, while the share 
of employment in farming may decline as part of broader structural transformation, the number of jobs in 
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agriculture may still go up, and many of the new services and manufacturing jobs will depended on agriculture. 
For example, while projected employment shares in farming (own and wage labor) in an analysis of six Africa 
countries (Ethiopia, Uganda, Tanzania, Mozambique, Malawi and Zambia) is projected to decrease from 75 
percent to 61 percent between 2010 and 2025, the share of jobs in the broader food system (food manufacturing, 
food marketing, transportation, and food preparation), most of which will be in rural areas, is projected to 
increase from 8 percent to 12 percent over the same time period.35 In aggregate, the food system across these 
countries is projected to add the most jobs between 2010 and 2025. As per capita incomes rise, the share of 
food manufacturing and services jobs tend to increase relative to farming (box 1).  
 
Rural non-food related activities 
 
19. Rural non-food related activities―such as home construction brick-making, hairdressers/ barbers—
are a smaller but important share of rural jobs, and offer opportunities for rural youth. Specific data on the 
exact share of these jobs is typically not collected or not separated from the broader set of rural non-farm 
activities. There are some exceptions such as India which show that in 2011-12, 14 percent of rural youth were 
employed in construction compared to 10 percent for adults. These types of activities can be an important 
source of rural incomes, however, as they are mostly non-tradables, they are by definition demand constrained. 
Bringing in new income from outside the local area, and having it widely distributed to poor consumers, will 
be needed to make them grow. Such rural non-farm employment in non-tradables grew rapidly in South Africa 
when pension trucks first made it out to poor rural areas, but this is not an option for all and would not be 
sustainable if the income transfers stopped. Growth in crops exported from the local area (to cities and cross-
borders) can stimulate additional demand for non-tradables in small rural towns on a sustained basis. 
 
20. While farming and rural non-farm linkages are strong, it is important to understand push and pull 
factors. Employment opportunities in dynamic agricultural value chains with downstream processing can 
“pull” worker off the farm into these often higher paying jobs – consistent with structural transformation. In 
other cases, shortfalls in farm production to meet subsistence needs can “push” household members into off-
farm employment out of desperation. The policy and investment response to increase youth employment would 
likely differ across these scenarios. Targeting non-farm job development interventions to areas where “pull” 
factors prevail can have high returns.  
 
21. New innovations offer new opportunities: Technical innovations, such as new information and 
communication technologies (ICT) can promote greater inclusion of youth, foster innovation by significantly 
reducing transactions costs, and raise efficiencies in the food system, while at the same time creating more ICT 
jobs in both urban and rural areas provided associated incomes for rural youth are higher than other related 
activities. These innovations offer new opportunities, especially since rural youth are more likely than adults 
to own mobile phones as well as adopt financial, training and extension services which utilize these digital 
platforms. Remote sensing technologies offer opportunities for the ‘uberization of agriculture’. Institutional 
innovations through self-help groups, empowering organizations, and youth networks can open opportunities, 
together with alternative channels to access services (such as finance).  
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Box 1: As per capita incomes increase, more food system jobs will be in services and manufacturing, of 
which many will be in rural areas 

 
Low income countries: The food system tends to 
dominate employment in low income countries in 
both rural and urban areas. For example, the findings 
of a recent review of 6 Eastern and Southern African 
countries shows that the food system accounts for 
over 80 percent of all jobs. Within the food system 
over 90 percent are in farming (including self and 
wage labor), and most non-farm jobs in the food 
system are in food services (transportation and 
marketing), accounting for 6 percent of food system 
jobs, which is double those in food manufacturing/ 
industry. These shares are a reflection of dominance 
of staple grains in production and consumption in 
these countries. In addition, about 75 percent of food 
manufacturing jobs, and 60 percent food services jobs 
are in rural areas. 
 
Middle income countries: In middle income 
countries, within the food system, farming accounts 
for closer to half the jobs, with off-farm jobs in food 
manufacturing and services accounting for the other 
half. There is also a more even share of jobs in each 
food manufacturing and food services (about 25 
percent each, in the case of Brazil). There is large 
variation across countries. For example, in countries 
where primary agricultural commodity exports is 
large (such as Argentina), food services  (inclusive of 
logistics [transportation and ports]) is likely a larger 
share.  

 
High income countries: Within the food system, 
farming accounts for a smaller share of jobs, while 
food services accounts for most jobs, For example in 
the US, farming accounts for about 20 percent over 
overall food system jobs, food manufacturing 
accounts for 13 percent of jobs, while food services 
accounts for two thirds of jobs in the food system. 
Part of the contribution is restaurant services, as half 
of household income is spent on food consumption 
away from the home.  
 

 

Composition of jobs within the food system 

 
Low Income: e.g. Eastern and Southern African 
countries 

 
   Food system ≈ 80% of all jobs 
 
 

Middle Income: e.g. Brazil 

 
  Food system ≈ 30% of all jobs 
 
 

High income: e.g. US 

 
    Food system ≈ 10% of all job

Source: Derived from Tschirley et al (2015); Moreira et al (2016); and USDA
 
 

Farming

91%

Food Manufacturing/

industry

3%

Food services

6%

Farming

49%

Food manufacturing/

industry

25%

Food services

26%

Farming

21%

Food manufacturing/
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13%
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WHAT CAN BE DONE TO INCREASE RURAL YOUTH EMPLOYMENT? 
 
22. In regions where the youth comprise a large share of the workforce (as in Sub-Saharan Africa), 
employment trends in youth are similar to that of the overall working population.36 In this respect, overall 
enabling policies for employment generation of the general workforce in rural areas matters for youth 
employment. The spectrum of potential actions to deliver more and better jobs for youth in rural areas 
include: (i) increasing the demand for rural labor services, including general actions to invest in 
complementary infrastructure, raise agricultural productivity growth and climate resilience to raise demand 
for non-farm goods and services, promote high value agriculture and value addition while protecting healthy 
diets, improve the rural business climate and trade ((regulatory quality, barriers to entry, local fees/taxes) 
and trade (burdensome procedures, taxes), promote competition and private sector participation and 
investment, promote secondary towns as a source of higher local labor demand, and ensure mechanization 
policies don’t inadvertently crowd out labor-intensive activities, and (ii) investing in specific supply-side 
actions targeted to rural youth, including skills development and matching rural youth to jobs, facilitate 
access to land, improve access to affordable finance, promote MSME development, and support social 
protection and safety net programs, and social services (Table 5). 
 
Table 5: Spectrum of actions to deliver more and better jobs for youth in rural areas 

• Facilitate inclusion of rural youth in policy dialogue and program design 

General demand side actions  
 

• Invest in complementary infrastructure  
• Raise agricultural productivity growth to stimulate demand for non-farm goods and services  
• Promote high value agriculture and value addition  
• Improve the rural business climate and trade 
• Promote competition and private sector participation and investment  
• Promote secondary town 
• Role of mechanization 

 

Specific targeted supply side actions  
 

• Skills development and matching rural youth to jobs 
• Facilitate access to land  
• Improve access to affordable finance  
• Promote MSME development 
• Support social protection and safety net programs, and access to social services  

 

 
23. This section of the paper expands on each of the elements in table 5 focusing on: why these aspects 
are important for rural youth employment; examples of where these have been addressed, particularly 
through innovate solutions; and outlines associated public action areas. The section also builds on the 
“Good Practices on Farming and Smallholder Agriculture”37, the G20 Entrepreneurship Action Plan38, and 
the CFS Principles of Responsible Investment in Agriculture and Food Systems. 
 
24. As youth comprise a large share of the rural workforce, particularly in Sub-Saharan Africa, 
demand-side actions that help improve overall rural employment will also help improve youth employment. 
In this respect, the actions highlighted in this section can help stimulate overall rural employment, inclusive 
of youth employment. Within the action areas, more specific youth employments opportunities are also 
referenced. The supply-side section focuses more on action areas targeted more explicitly to youth. 
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Facilitate inclusion of rural youth in policy dialogue and program design 
 
25. Young people, in particular rural youth, are often excluded from policy-making processes. While 
there is wide recognition of the importance of youth participation in policy dialogue, particularly 
smallholders, a survey in 2012 by the United Nations Inter-Agency Network on Youth Development 
covering 186 countries found that young people have limited opportunities for effective participation in 
decision-making processes39. In particular, rural youth are generally excluded from the formulation of 
policies concerning them40. In many developing countries, young women and men may be perceived to 
have little capacity to shape their own destinies41, and it is even more challenging for women who face 
traditional norms excluding them from any decision making process and position42.  
 
26. Participation of a wider and more diverse audience of young women and men in the design and 
implementation of policies and programs is an important part of ensuring that their needs and 
aspirations are taken into account. Policies often fail to reflect the diversity of youth because 
formulation processes are not inclusive and not representative enough of the variety of interests and 
challenges they face43. Considerations need to be given to who represents youth, how they participate and 
in which processes they participate44. Giving young women and men a voice in policy dialogue and design 
of programs in rural areas can also add to the attraction of youth to stay in rural areas. The results of an 
online consultation undertaken by FAO’s Global Forum on Food Security and Nutrition in 2016 indicated 
that youth aged 15-17 deserve special attention and suggest that they need to be involved in policy-making. 
A potential avenue for involvement is through the organization of group discussions at the community level, 
allowing this age cohort to identify their problems and come forward with possible project-supported 
activities as solutions. The involvement of families and communities is particularly important when it 
comes to engaging with this age group45.  
 
27. Rural youth need skills, resources and space to actively participate, contribute and influence 
policy dialogue and program design, implementation, and monitoring and evaluation. Participation 
ranges from provision of information and consultation to shared decision-making or co-management46. A 
first step for youth is to acquire communication, advocacy and leadership skills in order to participate 
actively in policy dialogue. Strengthening youth advocacy groups, developing interactive trainings on 
public speaking, and using TV, radio broadcasts, and ICTs to access information and develop skills can 
help47. Establishing systematic consultation with youth on policies that concern them48, can give them space 
to review existing policies, evaluate alternatives and hold governments accountable. Depending on the 
context, special measures may need to be taken to facilitate young women’s participation such as to reduce 
women’s workloads, setting young women quotas in membership and leadership of organizations49. 
 
28. By organizing themselves in youth organizations or joining mixed organizations, cooperatives, 
and networks, rural youth can enhance their participation and have a stronger voice in policy processes. 
Organizations can play an important role to voice the concerns of rural youth. There are a small number of 
exclusively young farmers’ organizations, however they often lack financial and human resources, operate 
at the local level and have little bargaining power50. Cooperatives, rural workers organizations and labour 
market institutions can play an important role in raising the living and working conditions of rural farmers 
and workers, including youth. Becoming part of organizations, cooperatives or networks led by elder 
farmers can facilitate access to policy-making processes, although it could be challenging to ensure rural 
youth are heard within these organizations.There are some good examples, including the network of young 
producers and agricultural professionals of Togo, which was created as a youth college within a national 
producers’ organization. The youth college participated in drafting national policy on access to land for 
youth and women51. In the same manner, in Nepal, the All Peasants Federation integrated in 2007 a youth 
wing (the Youth Peasants Federation) and includes young leaders in policy-making processes52.  In 
Cambodia, the Farmer and Nature Net established a youth committee represented on its board53.  
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Action areas on facilitating rural youth participation in policy dialogue and program design. (i) Build 
individual and organizational skills and capacity of young women and men making use of ICTs and 
interactive tools54, and support their participation in decision making processes of producer organizations 
(as in Togo and Nepal); (ii) facilitate systematic engagement of rural youth in policy dialogue and program 
design;55 56 with particular attention to young women’s participation e.g. through quotas, women-only 
preparatory meetings, engaging men in building young women’s leadership acceptance57 and; (iii) support 
government efforts to design and implement national youth policies58, in consultation with rural youth (e.g. 
the National Rural Youth Employment Policy in Senegal 59, the Rural Youth Employment Strategy in 
Guatemala60, and the Magna Carta of Young Farmers in the Philippines61), including efforts to coordinate 
between ministries to ensure policy coherence; and (iv) encourage G20 members to engage rural youth in 
their policy processes making use of existing fora such as the Y20 Youth Summit and the Global Forum on 
Food Security and Nutrition, and to offer advice and technical assistance to partner countries through 
bilateral cooperation. 
 
 

General demand-side actions 
 
Invest in complementary infrastructure 
 
29. The current lack of infrastructure in rural areas constrains farm and rural non-farm 
employment growth. Rural roads and communications infrastructure helps to better link consumer demand 
with rural producers, electrification can help facilitate rural based food processing and value addition, on-
farm storage and warehousing infrastructure can help smoothen seasonality in producer prices and food 
consumption, cold storage can reduce the perishability of higher value crops for market, while port 
infrastructure can facilitate exports. Each can help support jobs, including for youth, in farm and non-farm 
activities. For example in Vietnam, road rehabilitation increased the variety of goods that households sold 
to market—primarily fruits, vegetables, and meat—and encouraged greater participation in trade and 
services. In Georgia, the construction and rehabilitation of roads increased the opportunities for off-farm 
and female employment.62 Given the significant scope of infrastructure needs, prioritization should consider 
the jobs impacts. For example earlier work in Tanzania simulated the rural enterprise employment effects 
for various types of rural infrastructure.63 
 
30. Types of rural infrastructure benefit women and men in different ways. Due to the time burden 
linked to the tasks traditionally assigned to women and girls, such as collecting water and fuelwood, 
infrastructure and services related to access to water and energy are particularly important to increase time 
savings, which in turn can increase women’s productivity and economic opportunities. In a similar way, 
women can potentially benefit more from ICT services than men. Understanding these differences and 
engaging women, men, and youth in the design of rural infrastructure programs could improve their 
effectiveness. Examples include the forum organized in Malawi to help address gender imbalances in rural 
travel and transportation64, and the Peru Rural Roads Program that included women in design and 
implementation. 
 
31. Quality infrastructure investment is needed to promote sustainable growth in rural areas. 
Maximizing the impacts of infrastructure investment, requires consideration to quality. Promoting quality 
infrastructure investment means: ensuring economic efficiency in view of its life-cycle cost, safety, 
resilience against natural disaster; and capacity building and transfer of expertise and know-how on 
mutually agreed terms and conditions, while addressing social and environmental impacts and aligning with 
economic and development strategies. 
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32. The construction, upgrading and maintenance of rural infrastructure through public works 
programs can provide temporary jobs for youths. An example is the Rehabilitation and Community-Based 
Poverty Reduction Project in Sierra Leone that employed young people to rehabilitate rural infrastructure 
to improve production conditions, access to markets, and living conditions65.  

 
33. Renewable energy in rural areas is offering job opportunities that can be attractive for rural 
youth. Increasingly, the supply of alternative and affordable rural energy e.g. solar and biogas, can help 
spur rural enterprises that are constrained by lack of electrification, diversify rural activities, and increase 
value addition. It can also help foster businesses in the supply these alternative energy systems, including 
their manufacture, sales, installation, operations, maintenance and training. Together, these can be potential 
sources of jobs in all regions, especially in SSA as a large portion of the population does not have access 
to electricity. Improving incentives can increase investments in renewable energy. Some projects in Rwanda 
and Tanzania specifically target young people and build their skills to become solar energy dealers, selling 
solar lamp kits within their communities66. Similar initiatives in Kenya and Uganda are providing women 
with training and support to create solar micro-businesses67. In Bangladesh, solar home systems (SHS) and 
entrepreneur skills training activities implemented between 2008 and 2010 trained young women and men 
in the installation and maintenance of SHS68  

 

34. Increasing rural connectivity through ICTs offers better opportunities to young people in 
farming, agri-businesses, and service-related enterprises. The rapid expansion of mobile phones in rural 
areas has allowed farmers to increase their access to knowledge and market information and has facilitated 
linkages with suppliers and buyers. More recently, research is showing that an increasing number of more 
educated young agro-entrepreneurs are bringing innovative solutions, in particular, through mobiles phones 
and social media, to support agriculture and respond to farmers’ needs69. These innovations can contribute 
to provide young people with a different perception of the types of rural job opportunities in agriculture and 
the broader food system. 
 
35. Building up the internet infrastructure can bring benefits to rural youth. Today, more people 
have access to a mobile phone than to secondary schooling, clean water, or sanitation70. However, while 
mobile phone penetration is converging globally, a rural-urban digital divide persists and internet access 
remains low in SSA and South Asia71, where the youth share of the population is highest. Since rural youth 
are more likely than adults to own mobile phones as well as adopt financial, training and extension services 
which utilize digital platforms, the rapid scalability of these services requires the building up of internet 
infrastructure in the rural areas of many countries. Connecting everyone to the internet—one of the 
Sustainable Development Goals—requires policymakers to tailor market competition, public-private 
partnerships, and effective regulation of the internet and telecom sector, to each country’s context. Ensuring 
widespread digital literacy in rural areas is also critical to ensure broad based benefits of rural connectivity.  

 
Action areas on investing in complementary infrastructure: (i) Promote quality infrastructure investment; 
(ii) increasingly include a jobs lens in prioritizing rural infrastructure investments72; (iii) integrate youth 
and women into the decision making processes for local prioritization, planning and design of rural 
infrastructure investments (e.g. as in the Malawi Forum and the Peru Rural Infrastructure Program); (iv) 
integrate youths into public works programs that develop rural infrastructure which can offer temporary 
gender-informed employment opportunities (as in the Rehabilitation and Community-Based Poverty 
Reduction Project in Sierra Leone, and the Peru Rural Roads Project), skills development and support to 
microenterprises; (v) support the expansion of alternative energy (e.g. solar and biogas) in areas with no 
electricity connectivity (as in Rwanda, Kenya, and Uganda); (vi) encourage entrepreneurship in ICT related 
activities (including considerations for start-up, or roll-out grants); and (vii) invest in infrastructures that 
can reduce women’s burden and time constraints e.g. piping water, so they can engage in learning and 
productive activities. 
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Raise agricultural productivity growth to raise demand for non-farm goods and services 
 
36. The fortunes of much rural economic activity depends on the performance of agriculture. 
Improved agricultural performance helps raise farm incomes and boosts the demand for non-farm goods 
and services. This increases the prospects for output growth and employment generation in the associated 
rural enterprises providing these goods and services.  These effects can be large. For example, in Ethiopia 
each $1 of output generated in agriculture, stimulates a further $1.23 in economic activity in other parts of 
the economy. Forty percent of this comes from higher demand for inputs in agriculture, and the use of 
agricultural outputs in other industries such as food processing; and 60 percent is from increased demand 
for goods and services resulting from higher agricultural incomes and the associated spending effects73. In 
Bangladesh a 10 percent increase in farm incomes generated a 6 percent increase in non-farm incomes 
through strong forward and backward linkages.74 Even gains in staple crop productivity can have large 
impacts, as evidenced by their poverty reducing effects in Ethiopia, Rwanda, and Cambodia.  
 
37. A more sustainable agriculture will be needed. Droughts, floods and rising temperatures are 
already cutting crop yields, threatening food, fish and meat supply and pushing people deeper into poverty.75 
Climate change and the effects of climate shocks are dampening the prospects for future productivity 
growth. Without adaptation, many developing countries; regions and areas in Asia, Africa and Latin 
America and the Caribbean will suffer particularly severe yield declines by 2030 in important food growing 
areas—such as wheat in South Asia, rice in Southeast Asia, and maize in southern Africa.76 Raising 
productivity, enhancing resilience, and reducing GHG emissions are all needed. In Vietnam, adoption of 
alternative wetting and drying in rice production has raised yields, lowered input costs and water use, and 
reduced methane missions. In Uruguay, close to 3 million hectares of land is now under sustainable land 
management practices that are also reducing GHG emissions.  
 
38. Land and water resources will need to be managed more sustainably. About 30 percent of the 
world’s soils are degraded77, and the annual cost of land degradation is estimated at $230 billion per year78, 
inclusive of the loss of eco-system services. There is also projected to be a global shortfall of fresh water 
availability of about 40 percent by 203079 with agriculture accounting for about 70 percent of current global 
freshwater withdrawals. Land and water resource will need to be managed more sustainably to ensure 
continued agricultural productivity growth.   
 
39. Agricultural productivity growth and the associated density of rural non-farm activities differs 
across regions. Historically agricultural productivity growth has been significantly higher in Asia than 
Africa, and correspondingly so has the resulting opportunities for non-farm activities as reflected in the 
higher share of rural non-farm activities in household incomes in Asia (table 4). Agricultural productivity 
growth, as reflected by cereals yields, in SSA has recently improved. In the 1990s SSA annual cereal yield 
growth was 0.9 percent, which more than doubled to 2.2 percent per year from 2000 to 2014. Agricultural 
GDP growth is SSA was the highest of all regions over this period, which provides optimism for rural 
enterprise development in this region.   
 
40. On a per-hours-worked basis, agricultural labor productivity is similar to other sectors, but 
seasonality can lead to underemployment in agriculture. The premise of economy wide productivity gains 
from structural transformation is based on the reallocation of labor from low productivity and low wage 
sectors to higher productivity and higher wage sectors. Agriculture is often viewed as an intrinsically low 
productivity–low wage sector, while manufacturing and services are viewed as higher productivity-higher 
wage sectors, and that a movement of people out of agriculture into manufacturing and services can raise 
overall productivity and incomes. Indeed, historical patterns of structural transformation have reflected this 
inter-sectoral labor shift. However, recent survey evidence suggest that on a per-hours-worked basis, rather 
than simply using national account data on number of people employed in agriculture, and adjusting for 
difference in human capital, agricultural labor productivity is not intrinsically lower than other sectors―in 
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fact, it is similar.80 The difference in annual and per-hours-worked productivity estimates suggests 
underemployment in agriculture, likely due to seasonality i.e. people primarily employed in agriculture 
work less hours on an annual basis than those primarily engaged in non-agricultural activities. Reducing 
seasonality effects in agriculture through irrigation use, and diversification of farming activities could help 
reduce underemployment and raise annual productivity.  
 
41. Irrigation investments and diversification can reduce seasonality effects and underemployment. 
Irrigation investments can increase the number of crops grown in a year (such as an early or late crop). In 
environments with favorable temperature, water availability, and product demand, shifting to multiple crops 
a year with differing temporal labor demands can reduce ‘underemployment’ throughout the year. This is 
not only relevant for tropical climates, but also temperate environments.81 There is potential to expand 
irrigated areas in Sub-Saharan Africa fourfold.  Farm diversification into products with labor demand at 
different times of the year, or more constant labor demands throughout the year can help reduce 
underemployment and raise overall productivity. Examples include diversification into livestock products 
such as poultry for egg production or livestock for milk production, which are less seasonal than crops. 
Diversification potential depends on market demand. There is already significant diversification into rural 
non-farm activities in developing countries (table 4).  
 
42. Many other factors contribute to raising agricultural productivity growth including increasing 
the development and adoption of improved crop and livestock technology and access to inputs; improving 
animal health; reducing gender inequality; improving water management and its sustainable use; 
strengthening land governance; reducing land degradation; strengthening farmer skills and knowledge; and 
improving links to markets. An example is rice and cassava in West Africa, where drivers of productivity 
gains include investment in agricultural research, adoption of new technologies and practices by farmers, 
sustainable intensification approaches, improved processing, and institutional innovations such a multi 
stakeholders’ platforms, and farmer-to-farmer extension82 83. 

 
43. Investments in agricultural research have proven to yield high returns. Across all regions 
investments in agricultural research have demonstrated high pay-offs. Continued and scaled-up investment 
in agricultural research will be needed to ensure sustained yield gains in the face of climate change. SSA, 
where needs are highest only accounts for 5 percent of global public spending on agricultural research and 
development.   
 
44. Institutional and farmer-led innovations can improve scale economies. Producer organizations 
can play an important role in accessing improved inputs and information, and reducing costs through 
economies of scale. Some cooperatives in Benin have been successful in facilitating young farmers’ access 
to machinery for farming and primary transformation. Productive alliance programs in Latin America have 
been successfully linking farmer groups with markets. 
 
Action areas on raising agricultural productivity: (i) continue to implement the recommendations of the 
2012 interagency report prepared for the G20 on Sustainable Agricultural Productivity Growth and 
Bridging the Gap for Small-Family Farms; (ii) scale-up climate smart-agriculture, (iii) sustainable 
management of land and water resources;  (iv) promote irrigation investments, particularly in areas where 
its subsequently possible to produce two crops per year; (v) facilitate farm diversification into products that 
have different inter-temporal labor demand profiles; (vi) accelerate adaptation to climate change, including 
significant investments in agricultural research and technology adoption pathways, and skills development 
for youth to engage in green jobs; and (vii) ensure that young women and men have equal access to 
productive resources and services to boost productivity84 e.g. by working with governments to reflect 
gender equality in laws and regulations, educating community leaders, promoting gender-inclusive research 
and extension services.  
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Promote high value agriculture and value addition 
 
45. While staple crops continue to account for the largest share of consumption in developing 
countries, diets tend to shift to higher value and processed products as per capita incomes increase. The 
continued predominance of staple crops in consumption patterns across low-income countries, and its 
dominance in the crop production structure in smallholder agriculture has made its contributions to poverty 
reduction significant.85 86 While staple crops will continue to be important, as incomes increase diets tend 
to shift to higher value and processed products. Corresponding production diversification from cereals to 
vegetables, horticulture, livestock, fisheries, together with a deepening of value chains with more food 
distribution, processing, value addition, and food preparation and services will enable newer employment 
opportunities for youth. 
 
46. The labor use per hectare of higher value crops in larger scale farm production is multiple times 
that of staple foods, implying potential employment generation for rural youth. Opportunities in high 
value agricultural production are often taken by larger scale producers, some of whom rely on local 
agricultural farm workers or outgrowers. Research shows that for larger scale producers, staple foods such 
as grains, soybeans, and sorghum, employ in the range of 10 to 50 people per 1000 hectares, while 
horticulture crops such as apples and oranges employ in the range of 300 to 500 people per 1000 hectares, 
and greenhouse tomatoes employ over 2000 people per 1000 hectares.87 These are dramatic differences in 
labor intensity with horticulture crops having over 10 to 100 times higher labor use per hectare than staple 
foods (table 6).  In countries where labor is relatively abundant, and where land and capital resources allow, 
larger scale producers in those more labor demanding crops can play an important role in the generation of 
rural youth employment, via direct employment or outgrower arrangements. 
 

Table 6: Labor intensity of horticulture crops on larger scale farms is multiple time higher than staple 
foods 

Crops Full-time employees for 1,000 hectares 

Staple foods Grains 10-20 
Soybeans ~20 
Sorghum ~50 

Horticulture Apples ~500 
Oranges ~800 
Tomatoes 2000+ 

Note: These labor intensity parameters refer to large-scale farms. It is still a useful reference on an employment standpoint as large-
scale investors venturing into those labor-intensive crops, are an important source of employment for rural youth. 
Source: Fine and others (2012) 
 

47. As per capita incomes rise, demand for higher value products, including horticulture, livestock, 
fisheries, and processed foods, relative to staple foods is projected to increase thereby providing 
significant job opportunities for rural youth in production, distribution, processing and services. As per 
capita incomes increase there is a general shift in food consumption patterns away from staple grains to 
include a greater share of higher value products (meat, fish, dairy, fruits, vegetables, and fats) and processed 
foods88. Five-year projections for Eastern and Southern African countries show an increase in the demand 
of horticultural products89. Meat, poultry, and dairy products are also expected to grow between 3.5 percent 
and 5 percent per year.90 Food demand in other regions is also projected to shift from staple grains to higher 
value products.91 Shifting to higher value crops in response to their increasing demand creates job 
opportunities in rural areas and intermediary towns―in farming and in related food manufacturing and 
services. Projections show the percentage of people employed in downstream stages of African food 
systems (retailing, processing, and food preparation away from home) will rise from 8 percent of total 
employment in 2010 to over 12 percent or more by 2025.92 Analysis in Vietnam shows higher gross margins 
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and benefit-cost ratios for horticulture and floriculture than rice production, and value added in primary 
processing to be twice as high for fruits and vegetables than rice.93 
 

48. Governments do not invest enough in improving access to markets, education and technology 
needed to strengthen production, processing and marketing patterns to meet new emerging market 
demands in non-grain agricultural sub-sectors. Domestic price policy and public spending is often biased 
to the production of staple grains.94 While grain crops continue to play an important role in food security 
and poverty reduction, markets for non-staple crops are often poorly developed having received little 
investment in transport systems, cold storage, and information systems that allow for better functioning of 
markets for perishable products such as fruits and vegetables, and livestock products.95 The lack of such 
efforts makes it difficult to ensure sustaining a growth pattern grounded on a diversified economy. 
 
Action areas on high value agriculture and value addition: (i) Align farmer incentives to respond to 
changing market demands that includes: (a) removing price policies that are biased against production of 
high-value non-cereal crops. Such policies provide a disincentive for farmers to produce non-cereal crops 
and thereby can hamper rural job growth in agriculture; and (b) remove or reduce restrictions on land use 
tied to specific staple crops, opening the possibility for greater crop diversification towards higher value 
crops that expand rural youth employment prospects, while protecting healthy diets; (ii) promote 
infrastructure and investments in technologies that respond to the needs of high value crops e.g. higher yield 
varieties, cold storage for horticultural products, and upgrading of agricultural marketing information 
systems (e.g. Specialty Fruits in the Mekong Delta, Vietnam96); and (iii) adopt market based approaches to 
integrate smallholders in value chains e.g. out-grower schemes or other forms of vertical coordination 
capable of addressing market failures and generating relatively better quality jobs that are  profitable for 
rural young women and men. 
 
 
Improve the rural investment climate and trade 

 
49. The investment climate affects job creation.  Nine out of 10 jobs are created by the private sector, 
and a vibrant private sector creates more jobs.97 Evidence shows that the investment climate impacts private 
enterprises and associated job creation.98 In this context, a predictable and business-friendly investment 
climate is a key component of a policy framework to create rural jobs, inclusive of employment for rural 
youth.  
 
50. Macroeconomic conditions, political stability, and peace matter. At a general level, 
macroeconomic stability and peace are important conditions for private enterprise development. In Sub-
Saharan Africa, agricultural growth increased as macroeconomic conditions (fiscal, monetary, and 
exchange rates) improved in the 1990s99. Reductions in both high direct taxation of agriculture and indirect 
taxation through overvalued exchange rates improved farmer incentives to produce and invest.100 Political 
changes and instability can disrupt local enterprises, as they did for about 90 percent of firms in Nepal.101 
Conflict reduces human mobility, curbs access to agricultural inputs and market, increases theft of assets, 
and increases prices.102 In Mozambique, in the decade following the civil war, per capital incomes increased 
70 percent, compared with 4 percent in the previous decade, and agricultural value added increased 60 
percent.103  
  
51. Policies that facilitate agricultural trade can stimulate rural job creation. Increased cash inflows 
to local areas stimulates demand for local goods and services and spurs rural enterprise development and 
jobs in the rural economy. Agricultural trade to cities, neighboring countries, and overseas can provide 
these cash inflows. While infrastructure investments can help link agricultural producers to markets, 
policies also impact the incentive to trade, such as local taxes on tradable products, payments to pass 
roadblocks, and burdensome procedures for cross-border trade. The result is a lower share of the consumer 
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price received by farmers leading to a lower share of cash inflows into rural areas to stimulate local 
economic activity.         
 
52. There remains significant scope to improve the regulatory quality of agribusinesses. Burdensome 
regulations that don’t effectively address market failures and protect safety, health and the environment, 
raise costs and reduce competitiveness of agribusinesses. The Enabling Business of Agriculture (EBA) 
report cites that improving the regulatory environment has improved supply and lowered prices in the seed 
and mechanization markets in Bangladesh and Turkey104, in the fertilizer sector in Bangladesh105, Kenya106, 
and Ethiopia107, and in the maize industry in Eastern and Southern Africa108. The EBA assessments shows 
a wide range of regulatory quality across 40 countries, and 6 areas (seeds, fertilizer, machinery, finance, 
markets, and transport), suggesting scope for further gains.109 Regulatory quality is relatively high in OECD 
high-income countries, followed by Latin America & Caribbean and Europe & Central Asia. East Asia and 
the Pacific, South Asia, and Sub-Saharan Africa show levels of regulatory quality lower than or equal to 
the global average across measured areas indicating greater scope for improvements in these regions. 
 
53. Reducing barriers to entry, improving the operating environment, improving the efficiency of 
business exit, and ensuring consistent application of regulations can, in general, help increase formal 
sector enterprise development and jobs. Much attention has been given to improving the investment 
climate for formal enterprises, most of which are micro, small and medium scale enterprises. Investment 
climate reforms have included reducing barriers to entry (e.g. business and tax registration, permits, 
licenses), improving the operating environment of formal enterprises (e.g. promoting an accountable, 
transparent, and predictable regulatory regime), and making the business exit process more efficient and 
less costly. There is evidence of positive impacts of some of these actions, although with significant 
methodological challenges for evaluations. In Mexico, making business registration easier for firms 
increased the number of registered business by 5 percent and employment by 2.2 percent.110 These types of 
reforms have generally done more to spur the emergence of new enterprises in developing countries than 
they have done to induce informal enterprises to become formal enterprises.111 The investment climate 
challenge is that most enterprises in developing countries are informal. 
 
54. As the informal sector provides the most jobs, the investment climate for these enterprises should 
be given high consideration: About 60 percent of the developing country labor force is informal, up to 80 
percent in low income countries.112 Most new jobs, particularly in Sub-Saharan Africa, are created in the 
informal economy.113 While some of these informal enterprise may become formal in the near term, most 
will not. Earlier work showed that the bulk of informal rural enterprise are small, with only one or a few 
workers using largely unpaid family workers; most buy and sell locally, but those that trade outside the 
locality have higher productivity; and higher entrepreneurial experience was associated with better 
enterprise performance.114 Enterprise density and size tend to increase as per capita incomes rise. Informal 
entrepreneurs are often self-taught and may lack business skills, and linkages to other firms (formal and 
informal) are limited. Nevertheless there is wide heterogeneity among the informal sector.115 Other 
perceived constraints include lack of access to finance; access, cost and reliability of water and electricity; 
and road quality and access – issues addressed in other sections of the paper. In the context of local policies 
– local fees, licenses, and taxes can be burdensome and undermine local enterprise development. 
 
55. Local fees, licenses, and taxes can be a significant disincentive for local enterprise development 
and trade. Administrative decentralization brings greater responsibility to local governments to deliver 
local services. Fiscal decentralization shifts responsibility of raising revenues to pay for these services to 
local governments. Where there is a large gap in budget needs for local service delivery and budget transfers 
from national government, fiscal decentralization has often resulted in a burdensome array of local taxes. 
For example, earlier evidence in Uganda shows a complex mix of local taxes faced in rural areas, where in 
effect, all monetized activity was taxed. This created a disincentive for local enterprises to participate in 
markets and to invest.116 A similar array of local government taxation had emerged in Tanzania, where 
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subsequent reform efforts focused on removing the flat rate development levy, ‘nuisance taxes’ and 
business license fees for enterprises below a certain size. These reforms were broadly progressive in that 
poorer and smaller business owners paid lower taxes.117 
 
Action areas on improving the rural business climate and trade: (i) work to ensure political and 
macroeconomic stability and reduced conflict; (ii) promote local, cross-border and international trade 
(reduce local taxes, including payments at road blocks; reduce burdensome procedures for cross-border 
trade), in compliance with WTO rules; (iii) shift the regulatory quality of agribusiness towards best practice 
(greatest scope for gains in SSA, SA, and EAP); (iv) reduce entry barriers to the formalization of local 
enterprises; (v) recognize the significant scale of the informal sector and work to improve connectivity with 
markets, improve access the services, and strengthen skills; and (vi) ensure a matching of budget needs for 
administrative decentralization with adequate national budget transfers and fiscal decentralization policies 
that don’t lead to a local taxation system that undermines incentives of rural enterprise to invest and 
participate in markets. 

Promote competition and private sector participation and investment  
 
56. Increasing competition and private sector participation can help create jobs. Competition can 
open new job opportunities and help shift labor to more productive employment, which in turn can increase 
wages.118 Economy-wide evidence shows that competition laws enhance overall economic growth, an effect 
that seems particularly pronounced in low income countries, induced through higher levels of investment 
(and lower levels of perceived corruption).119 In agricultural markets there is a long history of efforts to get 
the right level and mix of public sector support to spur private sector investment along agricultural value 
chains, and to reach poor smallholder producers. 
 
57. Reducing high transaction costs and risks in agricultural markets can help facilitate private 
investment: The spatial dispersion of producers and consumers, lags between input application and harvest, 
sensitivity to weather extremes, variable perishability and storability of agricultural products, and political 
sensitivity of basic food staples makes agricultural markets prone to high transaction costs, significant risks, 
and frequent government intervention.120 Infrastructure investment, including ICT, can better link producers 
and consumers; producer organizations can help aggregate input demand and product supply; drought and 
flood tolerant crops and weather index insurance can reduce sensitivity to weather extremes; investment in 
post-harvest infrastructure can improve storability; and more predictable government policies can reduce 
political risks. 
 
58. Government intervention has often extended beyond providing public goods and services 
necessary to underpin and facilitate private transactions, to direct participation in agricultural input and 
output markets. In early efforts to ensure food security, government entities―primarily marketing boards, 
at times controlled every stage of the marketing chain including input and credit provision, pricing, 
processing, and internal and external trade, with little scope for private sector participation. As these 
operations expanded they often became fiscally unsustainable, which together with management concerns 
and perverse private sector incentives led to reductions in government intervention in these markets. Given 
the extent of private underinvestment in transport and storage, inadequate commercial skills training, and 
limited access to finance, the private sector was often slow to fill the void following withdrawal of 
marketing boards.121 And where the private sector did enter markets, they often did not reach poor 
smallholder farmers. In addition, co-ordination efforts for market development were largely absent.122 
There has been a recent re-emergence of government interventions in agricultural input markets to spur 
agricultural productivity and improve food security, with recent expansion in Sub-Saharan Africa.123 
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59. Design of government programs should consider opportunities for private sector inclusion and 
service provision. Government input programs are increasingly promoting private sector development with 
varying forms of private sector engagement as part of ‘market-smart’ subsidy programs.124 In the Malawi 
government program, there has been some participation by private agents in input procurement to develop 
mutual trust between government and the private sector, but with the bulk of input distribution and retailing 
being done by parastatal agencies.125 In the Zambia and Ghana programs, input delivery was limited to a 
few large contracted input suppliers that reduced competition.126 127 In Tanzania and Nigeria, there was 
broader participation of the private sector.128 A challenge with targeting some of these programs is that 
often wealthier farmers tend to benefit, and as they would likely have purchased inputs in the absence of 
government support, these programs tend to displace some commercial input purchase.129 The less 
developed the private sector, the less the displacement effect.130 E-vouchers help improve targeting, reduce 
costs, and create end user demand for private provision of inputs. For example the Nigerian and Rwandan 
governments have partnered with mobile operators to digitize voucher distribution of subsidized seeds and 
fertilizers in remote areas, as part of their large-scale e-wallet initiatives. Nigeria’s program has reduced 
corruption and reached twice as many farmers―including 2.5 million women farmers―as the previous 
distribution system at one-sixth of the cost131. In addition to input programs, there have also been efforts to 
include private sector provision in agricultural advisory and extension programs.132 
 
Action areas on promoting competition and private sector participation and investments: Due 
consideration should be given to the impact of government programs on private sector development, 
competition, and jobs. More specifically, consideration should be given to trade-offs and the balance needed 
between investments in public goods and services to reduce transaction cost and risks as a way of crowding 
in the private sector into agricultural value chains; and direct government participation in these markets 
based on concerns about the absence of private sector activity. ‘Market-smart’ program design, and use of 
e-voucher programs can help improve targeting of input programs, reduce costs, and promote private sector 
development.  
 
 
Promote secondary towns 
 
60. In developing regions, growing numbers of people are living in, or have connections with, 
intermediary/secondary towns, which act as a key interface between rural and urban areas and helps 
foster diversification of rural economies. While in some countries the process of structural transformation 
is mostly accompanied by rapid agglomeration in large cities, in others, particularly in developing regions, 
it is characterized by diversification out of agriculture into the rural non-farm economy and secondary 
towns133 and in more recent years in several countries in Latin America and Sub-Saharan Africa. 
Intermediate or secondary towns play an important role as: (i) centers of demand for agricultural produce, 
and for production and distribution of goods and services to rural areas; (ii) centers for growth and 
consolidation of rural non-farm activities; and (iii) point of attraction for rural migrants and an important 
source of employment for rural people, including youth, that can combine farm and non-farm activities 
within and across locations.134 
 
61. Rural towns are an effective generator of non-farm employment for the poor, including young 
men and women. While those who migrate to the city tend to earn more on average than those who move 
to nearby villages or secondary towns, only a few poor manage to do so. Many more find readily available 
off-farm activities that are compatible with their skills set in nearby small towns. As a result, rural towns 
are an effective generator of non-farm employment for the poor, including youth. In Tanzania, for example, 
the probability of the poor being employed is higher in secondary towns than in mega cities – in 2008, 
unemployment rates ranged from a 31 percent in the capita (Dar-Es-Salaam), to 16 percent in other urban 
centers and only 7 percent in rural towns.135,136  
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62. Evidence shows that movements out of agriculture to the rural non-farm economy in secondary 
towns are more poverty and inequality reducing than exits out of agriculture into the mega cities. An 
analysis of 51 countries, covering all regions, shows that controlling for the rate of economic growth, 
diversification into rural non-farm employment and secondary towns is associated with significant poverty 
reduction, while agglomeration in mega cities is not.137 Also, countries that based their development on 
more labor-intensive small and medium enterprises located in rural and peri-urban areas experienced more 
inclusive outcomes (less inequality) than those adopting more capital intensive and urban-based 
development.138  

 
63. Secondary towns can help connect segments of agricultural value chains which can bring local 
employment benefits. Secondary towns can strengthen connections between different segments of 
agricultural value chains―production, storage, processing and packaging, transport, and marketing. 
Locating some of these segments in secondary towns can provide significant employment opportunities for 
rural people, including youth. Value chain approaches that prioritize strategic and complementary inclusive 
investments through better access to technology, resources, and finance, for rural young women and men 
can help integrate them into value chains.139 
 
64. Territorial approaches can help address more specific geographic constraints and strengthen 
links between surrounding rural areas and secondary towns. There are many spatial differences in 
resources and economic circumstances (challenges and opportunities) across small towns, urban and rural 
areas in individual countries. Territorial approaches that account for these spatial differences, connectivity 
gaps, and potential linkages can help design geographically targeted interventions to increase rural youth 
employment140. This includes careful planning that accounts for local competitive advantages, inter-sectoral 
and spatial linkages, and strengthening of local institutions.141 
 
Action areas on promoting secondary towns: (i) create an environment attractive for firms to locate in 
secondary towns, inclusive of policy incentive considerations and provision of necessary infrastructure 
(access roads, energy, and communication); (ii) create conditions that also make secondary towns attractive 
to young men and women to live and work, including education, health and recreation; (iii) consider 
territorial approaches to development to strengthen rural-urban linkages and maximize the use of secondary 
towns as key conduits to connect rural and urban business activities, focusing on jobs intensive activities 
in agricultural value chains, and in other processing, trade and services sectors142 143, and (iv) identify 
patterns of labor movements and remittance flows between rural areas, intermediary towns and urban 
centers to best influence the set of opportunities for young people integrated in a multi-local household 
livelihood system. 
 

Role of mechanization 
 
65. Low levels of mechanization often create negative perceptions among youth for a career in the 
agri-food system: Youth often understand agriculture to be the traditional forms of hand-hoe farming that 
their parents and grandparents undertook.144 They often express reluctance to pursue a career in agriculture 
given concerns about the associated ability to earn a decent living. In contrast, mechanization is often 
correlated with positive youth perceptions about a career in agriculture145, and can significantly increase 
labor productivity and incomes. There has been ongoing debate about the merits of agricultural 
mechanization, recognizing that it could improve the attractiveness of youth to jobs in the food system, but 
raises concerns that higher levels of mechanization could displace jobs and lead to a lower overall net effect 
on youth employment. This section addresses these issue. 
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66. Machinery use in the food system varies significantly across countries and regions, and extends 
beyond just tractors: In Africa, even with a relative abundance of land, over 60 percent of farm power is 
human power, about 25 percent animal power, and about 10 percent is from machinery power146. This level 
of farm mechanization has not changed much over the last four decades. In contrast, the number of farm 
tractors in Asia has increased multiple times over the same time period. In addition, use of power tillers has 
expanded rapidly in East and South East Asia, particularly for wetland rice production systems. While 
tractors bring the ability to power other machinery such as ploughs, planters, and reapers; stand-alone 
machine use such as pumps, threshers, grinders, and mills have also expanded. Analysis across six African 
countries (Ethiopia, Malawi, Niger, Nigeria, Tanzania, and Uganda) indicate that only about 2 percent of 
households own or rent tractors, while 32 percent own and 12 percent rent other mechanized farm 
equipment.147 In contrast, in Bangladesh the vast majority of household use some form of mechanization, 
with the dominant implement being power tillers.148    
 
67. Differences in mechanization across countries can be largely explained by differences in the 
returns to mechanization and the relative price of machinery and labor. Earlier literature suggests a 
particular evolution of farming systems and an associated sequence of power use linked to population 
density and market access. Areas with low population density and no market access, resulting in low-yield 
subsistence farming systems, rely on human power. Improved market access and higher population density 
lead to growing demand for agricultural products and increasing returns to animal power and machinery 
use that induces an increase in their use. Efforts to bring tractors into low-yield subsistence production 
systems, where they are not cost effective, have consistently failed149. Relative prices of machinery and 
labor also matter. In labor-scarce environments (with a high cost of labor), there is substitution towards 
labor-saving technology (such as machinery), while in land-scare environments there is substitution towards 
land-saving technology (such as biological or ‘yield’ enhancing technology). Indeed, there is significant 
past150 and recent151 evidence that substitution between machinery and labor is in part driven by their 
relative prices. As real wages rise as part of overall economic development and structural transformation, 
machinery use in agriculture tends to increase.  
 
68. Policy biases to mechanization can prematurely reduce agricultural employment: Policies that 
significantly lower the price of machinery relative to labor can artificially displace labor. A significant 
example of this is South Africa pre-1980 where Pass Laws restricting labor mobility, subsidized farm credit 
(with negative real interest rates), tax concessions for machinery ownership, and appreciation of the 
exchange rate led to a significant decline in machinery prices relative to labor with a corresponding 
displacement of labor for machines. Removal of these favorable credit and tax policies, together with a 
devaluation of the Rand in the 1980s, made labor cheap relative to capital, and led to dramatic reversal with 
substitution away from the more expensive capital to higher labor use.152  
 
69. Some mechanization does not reduce labor use: Irrigation infrastructure, facilitated by 
mechanized pumps, often allows two or more crops to be grown on the same plot of land per year. The first 
crop is often harvested during the rainy season, where mechanical threshing can help reduce spoilage by 
getting this task completed shortly after harvest. Power-tillers help prepare land for the second season 
crops.153 In these situation, mechanization does not necessarily reduce farm labor use per hectare, and may 
even increase its use. In addition, the vast majority of farmers are smallholders and predominantly use 
family, rather than hired, labor. Labor displacement would be larger issue if the majority of farm workers 
were hired wage workers. 
  
70. While demand constraints to mechanization remain important, there are rising supply side 
constraints in some contexts: Growing demand for agricultural products, together with rising real wages 
lead to higher demand for mechanization. Higher demand does not always lead to adequate supply response, 
particularly for smallholder farmers. For example in Ghana, expressed demand for tractor services for land 
preparation is relatively high with a supply side challenge to meet this demand154. Assessments of supply 
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side constraints should consider the full supply chain from machinery importers, manufacturers, providers 
of machinery hire services to farmers, and services provided for machinery maintenance and parts.  
 
71. Sustainable supply side approaches to mechanization. Early public sector-led efforts at addressing 
supply side constraints largely failed.155 They were often introduced in contexts were mechanization was 
not cost-effective, and service charges in these programs were set to only cover operating costs undercutting 
private providers and resulting in weak capacity in the supply chain. In Bangladesh removal of import 
restriction on small-scale power tillers, and opening imports by the private sector significantly reduced the 
cost of imported machinery. A vibrant machinery hire market has developed with the bulk of machinery 
use being through this mechanism. Most farmers in Bangladesh, even with very small plots of land now 
use some form of mechanization. In India most tractor hire services are provided by medium to larger scale 
farmers which was key to expanding mechanization. In China, there has been an emergence of non-farmer 
entrepreneurs who provide professional machinery services to farmers for harvesting. China’s vast farm-
land across agro-ecological zones results in the same crop needing to be harvested at different times of the 
year and allows mobile service providers to operate for about 8 months of the year.156 In Nigeria, ICT is 
being use to better match supply of tractor services by tractor owners with demand from farmers who need 
to hire tractor services, in a similar way Uber does for taxi services. This is being expanded to other 
countries in Africa.  
 
72. Youth considerations. Mechanization will affect all rural workers, including rural youth. In land 
abundant countries with growing and accessible markets, improving youth access to land coupled with 
functioning machinery hire markets can allow youth to farm larger land areas. In land constrained areas, 
access to mechanization (such as water pumps) can help increase the number of crops produced per year. 
Coupling this with mechanized threshers and planters can ensure the needed timeliness of these operations 
in the shift to multi-crop per year production systems without a net reduction in labor use per hectare. Youth 
training, and finance can help them participate as providers of machinery hire services through innovative 
programs such as ‘Hello Tractor’ in Africa.      

 
Action areas on mechanization : (i) Open trade to different types of machinery imports (as in Bangladesh); 
(ii) crowd in (rather than crowd out) private sector provision of mechanized services; (iii) don’t promote 
machinery in environments with no/limited access to markets and low returns to machinery use; (iv) avoid 
policies that artificially make machinery cheap relative to labor (such as credit/tax policies, and labor 
movement restrictions); (v) ensure the types of machinery provided are demand, not supply, driven; (iv) 
facilitate innovation and participation of youth (e.g. expansion of services such as ‘Hello Tractor” including 
training, and finance for youth – see later sections). 
 
 
Specific targeted supply-side actions 
 
Skills development and matching rural youth to jobs    
 
73. Human capacity development is a significant determinant of agricultural performance, and 
overall economic success. Evidence suggests that more educated and skilled individuals are more likely to 
adopt and effectively use modern technologies, respond to market opportunities and increase their earnings. 
Since skill development builds on the existing stock of human capital, policies intended to prepare rural 
youth for jobs in a transforming economy need to design age-differentiated interventions that sequentially 
address constraints from primary school completion to job search frictions. In an age of transformative 
developments in information and communication technologies (ICT), investments in high quality basic 
education are critical for the success of school leaving youth as farmers157, employees, and entrepreneurs. 
Well-educated rural youth trained in business development and vocational skills are likely to benefit from 
the increasing knowledge intensity of agriculture and household-enterprise sectors.  
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74. School completion is more difficult for rural youth and children. Rural youth face multiple 
constraints preventing them from regularly attending school. For younger children, poor health and 
malnutrition can lead to poor cognition and school dropout158. High opportunity costs for adolescents 
(especially girls), who contribute household and farm labor in rural areas often lower school attendance159. 
Rural education curricula which incorporate agricultural skills could increase the attractiveness of school 
for parents of adolescents in general, and girls in particular. When rural youth do complete school, they are 
often ill-equipped160 to pursue higher education or take advantage of the new job opportunities in the agri-
food system, manufacturing or services, reflecting the poor quality of education received.  
 

75. Early childhood nutrition interventions raise the quantity and quality of youth educational 
attainment. Early health investments improve cognitive function and sizably increase the rate of return on 
schooling investments161. Evidence from rural Zimbabwe, Philippines, India and Tanzania shows that 
malnutrition’s effects on stunting and reduced cognitive function directly translates to worse performance 
while in school162 and lower school completion rates163. Nutritious food and protein-rich food supplements, 
have been found to improve cognition among youth, and educational attainment among women in rural 
Guatemala, twenty-five years after the intervention164. School feeding programs165 can serve as an efficient 
delivery mechanism for fortified food, identified as one of the cheapest and most cost-effective 
development interventions166.  
 

76. Gains to secondary and tertiary education are unrealized in rural SSA. Evidence from multiple 
studies from SSA show that the marginal return to education is higher for those who complete secondary 
or higher education, relative to those who complete only primary school and tend to be concentrated in the 
informal sector167. Since participation in the non-farm sector is highly correlated with higher educational 
attainment168, the development of a robust rural non-farm sector is being hindered by the low secondary 
school completion rates in the region. The success of Mexico’s PROGRESA/Oportunidades in raising 
educational attainment, replicated through conditional cash transfer programs in more than 50 countries, 
suggests that it is a nationally scalable model for countries with low secondary school completion rates169.  
 

77. Innovative education programs have the potential to retain and bring back youth to school. 
Accelerated learning, non-formal and educational equivalency programs are suited to countries and rural 
regions where the dropout rate is high170. While accelerated learning programs have been introduced in 
countries which experienced armed conflict (South Sudan and Sierra Leone), non-formal and educational 
equivalency programs have been implemented for orphans, vulnerable youth, young girls and adults 
worldwide171.  After-school programs like FAO’s Junior Farmer Field and Life School (JFFLS) approach 
are particularly promising because of their blend of both agricultural and life skills delivered through a 
unique participatory learning methodology and curriculum172. First piloted in Mozambique in 2004, the 
program has been replicated across many countries in SSA, Middle-East and South Asia173. When combined 
with career guidance, these programs have the potential to provide a clear pathway for rural youth interested 
in agribusiness and entrepreneurship.  
 

78. Integrated skill development programs work for post-school rural youth subpopulations. In 
contrast with developed countries, youth workforce development programs174―technical, vocational 
education and training (TVET), job search assistance, apprenticeship, and life skills―are more likely to 
have a positive impact on employability and earnings in developing countries175. Studies focused on rural 
youth also follow this pattern, particularly when programs package technical training with complementary 
life skills and job-matching components.176 TVET programs intended to build one skill at a time have had 
limited impacts177. Since most evaluations do not calculate cost-effectiveness178, publicly financed TVET 
programs should target rural youth segments which show higher returns to skill development due to greater 
exclusion from the formal labor market―at-risk men179, disadvantaged youth, and young women180. Given 
the risk of displacing adult labor, apprenticeship and mentoring programs undertaken by the private sector 
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should be prioritized to align training with demand for youth labor, whether in the agribusiness value 
chain181 or in non-farm sectors182. Ongoing evaluations of Ghana and India’s national apprenticeship 
programs, undertaken as public-private partnerships, are assessing the effectiveness of these programs.183 
 

79. Transport subsidies can be combined with skills training to better match rural youth to jobs. 
Search frictions, the costs associated with job search and travel to job sites, are often a binding constraint 
for rural youth. In the absence of rural non-farm jobs, distance from metropolises and secondary cities 
increase transportation costs and reservation wages of rural youth, causing them to forego employment even 
when it is available. Evidence from young migrants living on the periphery of Addis Ababa demonstrates 
that a travel subsidy was as effective as a skills certification program, in increasing the intensity of job 
search and likelihood of finding a job184. In Bangladesh, a cash subsidy equivalent to round-trip travel cost 
increased seasonal migration and remittances sent home by rural migrants, thus increasing household 
consumption at origin185. TVET programs packaged with geographically targeted transport subsidies should 
be promoted to accelerate the mobility of rural youth and broaden their business networks, thus enhancing 
their ability to take up seasonal and long-term formal jobs in industrializing secondary towns.  
 

80. Business incubation grants and entrepreneurship programs are promising, but are rarely 
designed for rural youth. Youth entrepreneurship interventions in developing countries have rapidly grown 
in the last few years. However, nearly all such interventions have targeted urban businesses which have 
access to a large, proximate market. Consequently, impact evaluation based evidence is heavily skewed 
towards urban programs which are also heterogeneous in duration, content and firm type,186 making 
extrapolation of impacts187 to rural youth unreliable. World Bank supported entrepreneurship training for 
rural youth increased participants’ employment in Colombia and raised both employment and earnings in 
Uganda, where it was combined with business incubation grants188. The Youth to Youth Fund in Africa 
takes a similar approach and provides grants to fund small-scale youth entrepreneurship projects, and 
receives 70 percent of its proposals from rural areas.189 While not rigorously evaluated, the Strengthening 
Rural Youth Development through Enterprise (STRYDE) program reported a seven-fold increase in income 
among participants after its first phase. Combining business training and soft skills with mentorship, 
counseling, firm linkages, as well as business plan competitions, the program reached more than 15,000 
youth in Kenya, Rwanda, Uganda, and Tanzania by 2015 and aims to reach 48,000 by 2019190.  
 

81. Public funding of agricultural research, development and innovative extension should be 
increased. Despite high returns to investment globally, spending on agricultural R&D in SSA is 0.4 percent 
of agricultural GDP, the lowest among all regions. Extension and advisory services, which are more 
efficient than input subsidies, and more progressive than several kinds of social sector spending, continue 
to be underfunded191. In addition to a higher quantum of spending, the agricultural R&D and extension 
models need appeal to rural youth. Interactive, inclusive and dynamic agricultural innovation systems that 
promote experimentation, innovation and direct knowledge sharing between universities and highly 
networked young farmers could accelerate the pace of diffusion and adoption of new technologies and 
practices among other young farmers as well192.  
 

82. Localized and interactive ICTs can increase the scale and effectiveness of agricultural extension. 
In principle, ICTs can quickly and efficiently disseminate information related to agricultural technology 
adoption and management practices to young farmers, who are more likely to use mobile phones and less 
risk-averse than older farmers. In practice, rigorous evaluations of crop and weather advisories delivered 
through SMS and voice messages in India have found mixed impacts on cultivation practices193, albeit these 
programs were not exclusively targeted to youth194. Locally produced video messages and targeted two-
way communication has proven to be more successful195, an insight that Digital Green has used to scale up 
an innovative and cost-effective―relative to traditional extension services―program196 to more than 1 
million farmers in India, Ethiopia, Afghanistan, Ghana, Niger and Tanzania197. A similar program targeting 
young farmers in Ghana utilizes audio conferencing technology198.  
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Action areas on skills development and matching rural youth to jobs: (i) Pre-existing school feeding 
programs should be leveraged to provide nutritious and fortified food to improve cognition among young 
children, reduce school dropout and raise educational attainment; (ii) innovative after-school programs 
designed to provide adolescents the skills needed for agricultural entrepreneurship should be scaled up; (iii) 
integrated skills training for out-of-school rural youth should be targeted carefully, with strong linkages 
between employers and training providers, in order to match the demand for skills with the supply of youth 
labor; and (iv) promote TVET programs packaged with geographically targeted transport subsidies to 
enhance the ability of rural youth to take up jobs in secondary towns and urban centers, and (v) scalability 
of ICT technologies should be utilized to link young farmers with agricultural extension specialists, with 
an emphasis on two-way communication and community participation to encourage adoption of modern 
inputs and management practices. A comprehensive approach to skills for rural youth is needed to enable 
transitions from school to work. 
 
 
Facilitate access to land  
 

83. African countries have the youngest population in the world and the largest share of the world’s 
available arable land199―paradoxically, youth rarely own land and average plot size is declining. Rural 
landlessness was more common in parts of Asia than Africa200. However, rural population growth in SSA, 
the continued dominance of community tenure systems201, and inactive land markets have led to a situation 
where the ability of rural youth to access land is severely constrained, thus contributing to their exit from 
agriculture202. 
 

84. Access to land is one of the key determinants of youth involvement in agriculture. In six SSA 
countries accounting for 40 percent of its population, land size was found to be positively related to time 
spent by youth in agriculture203. In Ethiopia where land purchases and sales are prohibited, only nine percent 
of youth in rural areas plan to pursue farming. Their decision to pursue non-agricultural livelihoods or 
migrate to urban areas is mainly determined by the lack of access to land204.  
 

85. Youth do not typically own 
land, whether land is scarce or 
abundant. (box 2). In land abundant 
countries, land is often difficult to 
acquire because of ambiguities and 
costs associated with land transactions 
through purchase, sale, leasing, and 
assignment under traditional rules. 
When constraints on the operation of 
land markets raise the cost of accessing 
new land, a young person (usually male) 
reaching adulthood may simply farm a 
portion of the family’s original holding 
rather than secure a new allotment205.  
 
86. Land is even more difficult to 
acquire for young women. In every 
developing region, women own 
substantially less land than men206. In 
SSA, many customary tenure systems – 
patrilineal and matrilineal207 – deny 
land rights to women because women 

Box 2: Youth do not typically own land 

Source: Filmer and Fox (2014), based on data from the Living Standards 
Measurement Study–Integrated Survey on Agriculture. 
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gain user rights through their relationship with a male relative208. Although men inherit land in the more 
common patrilineal systems, young men have to wait until marriage or when fathers die to access and 
manage plots. Early inter-generational land transfers often don't occur because land serves as a substitute 
for social protection for elderly landowners209 whose life expectancy has increased. Where land obtained 
from parents through inheritance or gift is the only system of intergenerational land transfer, youth are often 
left with smaller and less viable plots with each generation210. 
 
87. Missing or incomplete land markets disproportionately hurt youth. Where land sale and rental 
markets are inactive, the prevalence of customary land tenure systems leads to not just smaller holdings211, 
but also an inability for young farmers to expand the scale of farming and lower production costs. In land 
abundant settings, coupling land and agricultural machinery rental markets could reduce the high up-front 
costs associated with agricultural investments, helping address the liquidity constraints faced by young 
farmers. In a recent study of five SSA countries, the share of households renting in land was found to range 
between 8 percent (Tanzania) and 22 percent (Ethiopia), suggesting that while not missing, these markets 
are not functioning well212. Land sales markets are even less active in SSA213. 
 
88. Restrictions on land rentals harm smallholders. Land rental markets are particularly suited to rural 
youth who are more credit constrained, and less willing to make a long-term commitment to farming. 
Smallholders’ interests, often invoked to justify restrictions on land rentals,214 are the segment most likely 
to gain from participating in land rental markets. Land rental market activity has been found to improve 
access for land-poor householders215, increase allocative efficiency,216 and serve as insurance against 
shocks217. Since there is an increasing overlap between the land-poor and rural youth, land rentals also help 
the latter. Lastly, rental markets can provide income to elderly landowners where land is individually 
owned, in the absence of pensions and other forms of social protection.218  
 
89. Systematic land registration can facilitate the functioning of land markets. Tenure security can 
increase land investment, credit access, and agricultural productivity219. In SSA, only about 10 percent of 
occupied land is formally registered220. In some settings, indigenous or customary land tenure systems 
provide secure tenure rights, while in other settings with real and perceived tenure insecurity221 systematic 
titling and registration can strengthen tenure security. In these latter settings, failure to physically identify, 
delimit, and publicly record plot ownership makes it difficult for owners to use it as collateral or transfer 
their land for long periods222, thus reducing supply in the rental market. For rural youth to benefit from land 
rentals in these settings, titling and registration needs to be backed by state and local government at low 
cost against competing claims.223 Since formal administration could be more costly in land abundant and 
low capacity settings224, other legal statuses like land certificates and common family property could be 
mobilized in these environments. 
 
90. Information and Communication Technologies have revolutionized land registration. The key 
elements of documenting land tenure – mapping, recording, and verifying landholdings – have been 
disrupted by the rise of ICTs, lowering the logistic cost associated with land registration225. A pilot land 
regularization project in Rwanda used high-resolution aerial photography and registration in conjunction 
with the establishment of an elaborate land tenure system. Cumulatively, this project increased legal access 
for married women and doubled investment and maintenance of soil conservation structures, with gains 
concentrated in women-headed households226. In Kosovo and Tanzania, the World Bank has supported 
participatory mapping projects where local communities used unmanned drones, further reducing the cost 
of certification and rapid provision of titles.227 228 The establishment of digital registries to record land 
transactions could also serve to increase the legitimacy of diverse local contracts, reduce appropriation risk 
and increase credit access. However, a simple digitization of existing land registries, without any change in 
the underlying quality of information, may have little effect on rural credit supply or land transactions229.  
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91. Redistribution of unused and underutilized land can benefit rural youth. Market-based land 
reform programs in Brazil, Malawi, South Africa and Zambia have met with varying degrees of success in 
transferring land to the land-constrained poor, a significant share of whom are the rural youth230. There are 
at least three determinants of success across these programs: i) voluntary land acquisition from owners, 
government or private donors, ii) resettlement assistance, farm inputs and advisory services for youth, and 
iii) enforcement of land tax to induce large landholders to sell, combined with measures to improve the 
bargaining power of buyers relative to sellers231. In post-conflict Liberia, an intervention targeted at high-
risk young men provided a combination of unutilized farmland, agricultural training, and inputs, and was 
found to increase farm employment and profits, as well as shift work hours away from illicit activities232. 

 
Action areas on land: (i) Take advantage of low cost ICTs to establish digital land registries and build on 
experience from other countries233; (ii) remove remaining constraints on land rental markets; (iii) design 
market-based land reform with incentives that increase the bargaining power of land-poor buyers relative 
to land-rich owners; (iv) strengthen tenure rights for women through land inheritance rights234, individual 
titling for women farmers and joint titling for married couples235. In countries where agriculture is 
feminizing, this agenda is even more important; and (v) facilitate intergenerational in-vivo land transfers 
coupled with social protection for elderly landowners controlling community land. 
 
  
Improve access to affordable finance  
 
92. Rural youth are financially excluded, particularly in SSA. As of 2014, 62 percent of adults had 
an account at a financial institution236 or with a mobile money provider worldwide. Across forty-two 
African countries in 2014, the corresponding figure is 29 percent among rural adults237, despite the 
widespread use of mobile money in East Africa. Since youth are less likely than older adults to have an 
account238, particularly in rural areas, it is highly likely that less than 1 in 5 rural African youth had access 
to formal or informal finance239. While the number of banked SSA youth and the number who were able to 
borrow are increasing rapidly240, these increases are from a low base and it is not clear if these gains are 
shared by rural African youth. Even as the agenda of financial inclusion―the sustained access to financial 
services and products like savings, loans, insurance, and payment systems at an affordable cost241―has 
made large gains globally242, it is far from being achieved among rural Africans in general, and youth in  
particular.  
 
93. Young women have even lower access to formal finance. Gender dynamics constrain women’s 
access to finance. Women are often time constrained due to multiple household activities and are less likely 
than men to have a formal land title, often needed to open a bank account. These constraints manifest 
themselves in the gender gap in account ownership, access to savings and credit globally, and in SSA243. 
While the share of young African women with a bank account has increased at the same rate as young men 
recently244, a significant gender disparity persists in ownership and access to savings and credit. In India, 
the Self Help Group model, reaching more than 33 million members, has been largely successful in linking 
groups of 10 – 20 poor women to bank accounts and obtaining micro-loans245.   
 
94. Reaching rural areas is not profitable for brick and mortar financial institutions. Given that 
incomes and population densities tend to be lower in rural areas, commercial banks worldwide have 
traditionally found it financially unviable to operate rural offices246. State-led social banking programs, 
once widespread, have largely ended or been modified247. On the demand side, the travel and opportunity 
costs of going to a bank using poor roads, absence of identification cards and land titles required to open 
an account, misalignment of bank repayment cycles with seasonal cash flows, as well as low financial 
knowledge, are often binding constraints for rural residents. For rural youth, often engaged in their family’s 
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farming activities after school hours or through the day if not in school, a bank’s operating hours can also 
represent a physical limitation248.  

 
95. Where commercial banks are present, lending to agriculture only comprises a small share of 
their overall loans. Transaction costs of reaching remote rural populations are high. Sector specific and 
covariant risks lead to perceptions of higher non-repayment risk. Lack of knowledge within banks on how 
to manage transaction costs, sector risks, and to market financial services effectively to an agricultural and 
rural clientele can limit lending. The AgriFin program has been providing technical assistance to a set of 
financial institutions in Africa and Asia to address these issues, with some success.  
 
96. Informal financial activity dominates in rural areas. Institutional innovations like self-help 
groups, microfinance institutions (MFI), and savings and credit associations have emerged to fill the 
financing gap in developing economies around the world249. In rural SSA, the informality of financial 
activity is amplified, often addressing both credit and covariant risk in agriculture. More than half of all 
rural households saved and borrowed money over the past year, but only a small percentage used the formal 
sector―defined as a bank or MFI―for either purpose. More than three-fourths of savers preferred to save 
in community savings groups, cash at home, or in livestock while 42 percent of borrowers turned to family 
or friends.250  
 
97. Informal credit is costly and does not translate into long-term investment. Microcredit is a very 
popular intervention251 intended to provide the poor with the capital required to start informal self-
employment and business. However, evidence from the randomized evaluations of microcredit programs 
from India, South Africa and Morocco has generally found modest to no impacts on entrepreneurial 
activity.252 Further, given the high overhead costs of administering many small group loans, the interest 
rates and fees associated with microcredit are steep, often reaching 100 percent annually.253 In general, the 
interest rates paid by borrowers in informal channels is between two to ten times higher than commercial 
rates254. However, allowing alternative forms of collateral can reduce the cost of credit – innovations like 
chattel mortgages, warehouse receipts, future harvests, and leasing of equipment have the potential to 
substantially increase access to credit for young farmers.  

 
98. Youth-targeted savings mechanisms are growing. Most countries do not allow youth under the 
age of 18 to open bank accounts on their own or obtain a loan.255 Recognizing that youth do not currently 
have the ability to securely save and access their savings256, Uruguay and the Philippines have lowered the 
age requirement to enable the opening of youth savings accounts257. Global consortiums like YouthSave258 
and UN Capital Development Fund259 are also engaged in opening individual and joint youth accounts in 
multiple countries. Commitment devices like savings accounts which only allow deposits to be accessible 
in the future, have been found to be effective in increasing savings among individuals with lower self-
control260, and by lowering the pressure to share money with friends and family261, making them well-suited 
to youth262. Applying this principle along the lines of rotating savings associations and India’s SHGs, the 
MasterCard Foundation is increasingly organizing youth savings groups in SSA, as a springboard to formal 
financial inclusion.263 Other groups include Plan Canada and Freedom from Hunger, operating in Niger, 
Senegal, Sierra Leone, and Mali respectively.264 Child and Youth Finance International has developed 
general Child and Youth-Friendly Banking Principles to guide financial institutions in a youth-centered 
product design. 
 
99. Mobile money platforms are transforming rural finance. Mobile money based financial 
innovation has proven to be better at delivering last mile services (payments, remittances, credit, insurance) 
to the unbanked (rural youth) than commercial banks. In fact, this is an area where East Africa is a global 
leader, with digital finance leapfrogging the analog banking stage of economic development265. The nearly 
ubiquitous M-PESA platform266 allows rural clients in Kenya, Tanzania and Uganda, mostly smallholders, 
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267 to send money, borrow, make savings deposits, access accounts, pay fees or meet minimum balance 
requirements without incurring transaction costs, rendering physical cash transfers anachronistic, bank 
branches unnecessary, and microcredit lenders less relevant268. There is early evidence to suggest that use 
of mobile money is associated with higher input use, agricultural commercialization and farm incomes269. 
Kenya’s e-warehouse system addresses the long-standing smallholder issue of liquidity constraints at 
harvest by enabling farmers to certify their crops and use them as collateral to borrow, thus allowing them 
wait and sell when market prices are high270. Since youth are more likely to own a phone and adopt phone 
based innovation in rural areas, mobile money based rural banking is a promising avenue for bringing them 
into the financial system.  
 
100. Risk-management tools are also utilizing mobile money platforms. Linking agricultural credit to 
weather-indexed insurance and extension services can address the needs of young farmers for simultaneous 
finance and information271. ILO estimates that micro-insurance in Africa almost doubled between 2006 and 
2009, albeit from a very small base272. In Kenya, Rwanda and Tanzania, the Agriculture and Climate Risk 
Enterprise (ACRE) uses the M-PESA platform to bundle index insurance with agricultural credit and farm 
inputs, and has recently scaled to reach nearly 200,000 farmers273. In Zimbabwe, EcoFarmer provides 
weather-indexed insurance274 and advisory services using its EcoCash platform, which has 5 million 
customers—over 70 percent of the country’s adult population―and processes $6 billion in transactions 
annually, nearly 40 percent of Zimbabwe’s GDP275.   
 
101. Translating high mobile penetration to financial inclusion requires public and private 
collaboration. Financial inclusion for rural communities, in particular rural youth, is not preordained by 
high mobile penetration. Despite mobile signals now covering 90 percent of the world’s poor276 and East 
Africa’s mobile money based innovations, only 8 percent of farming households receive payments for 
agricultural sales via a mobile phone in SSA. The majority still receive payments in cash. Further, only 
about 6 percent of farmers report purchasing crop or livestock insurance277. The success of mobile money 
in rural areas requires collaboration between central banks, telecom operators, financial technology 
companies, and most crucially―adoption by a vast distribution network of agents, especially 
shopkeepers―who convert it to goods, services, and cash. Agriculture focused products like weather-
indexed insurance and e-warehouse receipts can only leverage this platforms when localized and reliable 
meteorological information―a public good―is coupled with knowledge about crop choices and relevant 
farm inputs278. 

 
Action areas on improving access to affordable finance: (i) encourage collaborations between 
governments, central banks and telecom partners to enable the creation of mobile money platforms to 
deliver last-mile financial products and services; (ii) consider removing legal restrictions on using 
alternative forms of collateral279 to lower the cost of credit in rural areas; (iii) implement and utilize 
biometric identification instead of land titles for opening bank accounts for rural youth to increase access 
to the formal banking system. This would also enable credit history to be reliably linked to individuals; (iv) 
replicate and scale programs that combine access to financial services with advice or mentoring targeted at 
rural youth; and (v) transitioning youth savings groups to offer credit may be a promising avenue. 

 

Promote MSME development  
 
102. Fostering entrepreneurship is a key pathway to creating sustainable employment, more 
productive businesses and earning opportunities for rural youth. As reflected in the first section of the 
paper, the majority of workers in developing countries are either self-employed (family-farming, temporary 
or full-time off-farm activities) or wage earners, and many are in informal, low paid, and low productivity 
jobs280 281. This type of vulnerability, assessed as ‘vulnerable employment’, comprises over 75 percent of 
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jobs in South Asia and sub-Saharan Africa282. Rural youth are more likely to be in ‘vulnerable employment, 
working mainly in agriculture related activities283. Almost two-thirds of working youth live in poverty, 
compared to half of working adults284. Fostering youth entrepreneurship and MSME development is a 
potential pathway out of more vulnerable employment, and SMEs can play a significant role in job creation.  
While there is some overlap with previous sections, MSME development is given its own section in this 
paper combining some of the previous supply-side interventions. 
 
103. Young women face a triple challenge in entrepreneurship―gender, age and informal sectors 
constraints―that limit their potential and need to be addressed285. On average, women make up 40 percent 
of the agricultural labor force in developing countries, but face particular gender-based challenges to 
become entrepreneurs and access decent wage employment286. Women’s heavy burden of unpaid work is 
one of the most important factors constraining their access to paid work in rural settings, together with their 
limited access to and control over assets, and social norms (such as early marriage and inheritance 
norms)287. Programs need to be better tailored to address these specific constraints. The introduction of new 
technology that can reduce girls and women’s burden from water and fuelwood collection will increase the 
chance for them to be involved in income generating activities. Benefits such as child-care, literacy training, 
and flexible schedules also make programs much more attractive for young women in rural settings288. 
Women organizations such as cooperatives can be an effective mechanism to empower women and 
facilitate their engagement in agricultural value chains289. India’s Amul Dairy Cooperative is an example 
of a highly successful milk cooperative which integrated the social and financial empowerment of women, 
who traditionally tended to cattle. 
 
104. Entrepreneurship programs that combine interventions (training, finance, access to market) are 
more effective in helping small-scale entrepreneurs290. Successful entrepreneurship programs typically 
propose a package of services to youth associated with their needs and the multiple constraints they face. 
These services generally include trainings, access to inputs, finance and markets, and some type of 
mentoring or coaching291 292 293. Some have been successful in generating youth employment, such as 
FAO’s program combining the JFFLS methodology with a public-private partnership model, for example 
in Tanzania, and Malawi294. The use of the JFFLS methodology provides knowledge that is adapted to rural 
contexts. The private (producer organizations) and the public sector (Ministries of Agriculture, Labor and 
Vocational Training, Youth) both have a role in facilitating young women and men’s access to land, inputs, 
finance and markets. Combined approaches have proven to be more effective than the provision of either 
service alone among youth295. Other design and implementation features that contribute to positive impacts 
on labor outcomes include strong monitoring systems that can signal the need for potential adjustments and 
incentives for private sector providers. Additional features that usually attract youth include the provision 
of starter kits, engaging in activities that generate high return on investment and have short gestation 
periods, the opportunity to “earn while learning” through apprenticeships and incubators296, and linkages 
with market actors. Empowering youths by facilitating their access to land, markets, and finance helps them 
become entrepreneurs, and improved their belief that they can make a living in rural areas, as demonstrated 
by the Youth Employment in Agriculture Programme (YEAP)297 implemented in Nigeria, and which focuses 
on priority value chains.  

 
105. Programs that integrate support services based on youth priorities. Initial consultations with 
youth and other stakeholders to identify the needs and specificities of the local context (e.g. availability of 
natural resources, infrastructure, service providers, market opportunities and skills in need in the local 
economy) are crucial to design appropriate support services and identify where economic opportunities 
lie298. A major component is to build the skills of youth including technical/agricultural, vocational, 
negotiation, business and financial skills. Business training in particular seems to be important to help 
small-scale entrepreneurs set up their businesses and improve their performance299. The Young Micro 
Entrepreneurs’ Qualification Program in Peru had positive results with young people increasing their 
entrepreneurial skills and the capacity of beneficiaries to hire more workers300. However research indicates 
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that improved business knowledge does not necessarily translates into business growth or higher profits301. 
Some programs include leadership and life skills, and support to self-organize302 and a few propose basic 
literacy and numeracy, mainly when targeting younger groups303. Embedding entrepreneurship curricula in 
schools and TVET institutions has also proven an effective way of fostering an entrepreneurial culture304. 
ILO has implemented skills-focused programs, including Training for Rural Economic Empowerment 
(TREE) that target agricultural communities, and engage technical services the private sector and specific 
supply chains to support high-potential but small-scale production305. 
 
106. A portion of well-educated youth is engaging in agri-businesses and establishing productive 
ventures. While most interventions target rural youth with low levels of formal education and the out-of-
school, an increasing number of young people with higher education are viewing the agrifood sector as a 
business to engage in (e.g. young entrepreneurs providing services to agriculture through ICTs306). They 
can serve as models for other young people, and play an important role in creating and investing in small 
industries in rural areas, building networks, and generating employment307.  
 
107. Involving the private sector in program delivery is associated with improved impacts, in the 
context of well-designed partnerships. An analysis of youth-focused interventions finds that programs 
implemented by the private sector seem to perform better than joint public-private implementation308. 
Producer organizations, non-governmental organizations and social enterprises, are increasingly playing a 
major role in designing and delivering entrepreneurship programs. They engage in different ways, providing 
capacity building and mentorship services, access to land, finance and markets309 310. Well-designed public-
private partnership models have been implemented by FAO in Tanzania and Malawi311, and in Uganda and 
Kenya by ILO (The Youth Entrepreneurship Facility program312). As a result of these interventions, some 
cooperatives have been expanding their membership to include young people, establishing youth structures 
within the organization, and promoting youth leadership313.  

 
Action areas on promoting MSME development: Beyond the action areas in previous sections (e.g. on the 
investment climate, infrastructure, skills, and finance): (i) reflect the diversity of youth (gender, age, 
knowledge, education, capacities and cultural settings) in the design of entrepreneurship programs and 
develop rigorous monitoring and evaluation systems so that the impacts can be properly assessed; (ii) use 
a combination of interventions (training, mentoring, access to finance and markets); (iii) include youth in 
the design of entrepreneurship programs; (iv) encourage approaches such as incubators, which create a 
“safe” space where young people can learn and practice essential technical and business skills as they are 
mentored; and (v) ensure that young women and men have equal access to information, trainings and 
resources to start and expand their business in profitable value chains, for example through gender sensitive 
TVET and grants (e.g. YEAP in Nigeria), support to the formation of women’s cooperatives and business 
associations. 
 

Support social protection and safety net programs, and access to social services 
 
108. Social protection plays a key role in building resilience, increasing incomes and food security 
and can enhance employment generation for rural people including youth. Despite progress in reducing 
levels of extreme poverty globally, high levels of poverty and vulnerability persist especially in rural areas 
of developing countries. Social protection interventions not only provide direct income support but also 
opportunities for rural people, including youth, to engage in more profitable livelihoods. Improvements in 
rural employment have been observed from social protection, either directly creating direct jobs314 and/or 
prompting indirect knock-on effects on rural labor markets315. However, about 73 percent of the world 
population still have no access to social protection measures, most of which live in rural areas316.  
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109. Few social protection and safety net programs address the needs and constraints of rural youth. 
A global review of social protection programs around the world reveals that despite the gradual emergence 
of new models, few programs are explicitly targeted or tailored towards rural realities317, and very few 
specifically address the risks and constraints being faced by rural youth e.g. school-to-work transition 
programs318. The diversity of rural youth (age, gender, education) and the different challenges they face has 
not fully been taken into account. For example youth aged 15-17 tends to face additional challenges in 
accessing decent rural employment319 and face a greater risk of hazardous work and child labor. Young 
women face greater challenges than men to engage in public works due to gender-biased norms, higher 
chances of being married and pregnant at an early age, limited physical mobility and more household 
responsibilities320. Social protection systems have a significant role to play for accelerating women’s 
economic empowerment. For example in order to tackle women’s mobility constraints, cash transfers can 
be delivered automatically through mobile phones or bank accounts321. Design of social protection 
programs need to reflect the challenge ahead, such as the estimated 440 million young people projected to 
enter the labor market in SSA by 2030, the majority in rural areas322.  
 
110. Well-targeted and multifaceted social protection programs can ease access to employment 
opportunities and resources including for young people. Some innovative and more promotional 
approaches are combining interventions, aimed at creating income-generating opportunities and 
employment. “Graduation” models have been successful in increasing incomes and self-employment for 
the poorest of the poor. They integrate measures such as cash or asset transfers, access to saving services, 
and productive training323. Other programs have been based on generating employment mainly through 
large public work initiatives, such as in India324. They have proven to be an effective way to improve rural 
infrastructure while providing learning and business opportunities for women and men, including youth 
(e.g. for the maintenance of infrastructure). Public works programs have great potential benefits for rural 
women’s economic empowerment if they include measures such as equal wages for women and men, child-
care facilities, equal opportunities to build skills and access employment, and improve infrastructures that 
can reduce women’s burden325.  
 
111. Synergies between social protection and wider policies can increase agricultural productivity 
and build resilience of small-scale producers. In rural settings, social protection needs to link with 
agricultural and rural development efforts that help build resilience, and improve productivity and 
sustainable management of resources326. Some countries (e.g. Brazil, Ethiopia327 328) have started to 
implement comprehensive food security programs that link social protection policies and productive 
support to small-scale producers, using cash and in-kind transfer, linking farmers with school meal program, 
and providing resilience financing. Available evidence suggests there can be strong positive impacts if 
programs are well designed and aligned with agricultural policies that support smallholders farmers329. 
Supporting universal access to primary and secondary schooling and access to health care benefits can also 
be linked to social protection strategies. Evaluation of seven cash transfer program in sub-Saharan Africa 
found that these generate a broad range of social, economic and productive impacts among poor small 
family farmers330. Finally, supporting the adoption of occupational health and safety standards and codes 
of practice is particularly important for those working in the agricultural sector (e.g. related to pesticide use, 
logging, and safety at sea, etc.)331. 
 
112. Match public works programs with seasonal patterns of labor demand. Matching the timing of 
rural public works programs to operate in periods with low agriculture seasonal labor demand can help 
smoothen the effect of seasonality on labor demand in rural areas. 
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Action areas on support social protection and safety net programs, and access to social services: (i) design 
social protection programs that are responsive to rural settings and are gender sensitive ((e.g. Zambia Social 
Cash Transfer, Bangladesh’s Asset Transfer Program332), giving particular consideration to the employment 
challenges of rural youth, with tailored interventions for rural youth aged 15-17; (ii) design social protection 
programs that combine protective, preventive and promotional interventions, taking into account context-
related opportunities333; (iii) integrate social protection programs with broader growth, investment plans 
and employment policies, in particular with agricultural programs (e.g. Ethiopia’s Productive Safety Nets 
Program and Brazil’s Zero Hunger Program); and (iv) integrate a gender and youth employment lens in the 
monitoring and evaluation systems of social protection programs in order to better understand impacts and 
what works for whom; and (v) support governments to review and expand social protection systems in rural 
areas. 
 

IMPELEMENTATION CONSIDERATIONS 
 
113. Institutional arrangements: While the Ministries of Agriculture need to play a prominent role in 
promoting rural youth employment, many action areas highlighted in this paper extend beyond their 
mandate and need to be addressed by other ministries including, education, health, social protection and 
labor, economic development, local government, trade and commerce, and finance. Multi-stakeholder 
approaches are needed. Examples include the integrated country approach for promoting decent rural youth 
employment developed by FAO that engages with and creates synergies between different Ministries: 
Agriculture, Livestock and Fisheries, Labor, Social Development, Youth, Gender, depending on the country 
context. Co-ordinated development partner support is also important. For example the UN Joint Program 
on Youth Employment (UNJPYE) for Tanzania involves multiple agencies. ILO implements a joint 
program on youth employment in collaboration with other UN sister agencies namely, FAO, UN Women 
and UNIDO to address youth employment challenges.  
 
114. Priorities vary by country context reflecting variance in binding constraints across countries and 
across regions within countries. General considerations guiding prioritization could be: (i) outreach: the 
number of young people that would benefit from the initiative should be fairly large to have a meaningful 
impact; (ii) urgency: addressing areas or constraints that are most pressing for rural youth employment, 
including in areas with large youth outmigration from the region or country; and (iii) results: aiming at 
concrete effects on material living conditions of young people.  
 
115. Other examples of prioritization:  
 

• In agriculturally dependent countries, it is hard to create non-farm jobs without first growing the 
profitability of agricultural tradables, the income from which stimulates growth in rural and urban 
areas. Past efforts that didn’t give consideration to this demand side, but focused solely on supply-
side interventions to stimulate the rural non-farm economy often stumbled.  
 

• Targeting non-farm jobs development interventions to areas where “pull factors” (opportunities in 
dynamic value chains that are pulling worker out of farming into better paid jobs) prevail can have 
high returns. Ensuring social protection coverage in areas where there is persistent shortfalls in 
production to meet subsistence needs resulting in household members being “push” of the farm in 
desperation to find off-farm sources of income. 
 

• Lagging regions within countries have lower rates of economic growth and poverty reduction than 
leading regions in the same countries. In addition to policies that spur growth in lagging regions, 
interventions that increase access of rural youth in lagging regions to jobs in leading regions – such 
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as lowering costs of transport and migration to leading regions - can lead to improved employment 
and income outcomes for them. 

 
• In land abundant countries, improving land rental markets can provide an avenue for greater rural 

youth engagement in agricultural production. The investment climate and market organization also 
differs across countries.  
 

• While the need for skills development for youth cuts across all countries, the nature of skills deficits 
varies. In some countries basic education (to read and write) is more of a priority, while in others 
it may be entrepreneurial skills development.  

 
116. The variance in context, with differing policy and investment response implications, calls for 
programs that intend to target youth employment to clearly identify the binding constraints that they are 
trying to address. 
 
117. Potential elements for G20 discussion: This is not intended to be an exhaustive list. 

 
(i) Alignment around the SDGs and Malabo Declaration: One of the Sustainable Development Goals 

(SDGs) is to substantially reduce the proportion of youth aged 15-24 not in employment, education 
or training. Available measures for this indicator in the SDG Indicators Global Database shows a 
large range across countries from 53 percent to 1 percent. These measures could potentially be used 
to prioritize development partner country efforts on rural youth employment, as well as learn 
lessons from countries that have already progressed. In addition, the Malabo declaration has a target 
for African countries to create job opportunities for at least 30 percent of the youth in agricultural 
value chains that can help focus efforts in the region. Youth specific objectives, actions and targets 
should be integrated in country investment plans (NAIPs). 
 

(ii) Country level development co-operation: Coordination of development partner support for rural 
youth employment at both country level and across international initiatives (annex 1) can 
potentially improve the efficiency and effectiveness of support. Country-led and owned programs 
for rural youth employment can provide a useful coordination mechanism, guided by a common 
diagnosis of binding constraints in that particular country or area. Development partner support can 
help governments to develop or strengthen these programs, including the associated diagnostics, 
and link with initiatives such as the Global Initiative for Decent Jobs for Youth. Principles such as 
those established by the Committee on Food Security (CFS) pertaining to the engagement and 
empowerment of youth as part of responsible investments in agriculture and food systems need to 
be considered in this context.334 In addition, actions on decent rural youth employment should be a 
part of national and regional economic and social development strategies.  

 
(iii) Fill data gaps: A challenge in assessing the regional and temporal variation of rural youth 

employment is the paucity of disaggregated cohort size and labor market data within the youth 
category. Information on rural labor markets, particularly in the informal sector is sparse and when 
it exists is often not disaggregated by sub-sectors of activities, age and gender. Efforts to reduce 
this data gap could help improve design of policies targeted at improving the labor market outcomes 
of rural youth.   

 
(iv) Mutual learning and knowledge exchange on development of skills and entrepreneurship for 

scaled-up investment: Recent global analysis of youth targeted interventions found that only about 
a third of them showed a significant positive impact on employment or earnings335. Encouragingly 
these programs have been more successful in low and middle income countries, and skills training 
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and entrepreneurship programs seem to have had a higher impact. Programs that integrate multiple 
interventions also seem to have performed better than those focusing on only one intervention. 
Drawing on lessons learned and knowledge exchange on what rural youth programs work and do 
not work and making use of existing knowledge products (e.g. Academy on Youth Employment336 
developed by ILO and FAO) could usefully inform design of future programs, including sharing 
experiences and good practices of south-south cooperation to enhance rural youth employment. 

 
(v) Land: In some countries land is a binding constraint to rural youth engagement in farming, with 

decisions to pursue non-agricultural livelihoods or migration to urban areas sometimes determined 
mainly by lack of access to land. Efforts to help facilitate the functioning of land markets, 
particularly rental markets, can ease this constraint.   
 

(vi) Promote gender equality: Embed gender equality in all the G20 members’ support programs related 
to rural youth employment and provide the necessary support to governments to design gender-
responsive youth initiatives. 
 

(vii) Financing to support rural youth employment: In addition to attention to policies and knowledge, 
additional investments will be needed to achieve the SDG and Malabo declaration target on youth 
employment, including through country public budgets, global programs, multilateral development 
banks, and the private sector. 
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Annex 1: Overview of relevant international initiatives on youth empowerment and youth employment 
[Prepared by GIZ] 

 
Title, Function Partner, Goals, Strategy 
UN / ILO 
Global Initiative on Decent Jobs for 
Youth 
 
UN multi stakeholder forum for 
exchange and coordination  
(“Umbrella Forum for Global 
Advocacy“) 
 
 

The Global Initiative on Decent Jobs for Youth is a joint cooperation of 20 UN organizations (FAO, UNDP, 
UNEP, UNFPA, UNICEF, UNIDO, UN-WOMEN et al.) under ILO leadership, officially launched in November 
2015. The UN’s Chief Executives Board for Coordination , comprised of the 29 Heads of all UN entities, have 
endorsed this initiative as a key priority for achieving SDG 4 (4.4) and SDG 8 (8.5, 8.6). 
 
Strategy / Areas of action: 
− Engage key stakeholders and world leaders in high-level political action on youth employment; 
− Expand and Intensify national and regional actions to implement systematic and coherent policies regarding 

youth employment responding to national development priorities; 
− Pool experiences, enhance knowledge on what works and does not work regarding youth employment and 

disseminate them through the development of tools and by encouraging skills; 
− Obtain resources from the existing institutions and mobilize additional resources via high-level commitment of 

local, national, regional and international stakeholders. 
 

UN 
UN Inter-Agency Network on Youth 
Development (IANYD) 
 
Network for exchange of information 
and coordination 

The United Nations Inter-Agency Network on Youth Development (IANYD) is a network consisting of UN 
entities, represented at the headquarters level, whose work is relevant to youth. The network has thematic working 
groups and has regular monthly meeting at UNHQ. The aim of the network is to increase the effectiveness of UN 
work in youth development by strengthening collaboration and exchange among all relevant UN entities, within 
the scope of UN System-wide Action Plan for Youth, where youth employment is one of the five priorities.  

Weltbank 
Solutions for Youth Employment 
(S4YE) 

S4YE Baseline Report incl. a chapter 
dealing with „Rural and Urban 
Dynamics in Youth Employment“ 
(10/2015) 
 
 
 
 

S4YE is a long-term multi-stakeholder coalition of public, private and civil society stakeholders to achieve 
employment for 150 million young people aged between 15 and 29 worldwide by 2030. 
 
Founding Partners: Plan International, International Youth Foundation (IYF), Youth Business International (YBI), 
RAND Corporation, Accenture and ILO under World Bank leadership. S4YE has a growing number of strategic 
partners: Rockefeller Foundation, MasterCard Foundation, Microsoft, Norwegian Ministry of Foreign Affairs; 
German Federal Ministry of Labor and Social Affairs 
 
The 2015-2020 Strategic Plan outlines the following priorities: 

(1) Build Partnerships  
(2) Expand Robust Evidence Base 
(3) Increase Resources for Programs  
(4) Accelerate Innovation (“one-stop shops for support, knowledge, network and engagement“).  

 



40 
 

Youth Employment Inventory (YEI) YEI is an internet-based database designed to improve the knowledge base on the effects of youth employment 
projects. It was initiated by the World Bank in 2010 and is managed by a consortium under the leadership of 
BMZ, ILO and IDB. The YEI collects data on employment-related measures of youth employment promotion 
from more than 100 countries and thus represents an important tool for the evaluation and analysis of youth 
employment promotion approaches. 

AU / NEPAD 
Skills and Employment for Youth  
 
African-owned policy dialogue 

Human Capital Development (Skills, Youth, Employment, Women Empowerment) is one of the four thematic 
pillars of NEPAD. It addresses the economic and social exclusion of young people in Africa by promoting 
employment opportunities in order to actively and sustainably involve the generation of young people in the 
processes of economic development on the continent. 
 
Under CAADPs thematic pillar Skills and Employment for Youth: “Agriculture Technical Vocational Education 
and Training “(Implementation in 6 pilot countries: Benin, Burkina Faso, Ghana, Kenya, Malawi, Togo); “Skills 
Initiative for Africa”: (“Financing Facility for Skills Development“. Implementation in five countries + capacity 
development for NEPAD Planning and Coordinating Agency NPCA)  

 In this context: Rural Futures Program  
− FAO: NEPAD project for the promotion of rural youth employment in Cameroon, Benin, Niger, Malawi (4 Mio 

USD from the Africa Solidarity Trust Fund) 
− 2016 African Rural Development Forum with explicit focus on youth employment and "Rural Transformation" 

EU 
Youth Employment Initiative (YEI) 
 
Supporting national framework 
conditions 

In 02/2013, the European Council agreed on the employment initiative for young people in order to increase EU 
financial support to the regions most vulnerable to youth unemployment within the EU.  
 
In addition, the European Commission is pursuing the concept of "youth guarantee", which stipulates that young 
people should be given a concrete and high-quality offer for the workplace, apprentice position, internship, 
advanced training within four months of completing their training or after they have become unemployed . 
The EU-COM has supported each EU member state in developing its own national plan for the implementation of 
the youth guarantee and has given "start-up aid" in the implementation phase. In 2015, a test was run in four 
Member States (Latvia, Finland, Portugal and Romania). The concept, products and evidence of this test as well as 
a presentation of the findings/lessons-learned, were made available to national, regional and local authorities in 
the form of an electronic toolkit for further use. In 2016/17 the EU-COM supports implementation in Bulgaria, 
Greece, Lithuania and Slovenia. 
 
The YEI is financed under the European Social Fund with a total budget of EUR 6.4 billion for 2014-2020. In 
order to speed up activities on the ground, EU funds have been made available to EU Member States in the form 
of pre-financing. 
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