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With the empowerment of smallholder family farmers through 
providing them access to independent information we can end 
hunger, reach all 17 Sustainable Development Goals and Africa can 
become the world’s breadbasket.

Part I. This World Needs SMARTER FARMERS 
1. The most important people in the world 
2. Smarter Farmers 
3. Farmers need independent information 
4. Farming is not easy 
5. Power to the farmer 
6. One focus 
7. SDG 18 

Part II. The Sustainable Development Goals
1. No Poverty (Poor people are mainly farmers)
2. Zero Hunger (Hungry people are mainly farmers)
3. Good Health and Well-being (Farmers provide health)
4. Quality Education (Farmers need quality education)
5. Gender Equality (It’s mainly women who produce 

food)
6. Clean Water and Sanitation (Farmers are responsible 

for and need clean water)
7. Affordable and Clean Energy (Farmers can and must 

do with less fossil fuels)
8. Decent Work and Economic Growth (Farmers employ 

whole communities)
9. Industry, Innovation and Infrastructure (Innovation 

should lead to sustainable farming)
10. Reduced Inequalities (The food chain faces enormous 

inequalities)
11. Sustainable Cities and Communities (Sustainable rural 

areas ease urbanisation)
12. Responsible Consumption and Production (Farmers 

can produce more responsible)
13. Climate Action (Farmers are in the centre of climate 

change)
14. Life Below Water (Sustainable fish farming can benefit 

marine life)
15. Life on Land (Efficiency in sustainable farming is 

crucial)
16. Peace, Justice and Strong Institutions (Empowering 

Farmers)

Content

Preface

This essay also has a second message, that is more controver-
sial: world food production has become a profit-creating domain 
for a limited number of global agro-multinationals, and they domi-
nate government policies, information streams, and scientific re-
search. Their inputs create dependent farmers, who remain poor, 
and who are forced to produce food that threatens the environ-
ment, enhances climate change, and is not always healthy for hu-
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We also showed that despite the doubling of Africa’s yield levels 
for food crops, and the increase of animal production, compared 
to for instance Asia, Africa is indeed way behind, and much more 
seems to be possible. And that is a MUST. Africa is the only remain-
ing continent with a very high population growth in the decades to 
come (although also in Africa a demographic transition to lower 
fertility levels is taking place now). UN demographers expect that 
Africa’s population will have grown from the current 1.1 billion 
people to at least 2.5 billion in 2050 and at least 3.4 billion (but 
more likely 4.4 billion) in 2100. And Africa’s urban population 
will probably grow to a level of 1.5 billion by 2050 (that is times 
three!!!) and at least 2.4 billion by 2100. These mouths will not be 
fed by Asia, America, or Russia, and certainly not by Europe. Most 
of Africa’s food consumption will have to come from Africa itself.

Smarter Farmers

At the African Studies Centre in Leiden we also try to reach these 
groups of users, and we recently published a few books, articles, 
thematic maps, info sheets and policy papers about ‘Agriculture in 
Africa’. We could show that there are basically two stories that can 
be told. One is a story where African farming is being compared 
with farming elsewhere, and particularly in Asia. That story shows 
how far behind African farmers are, and how farmers elsewhere 
have indeed succeeded to turn starvation farming into successful 
farming. That story shows the importance of government policies 
that have put ‘farmers first’, with strongly increased government 
budgets for rural development, but also with an enormous increase 
of chemical fertilisers, irrigation, pharmaceutical crop and animal 
disease management and the like. And also, with a lot of emphasis 
on the provision of credit, information, roads and marketing as-
sistance. The other story shows that African agriculture between 
1960 and 2010 succeeded to keep pace with the very high popula-
tion growth in the continent, or even: that on average the African 
people do have access to more, and more varied food, than fifty 
years ago. The quadrupling of Africa’s food production in those five 
decades could be reached by doubling the yield levels, by doubling 
the cultivated areas, and by producing a lot more meat (particularly 
chicken), fish and other food from seas, lakes and rivers. And the 
most important driver of that success is the growing demand from 
Africa’s cities. We could show that Africa’s urban population grew 
from 65 million in 1960 to over 500 million people now; that is 
from just 20% to 45%. But a lot of that growth was despite Africa’s 
governments, which did NOT put its farmers first, and mostly even 
failed to implement the rules that they all adopted, the so-called 

What is also the big HOW question is: OK, if farmers can become 
smarter farmers by being provided with independent information, 
how do those farmers get access to that information, and if they 
KNOW, what can they DO, after making smart decisions?

17. Partnership for the Goals (No sustainable partnership 
without farmers)

Conclusion
Appendix:

1. Farming Africa
2. Marc van der Sterren

man consumption. Instead, small-scale family farmers produce 
food by using what is called agro-ecological ways of farming, that 
are more, healthy for people, and more sustainable for the envi-
ronment. And, provided they are getting adequate advice and can 
use independent knowledge (that is: knowledge not coming from 
the agro- multinationals) they can increase yields a lot. So much 
even that farming does not need to use land that is hitherto used 
for other functions that are important to maintain.

This essay is not in the first place meant for academics. The way 
it has been written is in the form of a pamphlet that tries to con-
vince policy makers, the public opinion, politicians, educationists, 
and farmers and their organisations. If they can read English.

Maputo declaration, that said that all African governments should 
spend at least ten per cent of government budgets on agricultural 
development.

How? That will be one of the most important strategic question 
of this Century. Food production has to increase a lot, has to be 
healthy, and at the same time has to become more sustainable, and 
probably based on more agro-ecological methods of production 
(and more sustainable forms of distribution and consumption).

Can small-scale family farms (in Africa and elsewhere) do it? 
My intuitive feeling is that they can play an important role, if -in-
deed – they will be provided with adequate information. But as an 
academic I also ask myself definitional questions. What does the 
writer mean with ‘small-scale’? What is a ‘family farm’? And what 
is a ‘more commercial farm’? In this essay the answers to these 
more academic questions are kept implicit, and quite vague.

The first big question then is language. An essay in English can’t 
do much to reach those farmers. Neither can a lot of useful infor-
mation on a kind of agropedia website if farmers can’t read the 
agropedia languages, and if they don’t have access to internet. So, 
a lot more is needed, particularly to reach the poor farmers, in the 
more remote parts of the world. Vernacular radio and films are im-
portant. Good basic education, and well-trained agro-smart teach-
ers in primary and secondary education are needed, agro-oriented 
professional training and education at various levels, and academ-
ic agro- oriented professors and lecturers, who put poor farmers 
first, and who resist the temptation to go for the easy money from 
the agro- multinationals. Or even better: who design smart ways 
to combine both.
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And we need smart reporters, particularly in Africa itself, who 
play a role in knowledge dissemination, and who can do investiga-
tive journalism to show the success stories of smart farmers, and 
to expose the stories of forms of agro-development that are risky 
for people and for the planet, and forms of government policies (in 
Africa, in Europe and elsewhere) that are NOT in favour of rural 
development, and that undermine and disempower smarter farm-
ers (and particularly smarter rural women) and limit the growth of 
healthy food production

What this world needs, is SMARTER FARMERS

Smarter Farmers

Western citizens live in a world with too much food. Every year, 
consumers in rich countries waste almost as much food (222 mil-
lion tons) as the entire net food production of sub-Saharan Africa 
(230 million tons) [2].  In rich countries consumers waste almost 
as much food as the entire food production of sub-Saharan Africa.

What this world needs is SMARTER FARMERS. 80 percent of the 
world’s hungry people are active in farming. If they produce slight-
ly more food, not only hunger is solved, but all 17 UN Sustainable 
Development goals.

To keep up with the demands of a growing global population 
and further increases in demand for high-protein food, FAO esti-
mates that food production will need to increase by about 60 per-
cent from current levels [3]. Not only because by 2050 the world’s 
population will reach 9.7 billion people [4]. Also, income levels will 
be many multiples of what they are now.

But, what this world needs is SMARTER FARMERS. What this 
world needs is a transition to a policy and behaviour according to 
a new vision. A vision on development with the small-scale family 
farmer in the center. A focus that will be shared by international 
NGO’s, governments and political organisations.

Smarter Farmers

Ton Dietz, Director African Studies Centre Leiden

Part I
This world needs

Smarter  Farmers

This is the start of the campaign SMARTER FARMERS, which 
urges world leaders to focus on the empowerment of smallholder 
farmers by access to independent information.

The most important people in the world

This essay is about the most important people in the world. A 
group that numbers a vast majority of the world’s citizens, but is 
nevertheless widely neglected by the public, the media and most 
important: by the people and organisations who rule this world.

This essay is about small-scale family farmers. They are the 
most important people in the world because they produce 80 per-
cent of all the food on this planet [1] and almost 100 percent of our 
healthy food.

In the West, food became such an ordinary consumer good that 
the vast majority of the citizens no longer realize that food is a mat-
ter of life and death. Food is considered plentiful as fresh air, wa-
ter and electricity. People don’t think about it. It’s always there, it’s 
plentiful and it’s cheap.

Under current production models, the increase mainly needs to 
come from smallholder farmers in developing countries, including 
the poorest. It’s those people who cultivate about 80% of all arable 
land and produce most of the world’s food [5].

Farmers produce food. With that, they provide life. But farm-
ers give us even more than that. They make it possible that most 
people do not have to go out to work in the field to provide some 
food on the table. To be specific: 92 percent of the world popula-
tion does not have to work on the farm. From the 7,4 billion people 
on this planet, 570 million are farmers. And of those 570 million 
farmers, 475 million work on a farm smaller than 2 hectares [6].

Thanks to those smallholder family farmers we can do other 
interesting, pleasant and important things. We can fulfil all kinds 
of other interesting jobs. They provide us the time to take care of 
our family or other people in need. Thanks to them we can enjoy 
a movie in the cinema or sports on TV. We can get educated, or we 
can read an essay about the importance of small-scale family farm-
ers. What this world needs, is SMARTER FARMERS.

The importance of small-scale family farmers cannot be over-
rated. To emphasize their gravity, I repeat: 80 percent of all the 
food in the world, and almost 100 percent of our healthy food, is 
produced by small-scale family farmers.

What this world needs is SMARTER FARMERS. We need world 
leaders who have the courage to focus on the empowerment of 
small-scale farmers through providing them access to independent 
information. As you see, it’s a triangle. A golden triangle between 
smallholder farmers, empowerment, and independent informa-
tion. A triangle with the capacity to reduce all kinds of hunger in 
the world and the most important forms of poverty.
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The focus should not be on economics and increasing food 
quantities through big industrialised agribusinesses but on the 
smallholder family farmer. On leading subsistence farmers on a 
path towards sustainable commercial farming. On empowering all 
family farmers through independent information.

With this new focus, not only hunger will be tackled, but oth-
er goals as well. Many more. In fact: this approach addresses all 
17 sustainable development goals (See part II). This might seem 
too good to be true. But when things seem too good to be true, it 
doesn’t mean they can’t be true.

80 percent of all the food in the world is produced by smallhold-
er farmers. Why do I repeat this for the third time? Because you 
need to realize how this is connected to the almost 1 billion hungry 
people in the world.

Who are those hungry people?

About half of the world’s hungry people are from smallholder 
farming communities, trying to survive on marginal lands prone 
to natural disasters like drought or flood. 20 percent belongs to 
landless families depending on farming. Another 10 percent lives 
in communities whose livelihoods depend on herding, fishing or 
forest resources [7].

Those figures are from the FAO. They tell us that 80 percent of 
the hungry people depend directly on some sort of farming.
This means: we are talking about the same people!

If those hungry farmers would produce a bit more, the whole 
problem would be solved. Yes. It’s that simple! And it’s possible.

The big problem is that farmers are not well educated.  Yes, they 
are educated by their family. They know the conditions of their land 
and they farm often exactly in the same way as their ancestors did.

They, however, have not learned about modern good agricul-
tural practices. They know how to produce, but not about how to 
increase their production. And this is possible for almost everyone. 
Most farmers can increase, sometimes even multiply their produc-
tion, yet without needing many common industrial agricultural in-
puts [8]. They only need to know how. They need to be educated 
and informed.

What this world needs is SMARTER FARMERS

Let me explain. The triangle I pointed out; the golden triangle 
between smallholder farmers, empowerment and independent in-
formation, is a complex of three neglected but crucial issues.

Figure 1: The Golden Triangle Between Smallholder Farmers, 
Empowerment and Independent Information, is a Complex of 

Three Neglected but Crucial Issues.

On top of the triangle are the smallholder family farmers. They 
need to be at the center of every issue when it comes to devel-
opment. It’s all about empowerment of this enormous group of 
people. This empowerment can only be achieved by access to in-
dependent information, as you can read in the next chapter.

What this world needs, is SMARTER FARMERS.

It should be clear that information is important. But not just 
any information will do. The weight of independence and plural-
ity – the impartially and diversity of the information that reaches 
the farmer is neglected worldwide. Even at the biggest agricultural 
media houses.

Agricultural journalists anywhere in the world are seldom sup-
pressed by oppressive regimes. Journalists who get killed on their 
job mostly report on politics, war, human rights and corruption 
[9].  It seems quit safe to cover issues like soil fertility, animal hus-
bandry and pest control.

The simple fact that agricultural journalists are not killed or 
tortured doesn’t mean they are able to do their job in freedom.  
They feel the pressure from the ones in power. Those are not in 
the first-place governments, the real power is in the hands of big 
agricultural multinationals.

Let me tell you about one stunning example. Rick Friday, free-
lance cartoonist at the weekly magazine Farm News in Iowa, USA, 
lost his job after 21 years of service. It happened in the same week 
as the World Press Freedom Day.
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The reason was a cartoon that was published on April 29, 2016, 
showing a farmer saying, ‘I wish there was more profit in farming.’ 
The other farmer answers, ‘There is. In the year 2015 the CEOs of 
Monsanto, Dupont, Pioneer and John Deere combined made more 
money than 2129 Iowa farmers.’

Rick Friday himself had only one comment: ‘I did my research 
and only submitted the facts in my cartoon’ [10]. Friday made the 
mistake to criticise some of them and mention them by name.

Farmers are the most important people in the world. Also for 
agribusiness. Not because they produce 80 percent of our food. Not 
because they make it possible for citizens to focus on other things 
than making sure there’s food on the table.

Figure 2

In this economic era, it’s money that makes the world go round. 
And there’s a lot of money in farming. While 80 percent of the hun-
gry people depend on some form of farming, agriculture is one of 
the most important, if not the most important economic sectors in 
the world.

To keep up the demands of a growing world population, food 
production needs to rise by 60 percent by the year 2050 [11]. With 
75 percent of the world’s poor living in rural areas and depending 
on agriculture for their incomes, agriculture is the most important 
economic sector and source of employment in emerging markets 
[12].

Agriculture is big business. Not for those hungry people, but for 
the big companies. There’s a huge but hidden predicament in this. 
This agribusiness wants to sell expensive inputs like machinery, 
technology, seeds, fertilisers and chemicals.

However, these big agricultural multinationals and companies 
are also in fierce competition. This means they cannot afford to pay 
the smallholder farmers on the supply end of the production chain 
a fair price for their products.

In fact, the huge number of small-scale family farmers is a big 
burden for those companies. It’s much more profitable to have big 
farms that can be driven like a business with revenues that allow 
farmers to buy their inputs. And which are managed by educated 
staff, able to calculate complex bookkeeping that goes along with 
conditions of loans from international banks and to satisfy com-
plex standards for trading food on the world market.

Cheap food in the supermarkets is another reason to not pay 
the farmers a fair price. The only institution that has the legitimate 
power to demand a fair price for farm products is the government. 
For the sake of food security, they are even obliged to this.

Hunger is seldom related to a shortage of food. Hunger is re-
lated to a lack of power of the poor. It’s the government who plays 
a key role in the prevention of hunger. The government has to es-
tablish a decent income policy and a social system that provides 
access to food [13].

This, however, is a difficult task. For politicians, it’s much easier 
to leave everything to the free market, which leads to cheap food 
on the market. All they have to do is give big companies a free hand 
and they will compete on cheap food.

This policy results not just in cheap food, it also leads to food of 
poor quality, has a negative impact on the environment and means 
low wages for workers in the food chain and prices for farmers that 
are not sufficient for a reasonable income. The profit of this regime 
goes to supermarkets and the rest of the agribusiness.

It is of utmost importance for the agribusiness to maintain the 
status quo. Therefore, companies need to project a positive image 
towards the consumer and the farmer. They will tell you they work 
for a sustainable future and on food security. For that story, they 
spend a lot on PR.



Citation: Marc van der Sterren. “Smarter Farmers". Acta Scientific Agriculture 2.7 (2018): 131-150.

136

Smarter Farmers

Yes, they provide a lot of information to farmers. They spend 
millions, if not billions on research, which leads to different con-
clusions. Lots of independent research will be done and paid for 
by the industry. At the end, they will only publish the results that 
prove that more profit is made by farmers who invest in intensive, 
high input farming. At the same time, the money that’s spent on 
research on alternative farming methods, like organic production, 
intercropping, permaculture, and other agro-ecological solutions, 
is very limited.

The problem with small-scale family farmers is that it’s not one 
homogenous group. All farmers are different. They have varying 
capacities and ambitions. They all work in different circumstances 
regarding climate, weather conditions, access to markets and fi-
nance, the availability of resources, access to water, credits and 
knowledge.

Fixing our agro-food systems based on healthy ecosystems is 
a fundamental pre-requisite to meeting the Sustainable Develop-
ment Goals [14].

Farming is not  easy

This, however, is only possible when also media and especially 
agricultural information that reaches the farmer will acknowledge 
there is something wrong with the current food system.

In this climate, it’s very hard for agricultural journalists to 
provide items based on independent information. Let me tell you 
about my own experience.

I am a freelance agricultural journalist. I work for different 
farming magazines. I met PR people who tell me: ‘you can’t pub-
lish this, otherwise we will never talk with you or your colleagues 
again!’ But I am from the Netherlands. Hey! I write whatever 
I want! I am so bold. But I can afford to be. In 2016 our country 
ranked number 2 in the World Press Freedom Index [15].

But I have also experienced that an editorial staff totally ruined 
my story because it was better for relations with the advertisers. 
And once a company even bluntly acknowledged that they have 
more expensive lawyers than I could ever afford.

Yes. It really happens. Even in a country with the highest rank-
ings of press freedom. Just imagine the information that people re-
ceive in the rest of the world. To start with farmers.

Did I already mention that they are the most important people 
in the world? What this world needs, is SMARTER FARMERS.

Because of their importance, smallholder farmers should be 
able to make their own decisions. About farming in the broadest 
context on their own farm, about soil fertility and how plants grow. 
About plagues and diseases, about animal husbandry. But they also 
need a say in how markets and politics work, a say in the decision-
making process where they live. Only this will make it possible for 
them to make the right decisions.

I never said farming is easy.

Every farmer and every farm is different. Some keep the same 
animals or crops, but on other soil, on another location with differ-
ent circumstances, challenges, and possibilities.

Most farmers in Africa are women. It’s the man who owns the 
farm, it’s the woman who does most of the labour.  Men take care 
of the cash crops, women are responsible for the households, so 
it’s them who are responsible for the food that comes on the table 
[16].

Women do most of the work, without access and control over 
land and productive resources, and often they are less educated 
than men.

But farming is quite difficult. Therefore, this world needs 
SMARTER FARMERS.

Farmers who are capable of making their own choices and 
forming and sharing their own opinions.

Information leads to knowledge. Yes, companies do provide in-
formation. Functional information that farmers can use to produce 
according to the ways the informant told them. This sure does im-
prove the livelihood of many in developing countries.

But only independent information will result in empowerment. 
Independent information makes it possible for a smallholder farm-
er to choose. It will not be easy, but why should we only present 
easy solutions to farmers? Are they that much different from edu-
cated people who work at governments, NGO’s or big agricultural 
companies?

The fair answer is: Yes, they are. The big difference is that they 
are not educated. So, let’s educate them! What this world needs, is 
SMARTER FARMERS.

The question is: why are smallholder farmers not educated? 
Loads of initiatives from governments, industry and NGO’s are 
coming towards the small-scale farmers. They all want to provide 
them with new technologies or methods of industrialized farming. 
They want to sell them fertilizers and chemicals to protect their 
crops. Very few, however, are focused on education, information, 
and empowerment.

Power to the farmer
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Why not? The harsh answer is: most people in charge, most 
politicians, agricultural suppliers, and traders in this world, do not 
have the slightest interest in sharing power.

Fortunately, more and more rich and mighty people share their 
money with the poor in developing countries. They fund many 
beneficial and important projects to provide food, to help the vul-
nerable people in need, to improve health and build hospitals, even 
to build juridical systems and educate people.

Yes, they share information with small-scale farmers. Informa-
tion that takes them to a higher level. Lots of good work has been 
done here. They inform the farmer on how to increase their pro-
duction, according to their specific methodology. But very little 
power has been transferred.

Urgent answer: a farmer needs power like he needs water. Sim-
ply because he needs to be able to make his own decisions, as we 
saw.

Remember what I told you before: every farmer is different. 
This is why he needs to make his own decisions. Simply because 
he is the only person who can judge what outcome is best for him. 
He’s the only person who really knows what opportunities fits him 
best.

With his experience, he’s the only one who really knows what 
is appropriate for his farm, the conditions of his soil, his animals. 
Everything that lives on the farm grows because of the farmer.

A sustainable farm is only successful through the farmer and 
through the farmer only.

Yes, one can go to a farmer and tell him what to do. One can take 
samples of his soil; look at the market and check what crops are 
needed and tell the farmer what and how to farm. And it will often 
work.

But if the farmer doesn’t agree with this kind of farming, it will 
not last. If the farmer does not have the power to change the way 
the farming is done, so it suits better to his capacities and circum-
stances, it will not last.

A farmer needs to have the power to make his own decisions. A 
lack of independent knowledge at farmers level causes a lack of em-
powerment. The ones in power are not focused on the small- scale 
family farmers and certainly not on their empowerment. If small-
holder farmers could stand up for their own interests, they can gain 
more attention; they can make wise, suitable and sustainable deci-
sions for their own farm and eventually they can work on a reversal 
of (agricultural) policy of governments and agricultural companies.

This is why politicians and agricultural suppliers and traders in 
this world, do not have the slightest interest in sharing power. And 
this is also the main reason why dictatorial regimes are so keen 
on controlling their educational systems, controlling the press and 
sharing the information about what’s really happening in the coun-

Urgent question: does a farmer need power?

try. There’s simply no free press in a dictatorial regime because the 
people in charge are not willing to share their power, just as they 
are not willing to share their money.

And maybe this last issue is the most important. By spending 
your money on educating and informing people, you don’t only 
share money, you also share power with the ones who need it. 
What this world needs, is SMARTER FARMERS.

I met lots of small-scale farmers in Africa. There were many 
very good entrepreneurs. I came here as a journalist, yet it was 
the farmers who had a pen and a paper. They were that eager for 
information.

One focus

And there is information available. For the literate farmers with 
money, there are farmer magazines, but there are also radio chan-
nels and they share all kinds of information online. But with a close 
look at the sources, it’s clear that almost all professional informa-
tion comes from big agricultural companies.

From big companies who say they have the same interest as 
the farmer: If the farmer does well, it’s good for our business. This 
seems reasonable, but at the same time, they have a conflicting in-
terest that, in the background, may create much more impact. Sup-
pliers want to sell as much as possible at high prices, while farmers 
benefit from low prices. And purchasers want to buy for low prices 
while farmers want high prices. This makes perfect sense because 
they are in the first-place economic entities.

The interests of the Big Ag always come first. We cannot let this 
happen to our farmers. It’s the farmers who are the most impor-
tant people in the world!

Even the United Nations acknowledge this. In May 2016, in Chi-
na, during a G20 Agriculture Ministers Meeting, Kanayo Nwanze, 
president of the UN’s International Fund for Agricultural Develop-
ment (IFAD) spoke: ‘If we abandon smallholder farmers, we aban-
don our future’ [17].

He also said: ‘We can only reach the SDG’s by investing in small-
holder farmers’.

I tell you: We can reach each and every development goal by 
investing in the empowerment of smallholder farmers through 
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Next to these goals and the official explanation, you will learn 
how these goals can be reached through a focus on empowerment 
of small-scale family farmers. Which can be reached through pro-
viding smallholder family farmers independent information.

If the world would invest in smallholder family farmers, as is 
made clear by the United Nations, they should focus on the em-
powerment of small-scale farmers by providing them access to in-
dependent information. Because what this world needs is

If you take a close look at these goals, which we will do in Part 
II, we can reach each and every one of them with a focus on the 
small- scale family farmer. They are the shortcut to ending all sorts 
of poverty and in tackling climate change

It might be clear by now: With a focus on the empowerment of 
small-scale farmers, we reach each and every sustainable develop-
ment goal. There’s only one goal missing

I would like to add SDG 18: ‘Access to Independent and Pluri-
form Information for Everyone’.

When people are provided with independent information, ed-
ucation, and knowledge, it will empower them, as we have seen. 
When small-scale farmers are educated, they no longer need to be 
told what to decide. They will have the opportunity to make their 
own decisions, based on fair and independent information.

This New SDG reaches all farmers, but also other people in 
need like poor and hungry people. It reaches whole communities, 
amongst which the rural communities who depend on farming and 
on trading, processing or transporting farm products.

For agricultural companies, this new focus means they need to 
change their attitude, their mission, vision, and strategy. It will not 
be easy because it might be less efficient for the agricultural system 
they are used to.

However, the only way to develop a country is to develop its citi-
zens. It will not be a big effort for leaders to understand the impor-
tance of another mindset, it will, however, take a lot of courage for 
them to implement this new vision in their governance.

providing them access to independent information.

Of course. They are the most important people in the world! 
What this world needs, is SMARTER FARMERS.

SDG 18

But it is necessary. So, it is especially a task for world leaders 
and governmental institutions. For them, this focus asks a lot of 
courage, for those people in charge need to share their power with 
a big part of the population. For many African leaders, it means 
they need to share their power with about eighty percent of the 
citizenry.

So that’s why I not only want to urge world leaders to focus on 
the empowerment of small-scale farmers in developing countries, 
through independent information sharing. I most of all wish them a 
lot of strength, courage, and generosity to actually implement this 
focus in their daily decision making.

On 1 January 2016, the United Nations ratified 17 sustainable 
development goals. Over the next fifteen years, these new goals 
that universally apply to all countries will mobilize efforts to end 
all forms of poverty, fight inequalities and tackle climate change, 
while ensuring that no one is left behind [18].

The Sustainable Development Goals

Part II

As said, I believe we can reach all 17 goals when we focus on the 
empowerment of small-scale farmers by providing them access to 
independent information.

In this part, I will present you the 17 SDG’s, which are derived 
from the official UNDP-website [19].

What this world needs, is SMARTER FARMERS
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The largest segment of the world's poor consists of women, 
children and men who live in rural environments. These are the 
subsistence farmers and herders, the fishers and migrant workers, 
the artisans and indigenous peoples whose daily struggles seldom 
capture world attention [20].

More than 70 per cent of Africa’s poor people live in rural ar-
eas and depend on agriculture for food and livelihood. In Asia, this 
number is even higher. In Sub-Saharan Africa, more than 218 mil-
lion people live in extreme poverty. Yet development assistance for 
agriculture is decreasing [21].

Agriculture, and particularly subsistence agriculture, are the 
main economic drivers of the livelihoods of most poor rural house-
holds in developing countries. Many of them live in places where 
markets do not function well or are even totally absent. This keeps 
them from agricultural inputs and outputs, labour, and other goods 
and services such as credit and insurance [22].

The main asset that’s lacking is knowledge. If those farmers are 
informed well and through this are capable of making wise deci-
sions, they can increase their own production. Most farmers can in-
crease-, often multiply their production, even without using many 
inputs from the agricultural industry [8]. They only need to know 
how. They need to be educated and informed. This world needs 
SMARTER FARMERS.

Poor people are mainly farmers

Hunger is where the poor people are. The world counts 795 mil-
lion hungry people. 98 percent of them live in developing countries.

Hungry people are mainly farmers

80 percent of the hungry depend directly on farming. To be spe-
cific: About 50 percent of the hungry people live in smallholder 
farming communities, trying to survive on marginal lands prone to 
natural disasters like drought or flood. Another 20 percent belongs 
to landless families depending on farming. Another 10 percent lives 
in communities living on herding, fishing or forest resources [7].

To combat poverty, the most efficient way is to focus on the big-
gest part of poor people, being the ones living in the developing 
world, in rural areas, depending on farming activities.

The amount of land should not be an issue. Africa has 60 percent 
of the world’s uncultivated arable crop land [23]. The need to de-
velop this land might not be necessary, as smallholder farmers can 
increase, sometimes multiply their yields. Even in a sustainable, 
agroecological way [8].

What they need to reach this is knowhow. What this world 
needs is SMARTER FARMERS. 

The focus should be especially on subsistence farmers. When 
they become more entrepreneurial, not only hunger, but also pov-
erty can be eradicated.
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The biggest challenge in human health is malnutrition. In rural 
areas this problem is even bigger than hunger itself [24].

Farmers provide  health

Small-scaled farmers and farm workers who produce primarily 
for export chains usually get enough calories, but the shortage of 
vitamins and minerals is catastrophic. If the income of small-scale 
farmers goes up, the rest will follow, was the general hypothesis. 
Food production and taking care of health issues, seems not to be 
obvious.

Efforts need to be done, not only to produce enough agricultural 
products for an income, also producing enough food for the farm-
ers and their family is an important goal. And with this, it’s of ut-
most importance to produce healthy food.

Many inhabitants of rural areas are not aware of the nutritional 
qualities of fruits and vegetables. What those people need is a dif-
ferent mindset about food. People need education. When they are 
educated, they will be aware of the importance of other health is-
sues, beyond food quality and they will become aware of hygiene 
and the many different diseases and how to prevent them.

What’s needed is education and access to independent infor-
mation. This world needs SMARTER FARMERS

If one should point at a target group of people who need qual-
ity education, one should take the biggest group and the group of 
people who needs it most, being the poor and hungry. This auto-
matically leads to smallholder family communities.

Farmers need quality education
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This world needs SMARTER FARMERS. This does not mean they 
need to be educated on technical skills only or information about 
new innovations, or the use of fertilizers and chemicals. That’s the 
easy part.

Education is crucial to gain knowledge and awareness. All infor-
mation they gain, whether it comes from education, media, exten-
sion officers or in any other form, should be independent, pluriform 
and transparent in its sources.

Knowledge is more than knowing facts. It’s the possibility to 
make wise decisions based on different sources. It’s knowing 
where the information comes from and what interests are with the 
one who provides the information

This means all farmers need to be informed about the alter-
native ways of farming but also about the world beyond farming. 
About the access to the market. About financial possibilities and 
risks, about the market and about the ways society works. About 
democracy, government and the rule of law. And about the way 
agribusiness makes profit.

So, when one speaks of quality education, one speaks about in-
dependent information. Only with independent information, peo-
ple can gain empowerment. What this world needs is SMARTER 
FARMERS.

If we refer to a farmer, we talk about ‘him’. This is nothing more 
than a linguistic habit. In reality, it would be better to refer to a 
farmer as ‘her’, because it’s women farmers who play a central role 
in achieving food and nutrition security in farming.

It’s mainly women who produce food

On average, women comprise 43% of the agricultural labour 
force in developing countries and account for an estimated two-
thirds of the world's 600 million poor livestock keepers [25]. Men 
mainly take care of the cash crops, women are responsible for the 
households, so it’s the latter who produce the food for their family.

Despite this, women receive only a fraction of the land, credit, 
inputs such as improved seeds and fertilizers, agricultural training 
and information compared to men.

A focus on empowering farmers, means empowering women. 
This world needs smarter women. This world needs SMARTER 
FARMERS.

The single largest user of freshwater resources is agriculture. 
Agricultural activities account for around 70% of all water used in 
the world today [26]. Farmers are not only victim, but also cause of 
water pollution.

Farmers are responsible for and need clean water

Agriculture is a major source of water contamination. Agricul-
tural fertiliser runoff, pesticide use and livestock effluents all con-
tribute to the pollution of waterways and groundwater.

It’s not subsistence farmers who use too much manure and have 
access to pesticides. The most agrochemicals and fertilizers are 
used by big industrial farms. Inadequate use of chemical pesticides 
often comes from medium-scale farmers.
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Farmers need to be aware of the dangers and the effects of pol-
luting the water and the environment. They need to be informed 
about the proper use of chemicals and nutrients. They also need 
to know about other farming methods, which don’t make use of 
chemicals and artificial fertilizers. This world needs SMARTER 
FARMERS.

The agricultural and food sector consumes about 30 percent of 
the global energy. Primary agriculture consumes only about 20 per-
cent [27].

Farmers can and must do with less fossil fuel

The use of fossil fuels by agriculture has increased significantly 
over the last few decades. These fossil fuels have contributed to 
increased farm mechanization, boosted fertilizer production and 
improved food processing and transportation.

If an inexpensive supply of fossil fuels however becomes un-
available in the future, options for increasing food productivity ac-
cording to the current mainstream industrialised farming system, 
may become severely limited.

Research in alternative farming methods becomes more urgent 
every day. Today’s farmers need to become aware of those alterna-
tive farming methods that use less inputs. Alternative systems that 
may be brand new and make use of the latest innovations, com-
bined with traditional farming systems.

All farmers are able to implement at least part of those alterna-
tive methods in their farm, without producing less. All they need is 
knowledge. This world needs SMARTER FARMERS.

Worldwide over 1 billion people are employed in agriculture, 
representing 1 in 3 of all workers. In sub-Saharan Africa over 60 
percent of the entire workforce is involved in agriculture [28].

Farmers employ whole communities

Most workers of these regions are self-employment or do un-
paid family work, especially subsistence farming. Most of them 
don’t enter formal wage employment. Agriculture is a stable em-
ployer. In rural economies, economic downturns tend to have only 
a limited impact on overall employment.
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Farming is not only about food production, it’s also about pro-
cessing, about transportation and trade. Farmers employ farm 
workers for harvesting and nurturing their crops and animals, but 
they also make use of veterinarians, feed companies, seed distribu-
tors, milk processing plants and anything related to this.

When smallholder farmers are able to produce more food and 
more quality food, it not only provides more income and healthy 
food for themselves, it provides more jobs and more opportunities 
for the whole community in rural areas. This world needs SMART-
ER FARMERS.

Industry, innovation and infrastructure is what’s needed in ru-
ral areas. As we saw with SDG 8, whole communities benefit when 
farmers improve their production.

Innovation should lead to sustainable farming

To support farmers, new technologies may be needed like preci-
sion farming and data about weather patterns, upcoming pests and 
plagues and market information through the internet.

Investing in industry, innovation and infrastructure might be 
more sustainable when the focus is on rural areas, as it diminishes 
the pressure on cities, as we will see in SDG 11.

For a sustainable future food chain, scientific research and 
innovation is crucial to enhance alternative sustainable farming 
systems.

Farmers in their turn need to be able to implement new tech-
nologies in their farm and alternative farming systems like inter-
cropping, agroforestry and organic pest-control. Farmers need 
to be able to work with those new technologies. What this world 
needs is SMARTER FARMERS.

Farmers were the major players in food until the second world 
war. This ended in the middle of the 20th century. Food processing 
and retailing giants took over the power. From that point, manufac-
turers extracted more than the farmers out of the food production 
cycle. Just 100 firms now account for 80% of all added value [29].

The food chain faces enormous inequalities
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Farmers can produce more responsibly

Very little is left for the farmer. Many subsistence farmers still do 
not make any money at all. They produce only for their own liveli-
hood. When money is made, it is too little to contribute their own 
development.

Farmers can and should produce more. And above that, they 
should earn more. What they need is join forces and gain power.

Empowerment can only be reached through independent infor-
mation and education. This world needs SMARTER FARMERS.

The world undergoes the largest wave of urban growth in histo-
ry. Since 2008 more than half of the world population lives in cities 
[30]. This urbanization will unfold for an important part in Africa 
and Asia, which brings huge social, economic and environmental 
transformations.

Sustainable rural areas ease urbanisation

Urbanisation is a trend, which doesn’t mean it’s immutable. We 
might not halt this, but we can slow this down with making rural 
areas more attractive than cities. Accessible, safe, and economically 
profitable farming communities will ease the pressure on growing 
cities.

To keep up the demands for a growing world population, food 
production should rise by 60 percent by the year 2050. But the 
number of farmers will not grow, given the average age of 60. It’s 
an average as well in developed as in undeveloped countries. Even 
in Africa, where 60 percent of Africa’s population is under 24 years 
of age, the average age of farmers is also about 60 [31].

Young people don’t see a future in farming, but it’s a sector 
where lots of money can be made. With growing cities and a grow-
ing middle class, the demand of quality food is rising.

Farming is not only becoming more profitable, it also becomes 
more interesting for young people, as new technologies and new 
farming methods are implemented.

Whole communities of smallholder family farmers are unaware 
of the great opportunities that farming can offer them. They need 
to become aware. They need to be enlightened with independent 
information. This world needs SMARTER FARMERS.

Climate, nature and ecological values are becoming more im-
portant to worldwide communities everywhere in the world. Not 
only in Western cities, also in developing countries consumers be-
come aware of the importance of the way their food on the table is 
produced [32].

Chemical pesticides and fertilizers can harm the environment 
as well as human health. The production of them costs a lot of fossil 
fuels. The use of those products are an easy way to give production 
a boost. On the long run, the continued use of chemical inputs can 
deplete the soil.
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Those kinds of farming do not lead to lower production results. 
Agro-ecological production systems fit better to smallholder farm-
ers than for big plantation farms or industrial farming. They will 
cost less expensive and harmful inputs; however, they ask more 
labour and more expertise. What this world needs is SMARTER 
FARMERS.

Above this, the use of inputs means a risk for the farmer, who 
needs to invest in them, while he still depends on weather condi-
tions for his yield and on the situation on the market for his income.

This way of farming that’s still promoted by big agricultural 
companies is not sustainable. Big Ag always points at food secu-
rity and the rising population and insists more agrochemicals are 
needed. But they are not. All kinds of new agro-ecological farm-
ing systems become more popular. Sustainable systems that work 
with-, instead of against nature. Agro-ecological farming combines 
organic farming, sustainable land management, water harvesting, 
agroforestry, biological control of pests and weeds, permaculture, 
composting, intercropping, and several others.

Agro-ecological ways of farming are not easy. But farmers who 
changed their system from the prevailing systems to an agro- eco-
logical farming system are very content. They feel they are in con-
trol. They see what’s happening, work together with nature and are 
better professionals.

Farmers are in the centre of climate change

Agriculture, including forestry, fisheries and livestock produc-
tion, generates around a fifth of the world's greenhouse gas emis-
sions. Agriculture must both contribute more to combating climate 
change while revitalise to overcome its impacts [33].

Developing countries are home to around half a billion small-
holder farm families who produce food and other agricultural 
products in greatly varying agro-ecological and socio-economic 
conditions.
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Farming fish can prevent oceans from overfishing. However, to 
feed some kinds of fish, like salmon, fish-based feed is required. In 
this way, fish farming can be as harmful as fisheries.

According to FAO Director-General José Graziano da Silva, solu-
tions have to be tailored to those conditions; there is no one-size-
fits-all fix.

Solutions will only be accepted and implemented by smallhold-
er farmer communities if they understand the importance of those 
solutions, if they are advised independently and if they are pro-
vided with a range of different solutions, so they can choose what 
system to apply in their farms and everyday life. This world needs 
SMARTER FARMERS.

Sustainable fish farming can benefit marine life

The demand for protein-rich food like meat, but also fish is in-
creasing. Aquaculture production will need to more than double 
between now and 2050 to meet the demands [34].

The depletion of fisheries poses a major threat to the food sup-
ply of millions of people. Aquaculture - the farming and stocking of 
aquatic organisms including fish, molluscs, crustaceans and aquatic 
plants - is growing more rapidly than all other animal food produc-
ing sectors [35]. 

There are several strategies that can lessen aquaculture’s en-
vironmental impacts while also ensuring that fish farming pro-
vides employment and nutritious food to millions more people. 
This again requires a lot of knowledge. What this world needs is 
SMARTER FARMERS.

Efficiency in sustainable farming is crucial

As sustainable farming can contribute to life below water, so 
can sustainable farming contribute to life on land. And it should. As 
nature is the origin of all our agricultural products.

So, for farmers as well as for consumers it’s of utmost impor-
tance to protect sustainable ecosystems. Unprecedented land deg-
radation and the loss of arable land at 30 to 35 times the historical 
rate affects our food security, as well as drought and desertifica-
tion.
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If there is one who benefits directly from conserving and re-
storing the use of terrestrial ecosystems; if there is one who can 
contribute to this, it will be farmers and smallholder family farmer 
communities.

Farmers need to farm sustainably, and farm efficiently as well, 
in order to keep on increasing food production, without claiming 
more land from nature.

Moreover: sustainable farming methods like agro-ecology are 
the only safe way to increase food production and alleviate food 
insecurity in the areas where it is most needed and in the context of 
climate change. This because the strong relationship between soil 
health and food security. The FAO calls for strategic and immediate 
actions [36].

Small-scaled family farmers need to know how to farm in a natu-
ral way without harming those ecosystems. What this world needs 
is SMARTER FARMERS.

Empowering farmers

Peace and justice can only be reached when the whole commu-
nity is involved. In communities without oppression. In communi-

ties where all kinds of people can join in governing their commu-
nity and even their country.

This means farmers need to be educated and informed not only 
about farming issues, but also about the way the market is organ-
ised and the way a country and a community works.

They need to be involved in decision-making on all levels. Only 
this empowerment of smallholder family farmer communities can 
sustainably change the situation they live in.

For example, only educated women farmers can change such 
thing as ownership and land rights. Only educated farmers can join 
forces and form a cooperative organisation to manage market forc-
es. And if there’s anything farming communities need when they 
see themselves confronted with governments or big industrial or 
agricultural companies claiming their land, there’s one thing they 
need: power. Power which can only be obtained by independent 
information and education. What this world needs is SMARTER 
FARMERS.

No sustainable partnership without farmers

Farmers are the most important people in the world. Besides 
that, they also make up an important part of the population. One 
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Conclusion

SMARTER FARMERS produce more food of better quality, which 
ends different forms of poverty (SDG1), which ends hunger (SDG2) 
and which improves good health (SDG3). As most of the farm la-
bour is done by woman, a focus on empowering smallholder family 
farmers will naturally encourage gender equality (SDG5).

Farming Africa foundation

Farming Africa believes that Africa can become the world’s 
bread basket. Yes, poverty is widespread. The continent, however, 
owns 60% of all undeveloped farmland.

Family farming makes up the majority of agricultural produc-
tion in sub-Saharan Africa, where approximately 33 million farms 
in the region, or 80 percent of all farms, are smallholder farmers, 
measuring less than two hectares in size [38].

Partnership and cooperation can and will not be achieved when 
this vast majority of people will be overlooked. Especially because 
this majority has the most important task of everyone: they provide 
food.

In all kinds of approaches towards achieving the SDG’s; when 
it comes to combating conflicts or natural disasters; to spending 
financial resources and aid; to Improving access to technology and 
knowledge and fostering innovations; when it comes to coordinat-
ing policies to help developing countries manage their debt, as well 
as promoting investment for the least developed - the smallholder 
family farmer should not be forgotten. What everyone should strive 
for is the empowerment of small-scale family farmers through ac-
cess to independent information.

What this world needs is SMARTER FARMERS.

third of the economically active population obtains its livelihood 
from agriculture [37].

After all, empowering smallholder farmers, means empowering 
woman by providing them access to education, land and other re-
sources.

Small-scale farmers are vulnerable to a changing climate, but 
also partly responsible for it. This also goes for clean water and 
sanitation (SDG6), affordable and clean energy (SDG7) and for re-
sponsible production and consumption. With all these issues, the 
smallholder farmer is in the centre. It works on both ways: the 
farmers need them but are also responsible for them. This also goes 
for life in the water (SDG14) and life on land (SDG15): Farmers are 
responsible for a clean environment but are also in need for all that 
lives on this planet, to produce sustainable and healthy food.

With better conditions, small-scale farmers can produce more, 
which leads to sustainable rural communities with decent work 
and economic growth (SDG8). More production in rural areas pro-
vides the necessity but also the economic needs for improving in-
dustry, innovation and infrastructure (SDG9) in the countryside. A 

better economy in rural areas means less poverty and with this 
less inequalities (SDG10). More economically sustainable rural ar-
eas means less pressure on growing cities, so they can focus on the 
living standards within the city and their sustainability (SDG11).

Farmers make up an enormous part of the population. When 
smallholder family farmer communities are sustainable and eco-
nomically attractive it will lead to less conflicts (SDG16). What’s 
needed is strong institutions in which a large part of the popula-
tion is actively involved (SDG17).

What those farmers need is quality education (SDG4). Quality 
education is independent. But they need more than quality educa-
tion only. All the information they receive in any form, whether it is 
provided by schools or any other educational institution; whether 
it comes from extension officers or from media, it all has to be inde-
pendent and pluriform - impartial and diverse. What those farmers 
need is SDG 18, as described in chapter 7, page 39.

Only independent information and education enlightens com-
munities and makes them capable in taking their own wise deci-
sions. This world needs SMARTER FARMERS.

This essay is a product of Farming Africa Media.

And moreover: at least 80 percent of the world’s hungry people 
are active in farming. And at least 80 percent of all those African 
farmers are smallholder farmers. Most of them depend on a small 
plot for their daily needs.

With some small efforts smallholder family farmers can dou-
ble, sometimes even quadruple their harvest. All that’s needed is 
knowledge and independent information.

The Farming Africa Foundation has a variety of contacts in ag-
riculture all over Africa. It started as a weblog in April 2014. Since 
then, the initiator, Marc van der Sterren, received many questions 
from African farmers, but also from fellow journalists. What all 
those questions have in common is the demand for independent 
information.

Those questions lead to a list of projects to work on, all of them 
are in serious need of support. Financial support, but also exper-
tise and time. The list covers media support for journalists and 
media houses, but mainly projects on farming level. Projects on 
demonstration farms, differing from starting a place for teaching, 



Citation: Marc van der Sterren. “Smarter Farmers". Acta Scientific Agriculture 2.7 (2018): 131-150.

149

Bibliography

Smarter Farmers

During my literature studies, but also with experiencing my 
trips to Africa I discovered that it is unnecessary that 800 million 
people are still hungry. The majority of the undernourished peo-
ple is a farmer. When they produce a bit more the problem will be 
solved.

My name is Marc van der Sterren.
I am an agricultural journalist since 1998. I make critical and 

constructive Journalism. Critical journalism nowadays is far from 
obvious. In an ideal world, a journalist is always critical. But we 
don’t live in an ideal world.

Every support in all those projects is welcome. So just send an 
email to info@farmingafrica.net if you have a suggestion or an idea

Do it for the most important people in this world. And because 
this world needs SMARTER FARMERS.
www.farmingafrica.net

Farming Africa Media follows agricultural developments in Afri-
ca. You can follow us on the weblog FarmingAfrica.net, which pub-
lishes in Dutch as well as English. We are always looking for news, 
photos, film and stories.

expanding a demonstration farm with new innovations or expand-
ing a small farmers library. Also, many different commercial farm-
ing initiatives are looking for support. For financial support but 
mainly support in the form of knowledge.

Farming Africa Media

Other services we offer are articles in magazines, booklets like 
this and simple blog posts. Even advertising is possible. And please 
send us your new book to review.

But Farming Africa Media is more. We can give a lecture or a 
talk about the topics in this book. And we have the possibility to 
promote your company or organization. With a simple ad on Farm-
ingAfrica.net, but also by publishing press releases or brochures 
about your product or organization.

The backgrounds and expertise of Farming Africa enables us 
to publish a variety of materials, such as op-eds, reports, business 
plans or project proposals.

For more information, contact media@farmingafrica.net.

Farming Africa Consultancy is your first step towards an emerg-
ing continent. We take companies and other organisations who 
share our vision to key partners in Africa. We take care of the 
promotion of your product on the spot. We visit potential custom-
ers and introduce your product on leading African trade fairs and 
events.

Farming Africa Consultancy

You can also contact Farming Africa Consultancy for a market 
analysis or to organise your event. From a simple network occa-
sion, a lecture or a debate, to a fully organized trip.

Farming Africa Consultancy knows Agriculture. Farming Africa 
Consultancy knows Africa.

For more information, contact consultancy@farmingafrica.net.

Therefore, the term critical journalism is no contradiction in 
terms.

Journalism is a result of curiosity. A journalist immerses him-
self in a situation, which can lead to commitment. Objectivity is 
primarily a journalistic myth. A conscious journalist remains criti-
cal but shifts its focus to constructive journalism. This means that 
he doesn’t only point at issues in society, he will also investigate 
alternatives.

In my case this has this led to an initiative that goes beyond 
journalism. Inequality in the world, also between farmers and ag-
ricultural organizations, among farmers and between farmers and 
on the one side and their suppliers and the market on the other 
side has always fascinated  me.

This vision directed my journalistic carrier in a constructive di-
rection. A direction that started as a weblog and has become an 
independent foundation. It became a constructive project that goes 
beyond journalism only. This project is called Farming Africa.
www.marcvandersterren.nl
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