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Oxfam's Pink Phones project in Cambodia involves the distribution of mobile phones to women in rural communities. The phones enable 

them to gain access to vital farming information such as market prices for their crops and weather information.. Photo: Simon Rawles/Oxfam 

MISSING OUT ON SMALL IS 
BEAUTIFUL  
The EU’s failure to deliver on policy commitments to support 
smallholder agriculture in developing countries  

With the world on the brink of an unprecedented four famines, donor countries 

must urgently step up efforts to tackle the structural causes of hunger and 

poverty. Food security and sustainable agriculture are among the European 

Union’s key priorities for development cooperation. The EU is committed to long-

term solutions, including empowering smallholders, in particular women, and 

supporting environmentally sustainable approaches in agriculture. In practice, 

however, its development aid to the agricultural sector does not live up to its 

commitments. An Oxfam analysis of more than 7,500 EU-funded projects reveals a 

significant lack of transparency in reporting, casting doubt on the accountability 

of the EU’s aid. Based on the reported data, only a small portion of the EU’s 

agricultural development aid complies with the aim of targeting small-scale 

producers and women. Funding is also biased towards industrial and export crops 

and countries of strategic interest, at the expense of smallholders and countries 

most in need.  
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1 INTRODUCTION 

In 2017, less than 10 years after the 2007–08 food price crisis, the world stands on the 

brink of an unprecedented four famines. Famine has already been declared in South 

Sudan, while Nigeria, Yemen and Somalia are also facing the risk of mass starvation. 

These are just four of the dozens of countries confronting acute and widespread food 

insecurity.1 Globally, an estimated 795 million people – one in nine worldwide – are still 

going hungry.2 The reasons for this are many, including high food prices, low agricultural 

productivity, abnormal weather patterns and conflict. Yet the scale of food insecurity 

points to deeper problems in the global food system that have never been adequately 

tackled. Social and economic exclusion, structural poverty, lack of access to productive 

resources such as land, and imbalances in power are consigning millions of people to 

hunger. 

There is significant agreement on the need for greater commitment to address the long-

term structural causes of food insecurity – and solutions are known. Empowering 

smallholders and supporting their efficient and environmentally sustainable approaches to 

agriculture is a proven long-term solution to reducing hunger and poverty and tackling 

power imbalances and inequalities. At least 475 million small-scale farms worldwide 

support around two billion people,3 and investing in the sector is known to have immense 

potential for reducing poverty. Women play a potentially transformative role in agricultural 

development, but they continue to face social, cultural and economic constraints that limit 

their potential in the sector.  

European Union policy makers are aware of both the challenges and the solutions. The 

role of agriculture was recognized as being crucial for poverty reduction in the 2005 

European Consensus on Development. Responding to some of the most severe global 

food price crises from 2007 onwards, the EU launched the €1bn Food Facility, with a 

specific focus on small-scale producers, in 2009 and the Food Security Policy 

Framework (FSPF) in 2010. Through the FSPF, the EU committed to a rights-based 

approach to support small-scale food producers, gender mainstreaming and ecologically 

sustainable approaches. Since then, it has made further policy commitments to reinforce 

priorities established in 2010; an Implementation Plan has been produced, and the 

European Commission has compiled consolidated EU-wide biennial progress reports 

since 2014. The new European Consensus on Development, adopted in May 2017, 

reiterates the central importance of smallholder farmers.  

However, Oxfam’s analysis of the EU’s official development assistance (ODA) for 

agriculture reveals that its investments do not match its policy priorities. On average, the 

EU’s financial support for the three priority areas of smallholders, gender equality in 

agriculture and ecological sustainability is strikingly low. An analysis of pre-

implementation project data shows that less than one-quarter of EU aid for agriculture 

explicitly targets small-scale producers. Only 2–3 percent of EU funding promotes 

gender equality in agriculture, while ecological sustainability is largely missed out in 

planning documents altogether. Furthermore, with the exception of just one year, EU 

ODA has consistently supported industrial and export crops with significantly higher 

budgets than food crops. 

Finally, Oxfam’s analysis of EU development funding for agriculture suggests that ODA is 

being instrumentalized to support EU foreign policy goals instead of responding to the 

actual needs of the most marginalized people. There is a clear bias towards supporting 

potential candidates for EU membership and the European neighbourhood regions, to 
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the detriment of poorer regions elsewhere. For instance, the EU spends 3.6 times as 

much agricultural development aid in Europe as in sub-Sahara Africa. 

2 ANALYSING 7,500 DEVELOPMENT 
PROJECTS 

FRAMEWORK FOR THE ANALYSIS AND RESEARCH PROCESS 

Oxfam and the Medical Mission Institute (MMI – based in Würzburg, Germany) 

established a research collaboration to track the EU’s ODA grants in the agriculture 

sector. The research, which had a focus on funding managed by the EC (through DG 

DEVCO), set out to answer a number of questions on the EU’s performance: i.e. how 

were its budget commitments and disbursements of agricultural ODA between 2007 and 

2015 aligned with the five priorities identified in its policy documents – stable and 

increasing overall flows, a focus on smallholder farmers, gender equality, ecological 

sustainability and needs-based disbursement? Oxfam and MMI compared the 

consolidated quantitative evidence from their research with the EU’s policy commitments. 

This briefing note summarizes the outcomes.   

Figure 1: Main analytical categories 

 

The study was performed in two phases. In the first phase, all agriculture-related projects 

were identified in the Creditor Reporting System (CRS) database of the Development 

Assistance Committee of the Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development 

(OECD DAC). This was done by including all of the projects officially reported in sectors 

relevant to agriculture (i.e. Agriculture, Food Security, Rural Development, and also 

General Budget Support), as well as additional projects identified through a keyword 

search, regardless of the sector under which they were reported in the CRS. Of the total 

66,750 individual projects that the EU supported in the years 2007–15, 7,531 were found 

to support agriculture, and so were the object of further analysis. Because of the 

insufficiency of information reported to the CRS, Oxfam and MMI resorted to the 
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sample of 25 EU-funded agriculture projects in Africa by examining their evaluation 

reports. The ex-post information contained in these reports allowed them to draw a more 

complete and accurate picture of the project objectives and activities, compared with 

planning documents or simply relying on official reporting.4  

The research provides a thorough indication of the EU’s funding trends and priorities. 

However, the following limitations apply. In the first phase of the research, for 11 percent 

of the agriculture-related projects appropriate information was completely missing in the 

CRS database, though the possible effect of this on the estimation result is minor. 

However, even for the remaining 89 percent of projects, the existing information systems 

on aid activities are not designed to indicate the target groups, let alone the respective 

budget shares. Therefore, presentation of the detailed proportional funding for the 

defined policy objectives in the following sections needs to be interpreted with some 

caution. The second phase of the research, while based on only 25 projects, generated 

enough information to conclude some preliminary findings. In fact, the in-depth analysis 

shows that many project evaluations took into account certain policy objectives that were 

not referred to in planning documents. For instance, according to the results in the first 

phase, funding destined for supporting smallholders ranged between only 18 percent and 

30 percent, while the in-depth analysis shows that 76 percent of projects in the sample 

did aim to strengthen small-scale farming through at least one component. The problem 

of limited and inaccurate reporting in the CRS database and planning documents 

represents not only a limitation to this analysis, but even more importantly points to a 

lack of transparency and accountability on aid activities financed through the EU. Despite 

these limitations, however, triangulation of the two research phases enable trends to be 

identified in EU development aid for agriculture towards the policy priorities mentioned 

above.5 

STRONG FLUCTUATIONS AND SKEWED TARGETING OF EU 
AGRICULTURAL AID 

‘The Council calls on the EU and its Member States to increase the support to 

agriculture, food security and nutrition.’ – European Commission: EU policy framework 

on food security6 

‘Effective future planning is reliant on predictable resource flows.’ – United Nations, 

Development Initiatives, UK Aid7  

More and consistent investment in agriculture is required if the sector is to deal with a 

growing list of challenges, from rural poverty to climate change. Recent research has 

concluded that ending hunger worldwide by 2030 can be achieved with an extra $11bn 

per year of public spending – a substantial, yet affordable amount.8 Of that total, $4bn 

would need to come from international donors, while the remaining $7bn would come 

from the affected countries themselves.  

In 2003, under the Maputo Declaration on Agriculture and Food Security, African Union 

(AU) nations made a commitment to allocate a minimum of 10 percent of their national 

budgets to agricultural development. This political pledge was reiterated in the Malabo 

Declaration a decade later.9 For its part, the EU responded quickly to the 2007–08 food 

price crisis with the $1bn Food Facility, launched in partnership with the UN Food and 

Agriculture Organization (FAO) in 2009 and designed to help developing countries move 

towards long-term food security. The 2010 EU Food Security Policy Framework sealed 

the commitment to tackling the root causes in the long term. 
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Sadly, investment in agriculture in developing countries has not met the envisioned 

increase. The annual amounts committed by the EU spiralled to $1.4bn in 2009, due to 

the Food Facility, but fell to just half of that level only two years later. While recognizing 

that ‘effective future planning is reliant on predictable resource flows’,10 the reality of EU 

ODA flows to agriculture is enormous fluctuations that impede long-term planning to 

reach goals. A closer look at the sub-sectors of ODA flows reveals that support for food 

crop production is subject to wide variations and a pronounced tendency of decline after 

the short-lived peak in 2009 and 2010. Except in 2009, EU ODA has consistently 

supported industrial and export crops with significantly higher budgets than food crops. 

This raises the question of whether the most socially and economically marginalized 

farmers are able to benefit or whether these projects benefit mostly those who are 

already better off and have existing market connections. In the absence of public safety 

nets, it is also questionable whether farmers who specialize in one or a few 

industrial/export crops are able to cope with market or price fluctuations and the resulting 

impacts on household food security. 

These findings show that the EU is not meeting its bold policy commitments to ensure 

stable and sufficient support to agriculture for long-term food security and resilient 

livelihoods. Sometimes partner countries perform no better. Only 13 out of 54 countries 

in Africa have met the Malabo commitment of devoting 10 percent of their spending to 

agriculture in one or more years since 2003.11 The share of agriculture in the general 

budget support provided by the EU is also very low, at approximately 2–4 percent. Of 30 

countries receiving general budget support from the EU in 2015, seven used less than 1 

percent of total public resources to promote agricultural development. These modest 

shares point to a need to urgently step up efforts to unlock the significant potential that 

investing in agriculture holds. This should entail placing governance issues at the core of 

EU policy dialogue with partner countries, taking into account the local socio-political 

context in EU programming in order to better address the underlying causes fomenting 

food and nutrition insecurity. 

Figure 2: Overall flows of EU ODA for agriculture 

 

255
334

1,038

679
596

978

755

307

578

198 233

441
355 363

278
365

510 551
102

104

190

130

3

101

78

80

98

120
104

256

201
138

127

104

56

116

28

24

100

67

29

77

309

54

100

59 46

54

54

42

52

77

76

63

56

17

38

87

71

22 47

24

161

45 37

62

47

40

57

43

71

91

24

95

33

15

4

26 34

9

39

23 21

28

40

23

26

25

26

21

0

100

200

300

400

500

600

700

800

900

1,000

1,100

1,200

1,300

1,400

1,500

2007 2008 2009 2010 2011 2012 2013 2014 2015 2007 2008 2009 2010 2011 2012 2013 2014 2015

EU: Bilateral ODA Grants for Agriculture by Reported Sectors,
Euro million

Agriculture

Food Aid/Security

Rural Development

Other Sectors

General Budget Support

Commitments Disbursements



6 

Figure 3: EU ODA grants for agriculture by sub-sector 
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Combining the results of the two phases leads to the conclusion that less than one-

quarter of aid for agriculture explicitly targets small-scale producers, which is in stark 

contrast to the EU’s own development policy agenda.  

Channelling funds through the private sector did not play any major role in the period 

analysed. This is expected to change rapidly, however, as the EU policy to strengthen 

the role of the private sector in development cooperation,17 including in agriculture, is set 

in motion. Private sector cooperation and blended finance can provide additional funding 

and know-how for agriculture. However, the added value of private sector cooperation in 

aid activities still needs to be established more clearly. A cautious approach should be 

adopted to minimize risks and to ensure that private sector engagement does not come 

at the expense of empowering small-scale producers. For example, a recent resolution of 

the European Parliament was heavily critical of the New Alliance for Food Security and 

Nutrition in Africa, the private sector initiative by the G8, which has largely failed to 

deliver on its promise to lift 50 million people out of poverty, and has caused significant 

negative impacts for smallholders.18  

Figure 4: EU ODA for agriculture in support of smallholder farmers (research phase 1) 
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FAILURE TO PUT WOMEN FRONT AND CENTRE: MISSED 
CHANCES FOR POVERTY REDUCTION 

‘A specific investment in women will be required.’ – European Commission: EU policy 

framework on food security19 

Women, who constitute around 43 percent of the agricultural labour force in developing 

countries, are generally disadvantaged, with fewer entitlements and endowments than 

their male counterparts.20 According to FAO estimates, ensuring equal access for women 

to land and other productive resources would boost farm productivity and lift 100–150 

million people worldwide out of hunger.21 

Closing the gender gap has been a longstanding commitment of EU policy, as 

demonstrated by the 2005 European Consensus on Development22 and more recently by 

the adoption of the Gender Action Plan 2016–2020.23 Recognizing the many benefits of 

investing in female farmers, the EU has embarked on a pro-women agenda, stating that 

‘smallholder farmers, particularly women, are seen as likely to be the main agents in 

stepping up agriculture in EU food security cooperation policy’.24 

In practice, however, women are not the primary targets of agriculture projects funded by 

EU money. In planning documents, funding targeted at gender equality as a principal 

objective compromises only 0.6 percent of all agriculture ODA, reaching a meagre 3.5 

percent when flows that include gender equality as a significant objective are also taken 

into account25 (Figure 5). In sub-Saharan Africa, a region with one of the highest female 

participation rates in the agricultural workforce, the funding proportion for enhancing 

gender equality is even lower than average. 

In the second phase of the research, gender equality was found to be a principal 

objective in only one project (Table 1). While gender equality was a significant objective 

in 19 projects, hardly any of them differentiated actions on the basis of women’s specific 

needs resulting from their living conditions and social roles. Tailored project approaches 

to empower women farmers, and dedicated funding, are urgently needed to foster 

gender equality in agriculture. 
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Figure 5: EU ODA for agriculture in support of gender equality (research phase 1) 
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evaluation reports. The main activities relating to ecological sustainability included soil 

conservation, prevention of water erosion, water conversation and, to a lesser extent, the 

use of specific farming techniques such as conservation agriculture or the use of organic 

fertilizers. However, the bulk of project evaluations did not discuss the impacts of climate 

change in relation to the projects; this is a poor record for projects financed by a global 

leader in the fight against climate change.    

Figure 6: EU ODA for agriculture in support of ecological sustainability (research phase 1) 
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THE LARGEST RECIPIENT OF EU AGRICULTURAL ODA IS 
EUROPE AND ITS NEIGHBOURHOOD 

‘EU action needs to give priority to those food insecure countries most off-track in 

reaching MDG1, in particular in Africa, but also South Asia and elsewhere.’ – European 

Commission: EU policy framework on food security32 

Food insecurity has a strong geographical dimension, with sub-Saharan Africa being by 

far the worst affected region. Approximately one out of every four people in sub-Saharan 

Africa is undernourished.33 In recent years the EU has been shifting to a greater 

commitment to a rights-based approach to development cooperation,34 the principle of 

impartiality and response according to need. This also applies to the EU FSPF, which 

clearly supports the prioritization of ODA for countries facing the greatest challenges in 

eradicating extreme poverty and hunger.  

In contrast with these commitments, however, the aid volumes earmarked for 

encouraging agricultural development on the African continent declined considerably in 

the aftermath of the emergency response led by the Food Facility. The share of 

agriculture ODA for the region fell to a low point of 45 percent in 2015. Conversely, flows 

to ODA recipients in Europe35 have grown 10-fold since 2009, at the expense of other 

regions. Taking population size into account, European recipient countries have 

overtaken sub-Saharan Africa in four of the last five years. In 2015, the EU disbursed 

€1.29 for every citizen living in European ODA recipient countries, and just €0.35 per 

person for those living in sub-Saharan Africa. Turkey, a country which experiences 

virtually no food insecurity, received by far the highest amount of EU ODA for agriculture 

in 2015 and more than six times more per capita than countries in sub-Saharan Africa.   

The analysis of agricultural aid allocation reveals a substantial inconsistency. On the one 

hand, the overall distribution appears to be in line with differing degrees of need, giving 

on average higher priority to those countries that exhibit a higher risk of food insecurity. 

On the other hand, the preference for countries identified as being potential future EU 

members or those located in the European neighbourhood has ultimately led to striking 

distortions of the distribution structure. 
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Figure 7: EU ODA disbursements for agriculture per capita by regions 
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• Support only ecologically sustainable agriculture models: In the face of the huge 

challenges posed by climate change, the EU’s explicit efforts to support ecological 

sustainability are inadequate. The EU should limit the risk of seeking increased 

agricultural productivity at the expense of protection of the environment and 

sustainable use of resources. Ecologically sustainable approaches, including agro-

ecology, should be prioritized in its agricultural development policy and practice, and 

the ecological dimension mainstreamed throughout agricultural development 

activities. 

2 Support partner countries to meet their agricultural commitments 

• Support countries to respect the Malabo Declaration: Only a small number of 

African Union member states are able to meet their agriculture budget commitments 

under the Malabo Declaration, and many partner governments earmark only a 

marginal portion of the EU’s general budget support to the agricultural sector. The EU 

should strengthen sustainable agriculture and food security as a focal sector of 

cooperation, especially in those partner countries facing food crises, and it should 

support governments to allocate at least 10 percent of their national budgets to the 

agricultural sector. The funding should go to benefit small-scale producers, placing 

female farmers and the integration of youth at the centre of development efforts. 

• Set the governance context: The EU should take into account local socio-political 

contexts in its programming and should foster a structural approach, especially in 

partner countries that are chronically food-insecure. It should prioritize addressing the 

underlying causes of food and nutrition insecurity rather than the consequences and 

place governance issues at the core of policy dialogue, with the aim of reducing 

structural vulnerability in the long run. Apart from investments, the EU should develop 

policy tools that governments can use to create an enabling environment for farmers 

and their rights and to support an inclusive agricultural transformation – including 

reducing power imbalances and supporting national-level land reforms. 

3 Maintain the integrity of agricultural aid as a tool to eradicate poverty and ensure 

food security  

• Do not instrumentalize agricultural aid: Since 2009, agriculture ODA flows to 

recipient countries in Europe have grown 10-fold at the expense of other regions, 

including sub-Saharan Africa. The EU’s foreign policy objectives should not determine 

the country allocation of agricultural ODA. Instead, aid should be directed to countries 

and regions where it is most needed, keeping the levels of support consistent and 

predictable to allow for long-term planning. Significant fluctuations in EU ODA flows 

cast doubt on the consistency of its support for this critical development goal.    

• Adopt a cautious approach to private sector cooperation and blended finance: 

Recent EU policy developments have paved the way for a stronger role for the private 

sector in development, including in the mobilization of development finance. While this 

opens up new opportunities, the added value of private sector cooperation in aid 

activities is still unclear. The EU should only engage in private finance blending when 

it can demonstrate financial and development additionality, effective minimization of 

risks for people and the environment, promotion of women’s rights and economic 

opportunities, and a strengthening rather than undermining of the public sector. 

Private sector engagement should not come at the expense of maintaining the focus 

of agricultural development on smallholders. 
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4 Adopt best practices for transparency and accountability  

• Develop better mechanisms for monitoring and evaluating policy 

implementation: The progress and results reports that have been published by the 

European Commission since 2014 are a move in the right direction in assessing how 

EU policy is translated into action. They should be further developed into a more 

comprehensive and consistent monitoring mechanism to ensure that the EU policy 

framework to assist developing countries in addressing food security challenges is 

implemented on the ground. 

• Address ODA reporting problems and improve access to project data in donor 

databases: There are significant problems involved in accessing project data and 

documents in the information systems on aid activities. The quality of the EU’s ODA 

reporting should be improved by implementing the common, open standard for the 

publication of timely, comprehensive and forward-looking information, as set out by 

the OECD Working Party on Development Finance Statistics (WP-STAT) and the 

International Aid Transparency Initiative (IATI). Project planning documents, 

evaluation reports and other progress reports should be made available online, with 

easy access through clear identification numbers or codes. 

5 Prioritize food security and small-scale agriculture in the post-2020 Multiannual 

Financial Framework  

• The impending four famines and the high number of chronically malnourished people 

worldwide demonstrate that food and nutrition security continues to be an important 

global development challenge. The EU, as a leading donor institution, should play its 

part by investing additional financial resources beyond the current levels. Food 

security and sustainable agriculture should remain a priority sector of intervention in 

the EU’s Multiannual Financial Framework in the years beyond 2020, and the EU 

should strengthen its efforts to tackle the structural causes of food insecurity, including 

by providing substantial and tailored support for the empowerment of women small-

scale producers. 
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