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SUMMARY

Our research identifies large gaps between agricultural 
and food-related policy objectives at different 
governance levels. While the regional position on 
the SDGs – the Common Africa Position on the Post-
2015 Development Agenda put forward by the African 
Union in early 2014 – is fairly well aligned with the 
OWG proposal, the policy objectives for agriculture 
and food security stated in Zambia’s current national 
development plan and its Vision 2030 have a different 
focus and in particular give less attention to systemic 
barriers. Furthermore, programmes and interventions 
currently being implemented in Zambia are out of step 
with national policy objectives and do not seem to be 
working in the direction of the proposed SDG targets. 
There are, however, a number of promising small-
scale interventions that may suggest entry points for a 
shift in approach. 

This report highlights the need for countries at all 
stages of development to develop tools, and mobilize 
the means, to translate the common ambition of the 
SDGs into meaningful action. With only months 
remaining before implementation of the SDGs is 
expected to start, there is a need and an opportunity 
to make country-specific assessments of what would 
be required to achieve the proposed SDGs, and what 
adjustments are needed to align national policy, 
implementation and monitoring frameworks with the 
emerging global commitments.

In 2000 the international community agreed on the 
eight Millennium Development Goals (MDGs), 

which have since guided efforts to meet the needs of 
the world’s poorest people. The process of formulating 
their successors, the Sustainable Development Goals 
(SDGs), has been more consultative and inclusive, 
but has nevertheless remained relatively isolated 
from national political processes; few national 
decision-makers are resourced to follow, interpret 
and act on the fast-emerging agenda, especially in 
low-income countries.

In 2014, SEI and OSISA carried out a study assessing 
the degree of alignment between national, regional and 
global priorities for the SDGs and post-2015 period in 
the areas of food security and sustainable agriculture. 
This report presents the findings and highlights gaps in 
both the scope and implementation of current policies 
and practices, which would need to be addressed 
in order to achieve the set of SDGs proposed by the 
United Nations Open Working Group (OWG) in 2014. 
The study, which focused on food security in Zambia, 
is intended to inform and inspire parliamentary debate 
and support more active engagement in the SDG 
process and in defining national implementation 
measures. It can offer lessons for other sub-Saharan 
African countries, and suggest ways to carry out 
similar national assessments.
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1 INTRODUCTION

In 2000 the international community agreed on the 
eight Millennium Development Goals (MDGs), 

which have since guided efforts to meet the needs 
of the world’s poorest people. With the MDGs’ 
2015 deadline imminent, the UN member states 
are formulating their successors, the Sustainable 
Development Goals (SDGs).1 

The process by which the MDGs were formulated 
has been criticized for inadequately involving 
stakeholders. This time around, the United Nations 
has aimed for a more consultative and inclusive 
process. For example, the proposal of goals and 
targets that the UN Open Working Group (OWG) 
on SDGs put forward in July 2014 (UN General 
Assembly 2014) resulted from a member state-driven 
process that included both thematic and national 
consultations and the views of different stakeholders 
(IRF2015 2014).2 

Although more participatory, the SDG formulation 
process has remained relatively isolated from national 
political processes, and few national decision-makers 
are resourced to follow, interpret and act on the fast-
emerging agenda. This is true in both high- and low-
income countries but is probably more marked in the 
latter. Relevant research evidence, targeted policy 
engagement and appropriate capacity development 
are much needed, not only to ensure that the post-
2015 development vision and the SDG agenda 
represent citizens’ voices and national priorities – and 
thus increase the chances of buy-in and ownership 
– but also for developing implementation and 
accountability frameworks at all levels. 

One prerequisite for efficiently realizing the post-
2015 development vision is that global, regional, 
national and even subnational policy agendas be 
aligned – both with each other and with actual needs 
and demands. In southern Africa, the development 
of food security and the agricultural sector runs 
to the core of the development agenda (see e.g. 

1 In December 2014 the UN Secretary-General presented 
a synthesis report, The Road to Dignity by 2030, which 
synthesized inputs to the post-2015 and SDG formula-
tion process to date, and outlined the process ahead (UN 
Secretary-General 2014). Following intergovernmental 
negotiations beginning in January 2015, adoption of the 
SDGs is expected at the UN General Assembly by Sep-
tember 2015.

2 The OWG comprised 71 countries, including Zambia. 

(Pan-African Parliament 2013; SADC 2003). The 
agricultural sector is central not only to food security 
but also to regional development priorities such 
as inclusive growth, youth employment, reducing 
poverty and inequality, economic diversification, 
mobilizing domestic resources for development, and 
the governance of land and natural resources. Despite 
this, and the fact that the agricultural sector generates 
about 30% of the gross domestic product (GDP) of 
most African countries, government expenditure on 
the sector is typically small, often less than 10% of 
total spending.3 

An added challenge for policy-makers is that the 
food and agriculture policies set out today must 
stand up to new fundamental drivers and challenges, 
increased populations and food demand, and rapid 
urbanization over the coming 15 years. For example, 
climate change is expected to negatively impact food 
security in Africa by increasing the instability of 
supply, economic and physical access, and reducing 
energy and nutrient intake (IPCC 2014; IPCC 2013). 
The rural and urban poor are particularly vulnerable 
to these impacts, due both to their reliance on 
local natural resources that are directly affected by 
weather variability, and to potential sharp changes 
in food prices from volatile local and global 
markets (IPCC 2013). 

Thus, long-term responses and strategies to build food 
security are key to unlocking development potentials, 
as well as ensuring sustainability, across Africa. 

1.1 Purpose, scope and structure

This report sets out the findings of a study carried 
out in Zambia by SEI and the Open Society Initiative 
for Southern Africa (OSISA) into the discrepancies 
in development agendas at different governance 
levels with regard to food security and sustainable 
agriculture, and hence the challenges implied for a 
southern African country by the transition to the SDGs.

3 Under the African Union’s Comprehensive Africa Agri-
cultural Development Programme (CAADP), African 
heads of state have committed to allocate at least 10% of 
their national budgets to agriculture and attain an aver-
age growth rate of 6%, with the specific aim of reducing 
poverty and hunger by 50% by 2015. 
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The study comprised a literature review, an informal 
meeting of experts from civil society organizations 
(CSOs), and interviews with key Zambian stakeholders. 

The report provides a snapshot of current national 
policy frameworks and practices in the area of 
promoting food security and agricultural development, 
and assesses how well aligned they are with regional 
and international priorities for the SDGs. Finally, 
it proposes further research that would give a better 
understanding of how strategies and outcomes could 
actually unfold over the coming years to better 
respond to the SDGs, taking into account future trends 
and uncertainties.

This report is intended to feed in to policy discussions on 
post-2015 development, linking to the work programme 
Supporting National and Regional Engagement in 
the Post-2015 Agenda Through Parliaments, which 
is implemented by OSISA.4  The work programme 
already engages the national parliaments of Zambia, 
Angola, Malawi and Mozambique, along with 
the Pan-African Parliament, the Southern African 
Development Community (SADC) Parliamentary 
Forum and the Southern African Parliamentary Trust. 
It is hoped that the knowledge and engagement 
space generated will support national and regional 
development actors in southern Africa both in long-
term post-2015 development planning and in their 
engagement in the intergovernmental SDG process, to 
ensure that their priorities are reflected at global level.

Zambia was selected for a number of reasons, not least 
the fact that relevant national dialogues on the SDGs 
and the post-2015 agenda had been initiated in 2013 
and reflected interest to further engage in the process. 
Moreover, Zambia is a lower-income African country, 
and one where, while the majority of the working 
population derives its livelihoods from agriculture, 
the potential of the agricultural sector to ensure food 
security and reduce poverty is not being realized. 

Zambia’s agricultural sector is also highly vulnerable to 
the uncertainties arising from climate change (Neubert 
et al. 2011). Likely increased variability in weather 
events and decreased buffering capacity in already 
degraded land and ecosystems make agricultural 

4 OSISA and SEI are both members of the Independent 
Research Forum (IRF2015), a collaboration of research 
institutes from across the globe that provides an inde-
pendent source of critical thinking, integrated analysis 
and awareness-raising on Sustainable Development 
Goals (SDGs) and a post-2015 development agenda (see 
www.irf2015.org).

productivity, and thus farmers, particularly vulnerable 
to climate change impacts. Capacity to cope with 
climate change depends not only on local ecosystems, 
availability of adequate means of production, and the 
farmers’ capacity to invest, but also on institutional, 
political and social factors (IPCC 2013). In Africa, 
these might include poor land governance, exclusion 
of smallholders in decision-making, lack of access to 
credit, weak rule of law, poor monitoring of foreign 
investments, and marginalization of communities. The 
report explores such factors along with strategies that 
can effectively unlock the potential of the agricultural 
sector in Zambia in the context of changing policy 
agendas. Drawing on the Zambian example, lessons 
can be learned for other countries as well.

Section 2 of the report explores what transitioning from 
the MDGs to the SDGs imply in terms of new goals 
and targets. This includes a review of the alignment 
between (i) the current SDG framework proposed by 
the United Nations, (ii) African and southern African 
SDG proposals, and (iii) Zambia’s Vision 2030 in 
areas related to food security. Section 3 presents the 
food security challenges in Zambia and the progress it 
has made in addressing them in the past 15 years (the 
MDGs era). Section 4 reviews the current approach and 
strategy for responding to these challenges, focusing 
on implementation in practice. Section 5 discusses 
discrepancies between the various governance layers 
and what is actually being implemented on the 
ground, highlighting potential challenges for Zambia 
in the transition from MDGs to the more ambitious 
SDGs, and more broadly the challenges of making a 
global set of sustainable development goals relevant 
and actionable to all countries. It also suggests 
directions for future research covering not just current 
national policies, practices and challenges but also for 
exploring how different policy options would play out 
in the context of future trends and uncertainties.

1.2 Research approach

The initial literature review was carried out during 
the summer of 2014. Materials reviewed included 
academic journal articles, reports and policy 
documents on: food security, agricultural practices and 
conditions; MDG progress in Zambia; and emerging 
SDG positions from national, regional and global 
levels. We also briefly screened for climate change 
impacts on agriculture and food security in Zambia. 
Key sources include the World Bank, the African 
Development Bank, the SADC and UNDP Zambia, 
the International Food Policy Research Institute 
(IFPRI), and the Indaba Agricultural Policy Research 
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Institute (IAPRI). We also screened available databases 
for key relevant food security and development 
indicators for the period 1990-2015. Where possible, 
we have relied on national statistics provided for 
example by the Zambian Central Statistical Office, 
the Zambia National Farmers’ Union (ZNFU) and 
the UN Food and Agriculture Organization’s (FAO) 
CountryStat Zambia. This was cross-checked and/
or complemented with data from FAOSTAT and the 
UNSTAT MDG Indicators database. 

In November 2014 we held an informal expert meeting 
with CSOs in Lusaka along with a number of face-to-
face meetings with representatives of key stakeholder 
groups.5 The purpose of these meetings was twofold: 
to verify and further develop our initial findings 
together with national development actors, so as to 
ensure that the emerging storyline was relevant and 
reflected perceptions on the ground; and to stimulate 
discussion on the SDG process.

5 CSOs consulted during the research included the 
Scaling-Up Nutrition Alliance, the Alejo Community 
Support Project, Action Aid, Climate Smart Agriculture, 
the ZNFU, the Zambia Land Alliance, IAPRI and the 
World Food Programme Zambia. The informal CSO 
expert meeting was convened by SEI and OSISA, at 
Southern Sun Ridgeway, Lusaka, on 6 November 2014. 
Unless otherwise indicated, observations attributed 
to “CSO representatives” in this report were made by 
participants at this meeting.
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2 FROM MDGS TO SDGS

and environmental aspects of sustainable development; 
be coherent with the overall UN post-2015 process; 
establish a transparent and inclusive intergovernmental 
process; and set aspirational goals that are universally 
applicable but targets that can be differentiated 
according to individual countries’ needs, ambitions and 
capabilities. The framework should further be action-
oriented and concise, with goals limited in number and 
easy to communicate 

In 2013, the Open Working Group was tasked with 
leading this process and presenting a set of SDGs to 
the UN General Assembly. In July 2014, the OWG 
presented a comprehensive set of 17 goals and 169 
targets, drawing on various inputs, including reports 
by the UN High-Level Panel on the Post-2015 Agenda, 
the Sustainable Development Solutions Network 
and the UN Global Compact, and technical support 
from within the UN system, national and thematic 
consultations, and 13 working group sessions. 

The OWG delivered a far more comprehensive 
framework than the MDGs, providing the basis for a 
transformative and universal agenda (IRF2015 2014). 
The enhanced comprehensiveness is also evident in 
Table 1. For example, nutrition, agriculture, energy, 
economic growth, industrialization, inequality, cities 
and human settlements, consumption and production, 
climate change, peace, and rule of law are all new 
themes that the MDGs did not include. 

The OWG proposal does a better job than the MDGs 
of balancing economic, environmental and social 
dimensions of development. It also moves beyond the 
MDGs in addressing systemic barriers and enabling 
conditions for sustainable development, and causes 
of poverty, such as inequality both within and among 
countries; access to justice and effective, accountable 
and inclusive institutions; trade; and unsustainable 
consumption and production patterns. 

The proposed SDGs also set higher ambitions on many 
issues that the MDGs covered. For example, while 
the MDGs set out to halve the proportion of people 
who suffer from hunger, the SDGs aim to end hunger 
entirely, including by making agriculture sustainable 
(discussed in more detail below). The SDGs are hence 
likely to require scaled-up action in many countries. 
Much work, however, remains to turn the aspirational 
SDG proposal into a workable agenda. Many targets 
are not yet SMART (Specific, Measurable, Achievable, 
Relevant and Time-bound) and indicators will need 

By signing the Millennium Declaration in 2000, UN 
member states agreed to create an environment 

at the national (and global) level that supported 
achievement of the MDGs. At the national level, 
policies and plans have continuously developed in 
response to the MDGs agenda. While there is still much 
to be done in terms of reducing poverty, inequality and 
hunger; curbing environmental damage; and limiting 
the scale and effects of climate change, many countries 
have made substantial progress. 

The MDGs have played an important role in 
development, for example by mobilizing political 
support, directing and increasing aid and attention to 
poverty reduction, and improving coordination among 
development actors (UNU and UNOSD 2013). A CSO 
representative added that goal frameworks like the 
MDGs and SDGs also provide CSOs at national level 
with a monitoring framework, which helps them to put 
pressure on governments and hold them to account. 

UN member states agreed at the Rio+20 Conference6 
that priorities for a post-2015 agenda included 
completing the unfinished business of the MDGs, and 
enhancing progress towards sustainable development 
(UN General Assembly 2012). An ambitious agenda 
is now being outlined in the SDGs. It is possible that 
policies in some countries have already moved beyond 
the demands of the MDGs, and respond well to the 
SDGs agenda; in others, the transition to the SDGs 
is likely to require major policy changes and new 
approaches. In assessing how effective and robust 
current strategies are in responding to the post-2015 
agenda, we first need to understand what changes 
the shift from MDGs to SDGs implies in terms of 
targets and focus.

2.1 Developing post-2015 goals and targets

The process of developing the new post-2015 agenda, 
and particularly the SDGs, builds on a recognition that 
a different approach to that taken under the MDGs is 
needed in order to respond to the challenges of the future. 

The Rio+20 Outcome Document, The Future We Want 
(UN General Assembly 2012), states a number of 
principles and criteria to guide the SDG deliberations, 
including that they should: integrate economic, social 

6 The UN Conference on Sustainable Development, June-
July 2012.
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Table 1: Comparison of the goals in the MDGs and proposed SDGs 
(Overlapping themes are shown in bold.) 

Millennium Development Goals Sustainable Development Goals (proposed by the OWG)

1. Eradicate extreme poverty 
and hunger

2. Achieve universal primary 
education

3. Promote gender equality and 
empower women

4. Reduce child mortality
5. Improve maternal health
6. Combat HIV/aids, malaria 

and other diseases
7. Ensure environmental 

sustainability*
8. Global partnership for 

development

* includes targets for integrating principles 
of sustainable development into country 
policies and programmes, reversing loss of 
environmental resources, reducing biodiversity 
loss, access to safe drinking water and basic 
sanitation and improving the lives of slum 
dwellers. The SDGs include several goals 
for environmental sustainability (primarily 
SDG 6, 7, 14 and 15) which include some of 
these targets (in bold), while others appear 
at SDG target level. 

1. End poverty in all its forms everywhere
2. End hunger, achieve food security and improved nutrition and promote 

sustainable agriculture
3. Ensure healthy lives and promote well-being for all at all age
4. Ensure inclusive and equitable quality education and promote lifelong 

learning opportunities for all
5. Achieve gender equality and empower all women and girls
6. Ensure availability and sustainable management of water and 

sanitation for all
7. Ensure access to affordable, reliable, sustainable and modern energy for 

all
8. Promote sustained, inclusive and sustainable economic growth, full and 

productive employment and decent work for all
9. Build resilient infrastructure, promote inclusive and sustainable 

industrialization and foster innovation
10. Reduce inequality within and among countries
11. Make cities and human settlements inclusive, safe, resilient and 

sustainable
12. Ensure sustainable consumption and production pattern
13. Take urgent action to combat climate change and its impacts 
14. Conserve and sustainably use the oceans, seas and marine resources 

for sustainable development
15. Protect, restore and promote sustainable use of terrestrial ecosystems, 

sustainably manage forests, combat desertification, and halt and 
reverse land degradation and halt biodiversity loss

16. Promote peaceful and inclusive societies for sustainable development, 
provide access to justice for all and build effective, accountable and 
inclusive institutions at all levels

17. Strengthen the means of implementation and revitalize the global 
partnership for sustainable development

Source: UN General Assembly 2014; UN Statistics Division 2008

to be developed (or targets be re-phrased) to enable 
proper monitoring and accountability (IRF2015 2014). 
In order to be actionable, the universal agenda will also 
need to be further translated and adapted to national 
contexts, existing structures and strategies.

Regional and national engagement
At the end of 2012 the UN Development Group 
(UNDG) launched a global consultation on a Post-2015 
Development Agenda. UN country teams (led by the 
resident coordinator) have supported consultations in 
88 countries. The World We Want Initiative has gathered 
the outcomes of these consultations (and thematic 
consultations) to inform the planning of the post-2015 
development agenda (The World We Want 2015). 

In Zambia, national dialogues took place in 2013 across 
all 10 provinces of the country. National priorities that 
emerged in these dialogues included quality education, 
health care, reduced inequality (in terms of income, 
access to services, gender and geographically), better 

job opportunities and an enabling business environment, 
honest and responsive government, and access to clean 
water and sanitation. Online consultations include the 
UN’s MY World Survey,7 in which  Zambians ranked 
affordable and nutritious food sixth of 16 priority areas 
to be covered by the SDGs (based on 546 votes; UN 
Country Team Zambia 2013). High-level consultations 
with government and numerous stakeholders have also 
taken place in Zambia, including one on an SDG for 
water on 5 March 2014. 

Other regional and national SDG deliberations have 
taken place in parallel to the UNDG-led consultations. 
As a follow-up to Rio+20, the UN Economic 
Commission for Africa (UNECA), the African Union 
Commission (AUC), the African Development Bank 

7 The MY World Survey is a global survey led by the UN. 
Voters can select from 16 issues, including the MDGs 
and issues of sustainability, security, governance and 
transparency. See www.myworld2015.org. 
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Table 2: African proposals for SDGs: Common African Position on the Post-2015 Development 
Agenda and Draft Report on SDGs for the Southern African Sub-region 

African SDG proposals

Common African position Southern Africa sub-region draft report

Structural economic transformation and inclusive 
growth 
Inclusive growth that reduces inequality 
Sustainable agriculture, food self-sufficiency and nutrition 
Diversification, industrialization and value addition
Developing the service sector
Infrastructure development

Science, technology and innovation
Enhancing technological capacities for Africa’s transforma-
tive agenda 
Building enabling environment for innovation 
Increasing support for research and development 
Optimal utilization of space and geospatial technologies 

People-centred development
The eradication of poverty 
Education and human capital development
Universal and equitable access to quality healthcare
Gender equality and women’s empowerment
Leveraging population dynamics for development
Harnessing Africa’s youthful population
Improving access to sustainable human settlements

Environmental sustainability; natural resources 
management and disaster risk management 
Improving natural resource and biodiversity management
Enhancing access to safe water for all 
Responding effectively to climate change 
Addressing desertification, land degradation, soil erosion, 
flooding and drought 
Natural disaster risk reduction and management
Peace and security
Addressing the root causes of conflict
Preventing the outbreak of armed conflicts

Finance and partnerships
Improving domestic resource mobilization 
Maximizing innovative financing
Implementing existing commitments and promoting quality 
and predictability of external financing 
Promoting mutually beneficial partnerships
Strengthening partnerships for trade
Establish partnerships for managing global commons

Sustainable poverty eradication
All countries should, by 2045, achieve economic 
growth with equity by improving pro-poor invest-
ment and financing into basic infrastructure and 
employment generation through appropriate mar-
ket incentives, adequate access to land and adop-
tion of best technologies for sustainable food pro-
duction 

Improve learning (education and technical) 
attainment 
By 2045, nations should have expanded coverage 
and improved quality of education and its access; 
including adult education, technical (vocational) 
skills training 

Promote gender equality and empowerment
Promotion of the capabilities of all individuals to 
reach their full potential, irrespective of class, gen-
der, ethnic origin, religion or race, with special 
attention to women, the youth and the elderly, by 
addressing the vulnerabilities of each group 

Improved health and nutrition status
Adequate access to primary health services, safe 
and sustainable water and sanitation, adequate 
nutrition and basic infrastructure, including 
electricity, roads and connectivity to the global 
information network 

Sustainable environment management 
Countries should adopt low-carbon energy systems, 
sustainable food systems, sustainable urban areas 
(including resilience in the face of growing haz-
ards from climate change) and stabilization of the 
world’s population through voluntary choices 

Improved governance
Governments should be fully committed to coop-
eration on development; the rule of law, human 
rights, transparency, democratic participation, 
inclusion, and sound economic institutions that 
support the private and civil society sectors in a 
productive manner.

Source: African Union 2014; UNECA 2013

(AfDB) and the UN Department of Economic and 
Social Affairs (UNDESA) held the African Regional 
Implementation Meeting for the post-Rio+20 follow-
up processes in November 2012, in the interests 
of ensuring that the final SDGs were well aligned 
with African priorities. The meeting reaffirmed the 
principles set out in the Rio+20 outcome document 

and commissioned five reports, one of which is the 
Draft Report on SDGs for the Southern African Sub-
region (UNECA 2013). It presents the SDG priorities 
for southern Africa, which are summarized in Table 2. 

In January 2014, the African Union (AU) and the 
New Partnership for African Development (NEPAD) 
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presented the Common African Position on the Post-
2015 Development Agenda (African Union 2014). 
The Common African Position had emerged through 
a process that involved stakeholders from public and 
private sectors at national, regional and continental 
levels. For example, the Pan-African Parliament and 
the UN Development Programme (UNDP) Regional 
Bureau for Africa had convened a regional dialogue for 
deepening parliamentary engagement with the MDGs 
and post-2015 development agenda in November 2013 
(for key outcomes see (Pan-African Parliament 2013). 
The proposed goals in the Common African Position 
are also presented in Table 2. In June 2014, the African 
Union Assembly formally requested AU member states 
to ensure that the overarching goal of the Common 
African Position – eradicating poverty in all its 
forms – is their key message in the intergovernmental 
negotiation process (African Union Assembly Decision 
on Post-2015 Development Agenda, Assembly/AU/
Dec.518(XXIII)). 

Zambia was one of the 71 members of the Open Working 
Group on SDGs, sharing its seat with Zimbabwe.

Participants in the CSO meeting felt that the 
consultations that had taken place had been beneficial, 
as being presented with proposed SDG frameworks 
had given national stakeholders something to work 
with and react to. However, one CSO representative 
observed that the SDG process had been moving very 
fast and this had tended to make it technocratic. When 
the SDG process started, Zambia had not had time 
to carry out national and policy relevant assessments 
that could equip the government with the knowledge 
needed to engage meaningfully. 

In addition to consultations and documents emerging 
from the SDG process, existing national poverty 
reduction and development strategies are critical 
documents for understanding the priorities and 
approaches at national level. The SDGs will need 
to connect with these to be relevant and actionable. 
In Zambia, the 2006 Vision 2030 and the Sixth 
National Development Plan (2011-2015) are at the 
core (Republic of Zambia 2006; National Food and 
Nutrition Commission of Zambia 2011).

2.2 Post-2015 food security goals at global, 
regional and national levels

The MDGs included the following target related to 
food security: “Halve, between 1990 and 2015, the 
proportion of people who suffer from hunger” (target 1c) 
under goal 1: “Eradicate extreme poverty and hunger”. 

Table 3 sets this target alongside the food security/
sustainable agriculture/nutrition targets proposed 
for the SDGs in the OWG Outcome Document, the 
Common African Position, and Zambia’s Vision 2030.

The OWG proposal is once again the most 
comprehensive and ambitious. Compared to the 
MDGs, the food security targets shift from reducing 
to ending hunger and add ending malnutrition in all its 
forms. The OWG proposal further brings in sustainable 
agriculture and addresses small-scale farmers’ income 
and productivity, access to inputs, and investment in 
research and extension services. It also places focus on 
food systems and supply chains, promoting increased 
productivity with sustainable and resilient practices, 
and functioning markets with reduced price volatility 
and corrected trade restrictions. 

Comparing the OWG proposal with the Common 
Africa Position and Vision 2030, what stands out at 
the level of goals is that the national document, Vision 
2030, is the only one that does not refer to nutrition.8 

Neither Vision 2030 nor the Common African Position 
speaks explicitly of ending hunger and improving 
access to food in the targets, but both focus rather on 
enhancing production, modernizing the agricultural 
sector, and boosting exports. 

All three frameworks call for increasing productivity 
and improving access to productive resources/
extension services/machinery. All three further 
include targets that aim to protect the resource base 
and ecosystems. However, Vision 2030 also promotes 
increasing the land area under cultivation and irrigation, 

8 Note, however, that the National Food and Nutrition 
Strategic Plan 2011-2015 sets out to “achieve sustain-
able food and nutrition security and to eliminate all 
forms of malnutrition in order to have a well-nourished 
and healthy population that can contribute optimally to 
national economic development”. Its strategic directions 
include: 1. preventing stunting in children under two 
years of age; 2. increasing micronutrient and macronu-
trient availability and utilization; 3. early identification, 
treatment and follow-up of severe acute malnutrition; 4. 
improving nutrition education and nutritious feeding; 5. 
increasing linkages among hygiene, sanitation, infection 
control and nutrition; 6. food and nutrition to mitigate 
HIV and AIDS; 7. nutrition and non-communicable dis-
eases; 8. preparedness and response to emergencies; 9. 
strengthening governance, capacity building and partner-
ships; 10. monitoring and evaluation; and 11. communi-
cation and advocacy.

 The strategy highlights the need for cross-sectoral 
engagement and partnerships with business, donors, 
media, the UN and government, recognizing that causes 
of malnourishment go beyond hunger.
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Table 3: Comparison of proposed goals and targets for agriculture and food security in the 
MDGs, the global OWG Outcome Document on SDGs, the regional Common African Position, 
and the national Zambia Vision 2030

Goals for agriculture and food security 
Scale Global Global Regional National
Frame-
work

Millennium 
Develop-

ment Goals

OWG outcome document Common African position Vision 2030

Goal Eradicate 
extreme 
poverty and 
hunger

Ending hunger, achieve food security and 
adequate nutrition for all, and promote sustainable 
agriculture

Sustainable agriculture, food 
self-sufficiency and nutrition 

An efficient, competitive, 
sustainable and export-
led agriculture sector 
that assures food security 
and increased income 
by 2030

Target Halve, 
between 
1990 and 
2015, the 
proportion 
of people 
who suffer 
from hunger

By 2030 end hunger and ensure access by all 
people, in particular the poor and people in 
vulnerable situations including infants, to safe, 
nutritious and sufficient food all year round.  

By 2030 end all forms of malnutrition, including 
achieving by 2025 the internationally agreed target 
on stunting and wasting in children under five 
years of age, and address the nutritional needs of 
adolescent girls, pregnant and lactating women, 
and older persons.

By 2030 double the agricultural productivity 
and the incomes of small-scale food producers, 
particularly women, indigenous people, family 
farmers, pastoralists and fishers, including through 
secure and equal access to all other productive 
resources and inputs, knowledge, financial services, 
markets, and opportunities for value addition and 
non-farm employment. 

By 2030 ensure sustainable food production 
systems and implement resilient agricultural 
practices that increase productivity and production, 
that help maintain ecosystems, that strengthen 
capacity for adaptation to climate change, extreme 
weather, drought, flooding and other disasters, and 
that progressively improve land and soil quality. 

By 2020 maintain genetic diversity of seeds, 
cultivated plants, farmed and domesticated animals 
and their related wild species, including through 
soundly managed and diversified seed and plant 
banks at national, regional and international 
levels,  and ensure access to and fair and equitable 
sharing of benefits arising from the utilization 
of genetic resources and associated traditional 
knowledge as internationally agreed 

Increase investment, including through enhanced 
international cooperation, in rural infrastructure, 
agricultural research and extension services, 
technology development, and plant and livestock 
gene banks to enhance agricultural productive 
capacity in developing countries, in particular in 
least developed countries. 

Correct and prevent trade restriction and distortions 
in world agricultural markets including by the 
parallel elimination of all forms of agricultural 
export subsidies and all export measures with 
equivalent effect, in accordance with the mandate 
of the Doha Development Round. 

Adopt measures to ensure the proper functioning 
of food commodity markets and their derivatives, 
and facilitate timely access to market information, 
including on food reserves, in order to help limit 
extreme food price volatility

Enhance the production, 
storage, transportation, 
availability, accessibility, 
utilization, safety and quality 
of food. 

Improve the productivity of 
smallholder agriculture and 
livestock through extension of 
technological support, small-
scale irrigation schemes, 
rural infrastructure, credit and 
social services. 

Support modernization and 
diversification of agricultural 
sectors through: private sector 
participation in agriculture; 
agri-business 

development; improved agro-
industry linkages; providing 
special support to integrate 
women into agri-business 
value chains; equitable access 
to land; and sustainable 
land management practices, 
including on our arable 
lands, for present and future 
generations. 

Promote agricultural 
marketing and information 
flows by establishing national 
and regional information 
centres and cooperation 
mechanisms in agriculture, 
food and nutrition security. 

Adopt sustainable agricultural, 
ocean and freshwater fishery 
practices and rebuild depleted 
fish stocks to sustainable 
levels. 

Strengthen resilience to 
external and climate shocks, 
such as droughts, floods, 
commodity price volatility, 
food shortages and export 
restrictions, particularly on 
staple foods. 

Urgently call for multilateral 
partnerships aimed at food 
loss reduction, resilience 
to commodity price 
fluctuations, and addressing 
food shortages and export 
restrictions during crises. 

Increase agricultural 
productivity and land 
under cultivation by 
2030. 

Increase exports of 
agricultural and agro-
processed products by 
2030.

Preserve the agricultural 
resource base by 2030;

Increase land under 
cultivation to 900,000 
hectares by 2030.

Increasing land under 
irrigation to 400,000 
hectares by 2030.

Increase agricultural 
machinery, tractors per 
100 hectares to 2 by 
2030.

Increase livestock 
population to 6,000,000 
by 2030.

Increase fish population 
to 300,000 mt by 2030. 

Sources:  UN Statistics Division 2008; United Nations Statistics Division 2014; African Union 2014; Republic of Zambia 2006
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which may conflict with environmental sustainability, 
especially since Vision 2030 does not promote 
sustainable agricultural practices or food production 
systems. Changing practices and production systems 
are covered by the OWG proposal and the Common 
African Position, which also promote strengthened 
resilience to climate change.

While the Common African Position and Vision 2030 
talk about better marketing and increased exports, the 
OWG framework has a more global-level perspective, 
speaking of correcting and preventing trade restrictions 
in world agricultural markets, and proper functioning 
of commodity markets. This reflects the rationale for 
differentiating targets according to country priorities 

and needs: that countries will prioritize different 
aspects of goals in order to meaningfully contribute to 
achievement of the SDGs.

By including agricultural practices and management, 
markets, investment, trade, and nutrition, the OWG 
proposal and the Common African Position arguably 
do a better job of addressing systemic barriers and 
integrating economic, social and environmental 
aspects of food security and sustainable agriculture 
than does Vision 2030. Thus there are still large 
gaps between the proposed global SDG agenda and 
Zambia’s national agenda in relation to food security, 
while the global agenda appears fairly well aligned 
with the regional position. 
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3 FOOD SECURITY IN ZAMBIA: STATUS AND TRENDS 

3.1 Agricultural development and poverty

Zambia has experienced strong macro-economic 
growth in recent years and was upgraded from a low-
income to a lower middle-income country in 2011. 
However, poverty remains severe and has not fallen 
in step with economic growth (see Figure 1). Despite 
increases in GDP, the share of the population living on 
less than US$1.25 a day increased from 60% in 1991 to 
80% in 2010 (United Nations Statistics Division 2014; 
World Bank 2014). A Gini coefficient9 of 65 in 2013 
suggests that income is highly unequally distributed; 
it has also risen sharply in the past two decades, from 
52.6 in 1993 and 42.1 in 2003, indicating that the 
benefits of economic growth have been concentrated 
among a relatively small group (World Bank 2014). 
Today, 60% of Zambians share less than 14% of total 
national income (UN Country Team Zambia 2013).

In 2010, 60% of the total population lived below 
the national poverty line (United Nations Statistics 
Division 2014). Poverty is particularly widespread in 
rural areas, where 78% of the population lived below 
the national poverty line in 2010, compared to 28% in 
urban areas, and is further concentrated to those owning 
less than 2 hectares of land. Smallholder farmers hence 
remain particularly vulnerable to volatile food prices 
and food insecurity.

The discrepancy between economic growth and 
poverty reduction can at least in part be explained 
by an economy that has remained heavily reliant on 
extractive industries (copper mines), while growth in 
the agricultural sector, which provides livelihoods for 
85% of the population, has been limited . Extractive 
industries accounted for 70% of foreign exchange 
earnings in 2009 (Republic of Zambia 2011b) and 
when total GDP grew at more than 4% a year in 1996-
2006, the agricultural sector was growing at only 1% a 
year. This meant an actual decline in agricultural GDP 
per capita, as the total population grew by 2.5% over 
the decade (Diao et al. 2012). 

The contribution of agriculture to total GDP has 
remained more or less constant at around 20% since 

9 The Gini coefficient is an indicator of economic ine-
quality, measuring the extent to which consumption 
expenditure among individuals or households within 
an economy deviates from a perfectly equal distribu-
tion. 0 represents perfect equality, while 100 implies 
perfect inequality.

the 1990s, while the share of public expenditure 
allocated to agriculture has remained below 10% 
in most years since 2000 (Figure 2), even though 
under NEPAD’s Comprehensive Africa Agricultural 
Development Programme (CAADP), Zambia has 
committed to allocate 10% of public expenditure to 
the agriculture sector annually (Republic of Zambia 
2011a). However, in the past five years there has been 
some increase in growth in the agricultural sector. In 
2013 the agricultural sector contributed 8.7% to GDP 
growth (ZNFU 2014).

3.2 Food security indicators

In 2013, 48.3% of the Zambian population was 
undernourished or food deprived (see.e.g. Figure 3).10 
This was nearly 15 percentage points more than in 1991 
(United Nations Statistics Division 2014). Small-scale 
farmers and the urban poor in particular suffer chronic 
food insecurity (IPCC 2013). However, according to 
the Zambia MDG progress report, the proportion of 
underweight children under 5 years declined from 25% 
in 1992 to 13% in 2010 (UNDP 2013). 

All aspects of malnutrition need to be considered to 
avoid negative impacts from food insecurity on, for 
example, health, learning, and economic development. 
This is recognized in the SDG targets proposed by 
the OWG and in the Common African Position. 
The government’s commitment to the Scaling-
Up Nutrition Movement11 and establishment of a 
National Food and Nutrition Commission at the end 
of 2010 suggest nutrition is moving higher up on the 
agenda in Zambia.12 However, malnutrition including 
micronutrient deficiencies, is highly prevalent in 
Zambia and holds back socio-economic development 
(National Food and Nutrition Commission of Zambia 
2011). The prevalence of micronutrient deficiencies is 
unsurprising considering the unvaried diets of many 
Zambians; maize accounted for approximately 50% of 
caloric intake in 2011, and cassava approximately 14% 
(Ministry of Agriculture and Livestock 2011).  

10 That is, they had dietary energy intake below the mini-
mum level as defined by a FAO/WHO/UNU Expert 
Consultation in 2001.

11 For more information see http://scalingupnutrition.org/.

12 Nutrition interventions may be under-represented in this 
report as they are as yet somewhat disconnected from 
agricultural and development policy and hence poorly 
reflected in the core documents reviewed.
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Figure 1: Poverty levels and income per capita, Zambia, 1990-2014 Source: World Bank 2014
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Figure 2: Share of total public expenditure allocated to the agricultural sector, Zambia, 2000-2009
 Source: AGRA 2013
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Maize (with some competition from cassava) also 
dominates agricultural production. In 2011, 70% of 
households grew three types of crop or fewer, and 
86% of small-scale farms grew maize (Tembo and 
Sitko 2013). In 2013/14 maize accounted for 70% of 
the area planted (ZNFU 2014). As shown in Figure 4, 
production quantity is highly variable from year to year. 

Maize production and market prices in Zambia are 
highly sensitive to rainfall and a number of other 
factors. In the 2014 Post Agricultural Production 
Survey carried out by the Zambia National Farmers’ 
Union (ZNFU 2014), smallholder farmers suggested 
lack of fertilizers, drought, late planting, poor soils 
and flooding as reasons for poor harvests. The Zambia 
Agricultural Investment Plan 2014-2018 suggests 
that recent growth in maize production has resulted 
from favourable weather conditions, increased use of 
fertilizers among smallholders and increased use of 
hybrid seeds. The adoption rate of improved maize 
seeds covers 73% of total area under maize cultivation 
in Zambia, far above the African average of 28% 
(AGRA 2013).

The high reliance on rain-fed maize as a staple makes 
food supplies vulnerable to both internal and external 
market fluctuations, as well as changes in the prices of 
inputs (Rasmussen et al. 2014). 

Despite the evident increase in maize production, 
average yields remain far below the potential (Tembo 
and Sitko 2013; University of Nebraska 2014).13 There 

13  For rain-fed maize, the potential yield gap is 8.5 tons 
per harvested ha., or 80.5% (University of Nebraska 
2014). The yield gap is the gap between potential yields 
with full access to water and nutrients, and biotic stress 

is considerable variation between farms. In 2013/14 
small and medium-scale farms accounted for 96% of 
total maize production and had an average yield of 
2.16 tons/ha. Large-scale farmers, on the other hand, 
produced an average of 6.12 tons/ha. (ZNFU 2014). 

Across Africa, per capita food production has declined 
despite an increase in absolute production through 
expansion of areas under cultivation (AGRA 2013). 
However, in Zambia it has grown (Figure 5). The 
National Farmers’ Union reported a record harvest 
in the 2013/14 season, and a surplus of both maize 
and wheat, and the government is expecting a “super 
bumper harvest” for the coming season (Ministry of 
Agriculture and Livestock 2014) . However, even 
in previous record years, 28% of rural Zambian 
households have remained net buyers of maize (Tembo 
and Sitko 2013) and in rural households food accounted 
for an average of 64.6% of household expenditure in 
2010 (Central Statistical Office 2012). 

All in all, this suggests that improvements in food 
security have been limited to the supply side (i.e. 
improved availability through production increases), 
with little improvement in access and utilization and 
hence potentially small benefits to people’s well-being. 
Structural barriers that can explain this are further 
discussed below (see 3.4).

3.3 Changing conditions for food production

Zambia has three main agro-ecological zones, primarily 
determined by rainfall. This makes production of many 

effectively controlled, minus average actual yields under 
dominant management practices. 

Figure 4: Production of key crops, in Zambia, 1990-2013  Source: http://faostat3.fao.org
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Adaptation Programme of Action on Climate Change 
concluded that the low-rainfall zone is extremely 
vulnerable in terms of impact on arable cropping, 
and that food security is particularly at risk in this 
and the mid-rainfall zone due to the shortening of the 
growing season (Ministry of Tourism, Environment 
and Natural Resources 2007). At the same time, with 
CO2 emissions of only 0.2 metric tons per capita 
in 2010, compared to an average of 1.6 for lower 
middle-income countries (World Bank 2014) and 
1.3 for Southern African Development Community 
members (Lesolle 2012), Zambia makes a very small 
contribution to climate change. 

The impacts of climate change on the conditions 
for food production will need to be considered in 
analyses exploring the effectiveness of Zambia’s 
development strategies in responding to challenges in 
the post-2015 period.

3.4 Structural barriers to food security and 
agricultural development

The Government of Zambia identifies a number of 
challenges related to the agricultural sector, including 
low production and productivity among smallholder 
farmers, inadequate extension services, low investment 
in the sector and high cost of financing, livestock 
diseases, and poorly functioning agricultural markets 
(National Food and Nutrition Commission of Zambia 
2011). The lack of adequate infrastructure such 
as road networks, storage facilities and electricity 
creates obstacles for physical and information flows. 
Overcoming these challenges and realizing the 

different types of crop and livestock possible, but also 
requires different agricultural inputs and different 
strategies for adapting to changes in climate and 
growing conditions (Diao et al. 2012; Neubert et al. 
2011; Ministry of Tourism, Environment and Natural 
Resources 2007)

Cropping patters vary across the country. Maize is 
an important crop throughout, but is particularly 
dominant where rainfall is low, whereas root crops 
such as cassava dominate where rainfall is abundant. 
Production patterns also vary depending on access 
to roads and other infrastructure. Large-scale 
commercial production for export is primarily found 
around Lusaka and Copperbelt, where road and rail 
transport is more accessible. 

The World Bank concluded in 2009 that Zambia was 
one of the five countries in the world whose agriculture 
is most vulnerable to climate change (Neubert et al. 
2011). Unevenly distributed rainfall already makes 
Zambia prone to both droughts and floods, and has 
major implications for agriculture, given that most of 
it is rain-fed (Thurlow et al. 2011). Many observers 
conclude that Zambia’s weather is already affected 
by climate change and that the situation is likely 
to get worse (Ministry of Tourism, Environment 
and Natural Resources 2007). The Sixth National 
Development Plan, for example, cites impacts such as 
increased drought, waterlogging, seasonal flooding, 
rising temperatures, shortening of the rainy and crop-
growing seasons, and prolonged dry spells (Republic 
of Zambia 2011b). The boundaries of the agro-
ecological zones are already changing (Neubert et al. 
2011). The formulation report for Zambia’s National 

Figure 5: Food supply per capita per year, Zambia, 1998-2010 Source: FAO 2015
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potential of agriculture in Zambia will require dealing 
with a number of structural barriers.

Agricultural management methods and skills
Although conservation farming (discussed further in 
section 4.3) has been promoted in Zambia since the 
1980s, and overall farming methods are characterized 
by a low degree of mechanization, agriculture causes 
a lot of soil disturbance through, for example, mono-
cropping, heavy use of fertilizers and short fallows 
with little return of organic matter.14 Use of inputs has 
increased since 2011. About 55% of farmers now use 
inorganic fertilizers, and total fertilizer use in Zambia 
corresponds to almost 30 kg/ha., whereas the average 
use across 25 African countries is 11 kg/ha. (AGRA 
2013). However, the response to these inputs is very 
poor. Currently, about 99% of fertilizers are applied 
to maize and those provided to smallholders through 
government programmes are not well adapted to 
the different growing conditions in the respective 
agricultural zones (ZNFU 2014). Inadequate 
agricultural management methods result in part from 
a lack of skills, but also from a lack of rural labour 
availability, in combination with limited access to 
agricultural machinery.

Market access and commercialization
Poverty and low purchasing power, low population 
densities and poor infrastructure access hinder 
development of rural agricultural markets in Zambia. At 
the same time, inter-regional and international markets 
remain inaccessible due to trade tariffs (AGRA 2013). 
A surplus of maize in combination with export barriers 
makes market prices fall below export parity and thus 
make farmers unable to compete with imports from 
nearby markets (e.g. South Africa). According to the 
Zambia National Farmers’ Union (ZNFU), this poses 
a major challenge to farmers. The gap between export 
and import prices and supply and demand conditions 
is reflected in high marketing and transaction costs, 
which hinder farmers not only from competing with 
the imports but also scaling up production. The 
heavy transaction costs faced by Zambian farmers 
include payments (fees, taxes, bribes) at every step 
of production.15 For example, taking transaction costs 
into account, the delivery price of imported fertilizers 
in Zambia amounts to US$414/ton compared to 
US$226/ton in the USA(AGRA 2013). Transport and 
storage costs account for the largest share of this. 
A decentralization policy and the establishment of 
district agencies without associated funding to execute 

14 Conversation with IAPRI, November 2014.

15 Interview with ZNFU, November 2014.

their responsibilities have reportedly reinforced high 
transaction costs.16  

Infrastructure 
Physical access to markets is constrained by poor road, 
electricity and communication networks in large parts 
of the country. This reduces the efficiency of distribution 
of crops across the country and limits production of 
export crops to the relatively well-connected Lusaka 
and Copperbelt regions. Another issue is the lack of 
storage capacity, which further limits the possibility 
of making use of production increases and projected 
“bumper harvests”, meaning that much production 
goes to waste. In 2011, serviceable storage capacity 
stood at about 1.3 million metric tons, considerably 
less than the estimated 2 million tons needed (National 
Assembly 2012). Furthermore, changing agricultural 
conditions are pushing production further towards 
the north of the country, and the location of storage 
facilities needs to change in order to avoid losses due 
to extended outdoor storage or long-distance transport 
(Food Reserve Agency 2008).  

Access to inputs and finance
Access to inputs is frequently reported by farmers as 
a key constraint on enhanced productivity (Tembo 
and Sitko 2013). Smallholder farmers struggle to 
access inputs through channels other than subsidized 
government programmes. Furthermore, while large-
scale farmers can invest in more sustainable practices, 
limited access to credit and high interest rates make 
the necessary long-term investment difficult for 
smallholders. As obtaining a loan often requires 
land as collateral, it is complicated by insecure land 
ownership. This particularly affects women, who are 
often hindered from ownership of land. 

Zambia currently has two land allocation systems: a 
customary system managed by tribal leaders and a 
more formal system of leasing state lands, which is 
managed by the Ministry of Lands. Most smallholders’ 
land tenure is under the customary system. While there 
is no official land policy (one has been in draft since 
2006), a transition from the customary to state system 
is now taking place as part of a drive to increase large-
scale commercial agriculture, and some smallholders 
and women are losing out (Chapoto et al. 2012).17 
For example, “farm blocks” developments, in which 
the state creates large blocks of farmland to lease to 
agricultural enterprises and attract investment, often 
involves former customary land. The Farm Block 
Development Plan states that “convincing local people 

16 Interview with ZNFU, November 2014.

17 Interview with Zambia Land Alliance, November 2014.   
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to give away the land will be an on-going process”, and 
acknowledges that “the influx of commercial farmers 
might result in resistance from local communities” 
(Ministry of Finance and National Planning 2005). 
Although Zambia has low population density and land 

availability is not an issue as such, population growth 
(average 2.8% in 2000-2010) is particularly taking 
place on the shrinking stock of customary land (Central 
Statistical Office 2011).  
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4 NATIONAL POLICY AND STRATEGIES 

As the above overview of barriers highlights, there 
is a need for government responses to support 

efficient and sustainable use of inputs, access to 
markets, and access to enabling factors such as land, 
technology and infrastructure and labour. The potential 
for agricultural development is huge considering 
Zambia’s abundant land, water and soil resources 
and the high demand for secure food supplies both 
domestically and in the region (there are more than 
400 million people in the Common Market for Eastern 
and Southern Africa, COMESA). The Sixth National 
Development Plan recognizes this and identifies 
agriculture as a priority sector for economic growth, 
poverty reduction and job creation (Republic of 
Zambia 2011b). This section looks at Zambia’s policies 
for boosting the role of agriculture in development, and 
how they are currently being implemented. 

4.1 Overview

The Sixth National Development Plan is the current 
guiding document for the agricultural sector, as the 
National Agriculture Policy is being reviewed. The 
National Development Plan operationalizes the goals 
set out in Vision 2030 (see tables 3 and 4) and is 
supported by Zambia’s CAADP Compact (Republic 
of Zambia 2011a). The CAADP Compact aims 
to strengthen and facilitate implementation of the 
National Agriculture Policy and Vision 2030, through 
the National Development Plans.

The Sixth National Development Plan, suggest that 
the government’s priorities for the agricultural sector 
are private sector-led agricultural development and 
improved market access; promotion of agriculture 

Table 4: Zambia’s National Development Plan for 2011-2015: goals and approach for the 
agricultural sector

Goal To increase and diversify agricultural production and productivity so as to raise its contribution 
to 20% of GDP.

Policy approach
Promote private sector-led agricultural development, agricultural infrastructure and agro-
related industries, and improve productivity, focusing on human capacity through training, 
research and extension.

Policy statements

Government is to: support crop diversification, livestock and fisheries production, increased 
productivity in crops and livestock, sustainable land and water management, and cli-
mate change adaptation and mitigation; facilitate equitable access to land for agriculture; 
strengthen the predictability of government and private sector (rule-based market and trade 
policies, strengthened public-private coordination and dialogue); identify investment priori-
ties in infrastructure development; implement national decentralization policy for improving 
service delivery; support private sector scale-up of investments; promote diversified extension 
messages with emphasis on small-scale farmers: mobilize resources for cost-effective and 
demand-driven research and extension (public-private partnerships); promote and strengthen 
cooperatives and farmers’ organizations; and develop an agricultural marketing act to regu-
late market players.

Crop production
Increase expansion of areas under cultivation and irrigation and increase productivity through 
improved seed varieties, research and extension services; develop irrigation and farm blocks, 
enhance research and extension services, and promote utilization of improved seed varieties.

Nutrition

Expand scope and implementation of monitoring of nutrition interventions according to the 
National Food and Nutrition Policy; increase access and coverage of community-based nutri-
tion interventions; and advocate promotion of nutritious diets through crop diversification, 
adequate food processing, storage and utilization.

Livestock
Increase livestock numbers through disease-free zones, infrastructure development and reha-
bilitation; enhance livestock disease control, surveillance and research; develop livestock 
standards and grades; processing of livestock and livestock products.

Fisheries Aquaculture development, improvement of infrastructure for fisheries research and marketing.

All sub-sectors Promote post-harvest technologies, agro-processing and access to domestic, regional and 
international markets for agro-products.

Source: Republic of Zambia 2011b
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2006 it was the largest domestic trader (Ministry of 
Agriculture and Livestock 2014). 

The current approach of the government has been 
criticized for suppressing private sector involvement 
and agricultural market development. In addition to 
subsidized inputs and sales, the Ministry of Agriculture 
and Livestock applies export bans to protect the 
domestic market and ensure national food needs are met 
in years of short supply.18 While prioritizing domestic 
supply is well-intended, the bans have been difficult to 
predict, and discouraged private-sector engagement in 
agricultural markets. At the same time, the government 
does not trust the private sector to step in and fill the gap 
in times of shortages, but resorts to food aid donors with 
whom it can plan in accordance with its expected supply 
gap (Dorosh et al. 2009). In the absence of functioning 
markets, farmers rely on government extension services 
provided through the FISP and on selling produce to the 
FRA (Chapoto et al. 2012). Several CSO representatives 
observed that the FRA purchasing targets effectively 
dictate production.

4.2 Core interventions and programmes

Food Reserve Agency
The FRA is mandated to maintain strategic and 
sustainable food stocks, and “ensuring national 
food security and income through the provision of 
... marketing and storage services” (Food Reserve 
Agency n.d.). However, in reality to many smallholder 
farmers this is the only accessible market, and farmers 
see it as an opportunity to earn a predictable living. In 
the coming season, the FRA aims to buy 500,000 MT 
maize (compared to 426 246 MT in 2013/14) and 2100 
MT rice from “satellite depots” in remote areas where 
the private sector is not present. These depots must 
have a surplus of maize corresponding to 5000 50kg 
bags (Ministry of Agriculture and Livestock 2014). 
A representative of the National Farmers’ Union, 
however, estimates that in previous years famers 
have only been paid for 40% of the forecast FRA 
purchases.19 The FRA further aims to sell 650,000 MT 
maize to millers, grain traders, food relief agencies and 
rural communities on both local and export markets 
(between November 2014 and April 2015) to address 
shortfalls in supply (Food Reserve Agency 2014a). 

In 2013/14 the FRA paid ZMW 552 million (c.US$100 
million) to maize farmers, and concluded that this 

18 In early 2014, the government lifted the latest export ban 
(Ministry of Agriculture and Livestock 2014). 

19 Interview with ZNFU, November 2014.

infrastructure and agro-related industries; increased 
human capacity; improved productivity; and 
agricultural diversification. However, our research 
indicates that current implementation is out of step 
with these priorities. In particular, government subsidy 
programmes tend to reinforce the high reliance on 
maize production and consumption. Even though there 
is naturally a time lag between policy adoption and 
actual change and there are some signs of a shift in 
approach, it seems highly optimistic that the changes 
envisaged in the plan are achievable within its four-
year time frame. Of interest is whether they are steering 
in the direction of the vision, and whether this is in line 
with the proposed SDGs. 

The current government response to the challenges 
in the agricultural sector has its roots in the strong 
government intervention in the domestic agricultural 
market during the 1980s. At this point, government 
agricultural policy favoured domestic smallholders; 
there were input price controls, lending institutions and 
cooperatives provided heavy input subsidies, and the 
National Agricultural Marketing Board (now the Food 
Reserve Agency, FRA) provided smallholders with a 
guaranteed market through spatially constant prices 
and government purchases. 

A rapid structural reform programme meant that by 
the mid-1990s Zambia was one of the most liberalized 
countries in Africa (Dorosh et al. 2009). Initially, 
productivity dropped and market failures occurred in 
the agricultural sector; one result was that formal credit 
systems stopped lending to the sector (Chapoto et al. 
2012). As noted, farmers’ poor access to credit remains 
a barrier to agricultural development.

Liberalization was unpopular, and maize policy in 
Zambia has remained politically sensitive, leading to 
inconsistent government policy responses (Dorosh et 
al. 2009b). Input subsidies were reintroduced in 2002 
through the Fertilizer Support Programme (FSP). This 
programme expanded and developed into the Farmer 
Input Support Programme (FISP) in 2009 with the 
objective of improving food security by supporting 
maize production. Between 2009 and 2013, the FISP 
accounted for almost 70% of budget allocation for 
poverty reduction, as well as 30% of the total budget 
allocation to the Ministry of Agriculture and Livestock 
(Mofya-Mukuka et al. 2013). However, the effectiveness 
of the FISP in reducing poverty is contested.

The government further supports farmers by purchasing 
maize at a subsidized price through the Food Reserve 
Agency. Although FRA purchasing activity should be 
limited to areas where the market does not reach, in 



19

stockholm environment institute

greatly improved rural people’s livelihoods and food 
security, as well as empowering service providers 
in the supply chain (Food Reserve Agency 2014b). 
Further, it concluded that the FRA programme 
improved market access for traditional crops and 
stabilized food prices by responding to local shortfalls 
in supply. It recognized that the programme fills the 
function of wealth distribution to rural population, 
institutions and private traders in the absence of rural 
market infrastructure and private sector involvement 
(Food Reserve Agency 2014b). This reflects the fact 
that the FRA’s approach is to step in with direct support 
where failures occur in the sector, while giving little 
consideration to overcoming, or not reinforcing, the 
structural barriers that cause them. An ongoing FRA 
programme on storage rehabilitation (Food Reserve 
Agency 2008) is, however, a much-need initiative, 
given the anticipated “super bumper harvest” and 
the structural barriers to making use of such harvests 
without improved storage capacity. 

Farmer Input Support Programme
The objective of the FISP is to increase maize 
production by providing fertilizers and improved 
seeds, while also increasing space for the private sector 
in the supply chains (Mofya-Mukuka et al. 2013). It 
further has the stated aim of improving household 
food security and incomes and is today one of the 
government’s main poverty-reduction programmes 
(Mofya-Mukuka et al. 2013). 

While the FISP helps farmers to increase maize 
production it has been criticized on several grounds: 
primarily benefitting wealthier farmers; delays in 
input distribution; encouraging inefficient use of 
fertilizers, as the same fertilizers are distributed almost 
regardless of local climatic and soil conditions; poor 
monitoring of actual impacts; leakage of subsidized 
inputs to the commercial market; crowding out 
private-sector actors; and having no exit strategy 
(Mofya-Mukuka et al. 2013). 

While the FISP was originally intended to support 
poor farmers, the criteria for eligibility might suggest 
that its focus is on production increases rather than 
poverty reduction. The criteria include being a member 
of a cooperative or farmers’ organization (with the 
associated membership costs), being able to cultivate 
at least 0.5 ha. of land, and being able to pay the 
farmer’s share of the input price up front to the FISP 
(in 2014/15 farmers will be required to pay ZMW 400 
(US$59) for four bags of fertilizers and 10 kg of maize 
seeds; (Burke et al. 2012; Mofya-Mukuka et al. 2013). 
Not taken into account are, for example, whether the 
household could afford to pay the full market prices, or 

whether the household is female- or child-headed and 
hence more vulnerable. Thus the poorest households 
are effectively excluded and studies have shown that 
it is primarily larger smallholders that benefit from the 
FISP (see e.g. Burke et al. 2012). 

Distributing the inputs from district-level depots to the 
local depots of cooperatives and organizations, and then 
on to the beneficiaries is a huge logistical undertaking 
that provides many jobs, and a transport contract under 
the FISP is lucrative.20 The national tendering process 
for supply of the inputs distributed through FISP has 
been questioned, particularly as the same two suppliers 
have been awarded the contract every year (Mason 
et al. 2013).  As noted above, the FISP has also been 
criticized for distributing the same fertilizers regardless 
of agro-ecological zones and with poor timing.21 In the 
2014 Post Agricultural Production Survey more than 
50% of FISP beneficiaries complained that fertilizers 
did not arrive on time (ZNFU 2014). These factors 
explain the poor effectiveness of Zambia’s intensive 
fertilizer use.

In line with the policy objective of crop diversification, 
the range of crops included in the programme was 
widened during the transition from FSP to FISP. Rice 
was added in 2010, and sorghum, cotton and groundnut 
in 2012(Mason et al. 2013). However, the FISP is still 
dominated by maize: in 2014/15 it distributed 10,000 
MT maize, compared to 127 MT rice, 119 MT sorghum 
and 1357 MT groundnut (Ministry of Agriculture and 
Livestock 2014). 

Another aspect of the transition was halving the 
amount of inputs provided to each beneficiary under 
the FISP. However, the number of targeted beneficiaries 
doubled to 120,000, so there was no reduction in 
overall subsidy spending between the FSP and the 
FISP. Since then the FISP has grown. In 2014/2015 
the programme is targeting 1 million people and has a 
budget of ZMW 500 billion (US$73.6 billion; Ministry 
of Agriculture and Livestock 2014). Arguably, the 
decision to maintain this popular programme rather 
than reallocating the budget to activities that could be 
more effective typifies the government’s reluctance to 
shift support away from maize production.22

Food Security Packs
The Food Security Packs programme was established 
in 2000. It directly targets poor smallholders; to be 

20 Interview with IAPRI, November 2014.

21 Interview with IAPRI, November 2014.

22 Interview with ZNFU, November 2014.
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eligible, households must cultivate less than 1 ha., not 
have any other income, and be either female-, elderly- 
or child-headed. The programme is administered 
by the Ministry of Community Development and 
Social Services, and the beneficiaries selected by the 
Community Welfare Assistance Committees and Area 
Food Security Committees (Ministry of Agriculture 
and Livestock 2014).

The packs given to the eligible households include 
fertilizer; hybrid or improved maize seeds; and 
seeds for beans, soy, groundnut and cassava. Where 
agricultural conditions allow, they also receive seed 
and fertilizers for rice, sorghum or millet, and where 
soils are acidic, lime is added to the pack. Thus, unlike 
the FISP subsidized inputs, the food security packs are 
adapted to variations in growing conditions. However, 
since 2002, more than 90% of the government’s input 
subsidies have been channeled through the FISP, so 
little funding is available for the Food Security Packs 
programme or other programmes (Mason et al. 2013). 

Farm blocks
In line with its ambition to commercialize agriculture, 
the Zambian government is developing “farm blocks” 
to attract agricultural investment. The blocks are large 
agricultural areas (at least 100,000 ha.) provided with 
feeder roads, electricity, water and communication 
infrastructure and should comprise a core venture, 
and large, medium and small-scale farms that operate 
under outgrower schemes. Export crops such as cotton, 
sugar and tobacco predominate.

The farm blocks are part of the government’s strategy 
to diversify the economy, but are also aimed at 
enhancing food security, opening up undeveloped rural 
areas, reducing poverty, and minimizing rural to urban 
migration (Ministry of Finance and National Planning 
2005). In a SWOT analysis undertaken as part of the 
Farm Block Development Plan, strong political will in 
combination with good land availability and soils and 
the favorable climate were identified as key strengths 
of the plan, which is expected to bring socio-economic 
benefits in the form of employment opportunities, 
schools and health centres in addition to an increase in 
export earnings. However, limited financial resources, 
the poor infrastructure and physical access to markets 
were critical challenges. The SWOT analysis identified 
resistance by local communities to the establishment 
of farm blocks as a threat to the plan, and the fact that 
most farmers were subsistence farmers as a weakness 
(Ministry of Finance and National Planning 2005). 

Conversations with stakeholders during the study 
confirmed the challenges in including small-scale 

farmers in the farm block operations, and further 
suggested that the transition to state land that the farm 
block development entails puts poor farmers operating 
on customary land at risk of losing their land. Although 
the farm block strategy is in line with the objective to 
make the agricultural sector export-led, it seems to be 
in stark contrast with the immediate need to ensure 
domestic food security and reduce poverty amongst the 
large share of the population that base their livelihoods 
on small-scale agriculture. 

4.3 Small-scale interventions

The overall approach of the government has been 
criticized as short-term and fragmented, lacking 
long-term investment. For example, the prioritization 
of the FRA and FISP has tended to crowd out other 
interventions that could offer more sustainable 
solutions and be more efficient in meeting sustainable 
development goals. Alternative interventions that 
do exist, even at a small scale, may suggest entry 
points for improved approaches and shifts in policy 
implementation, which is of particularly interest 
given the ongoing revision of the Agricultural Policy, 
and discussions within government on reforming the 
FISP and FRA. Only those we encountered during 
the study are mentioned here, so this list should not 
be seen as exhaustive.

There are government plans and budget allocated 
for piloting an e-voucher system in 2015 (which will 
run in parallel to the FISP). This system would allow 
farmers to select their preferred inputs and agro-dealer, 
and could potentially address some of the distribution 
and diversification issues of current programmes by 
better adapting inputs and suppliers to the needs and 
preferences of farmers.23  

There are also several initiatives using ICT to improve 
extension services. A new unit within government has 
been established to promote this approach, and an 
e-extension programme has been launched to address 
livestock disease by giving farmers direct access to 
veterinarians over mobile phones. Another example is 
the use of ICT to provide price information services 
for maize across regions, allowing farmers to compare 
and potentially select their market.24 Weather forecasts, 
along with a weekly publication on the agricultural 
sector, including market prices, are already provided 
for member of the Zambia National Farmers’ Union. 

23 Interview with IAPRI, November 2014.

24 Interview with ZNFU, November 2014.
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These initiatives are in line with government policy 
statements on supporting crop diversification, 
increasing productivity in crops and livestock, 
strengthening the predictability of policy and private 
sector, and promoting diversified extension messages 
with emphasis on small-scale farmers. However, 
according to CSO experts they compete with strong 
political incentives to maintain support to the maize 
sector, on which so many rural voters depend. Previous 
efforts to shift government support away from 
maize have reportedly stalled around election time.25 
For example, earlier government plans to pilot the 
e-voucher system were delayed for unknown reasons. 
Thus a mismatch between policy, political feasibility 
and implementation remains in the area of agricultural 
development. Most action on alternative interventions 
have to date been undertaken by non-governmental 
organizations or businesses. 

While the involvement of commercial banks remains 
small, the Lima Credit Scheme is implemented by 
the Zambia National Commercial Bank and Zambia 
National Farmers’ Union. This includes an e-voucher 
system that has already been up and running for five 
years. Under this programme, farmers are provided 
with a bank account and a credit card to be used for 
buying inputs at their selected agro-dealer. Under 
other schemes run by the Zambia National Farmers’ 
Union, farmers’ access to assets such as machinery 
is supported by allowing them to negotiate payment 
terms, and a women’s innovation programme is being 
launched this year.26

While traditional farming methods in Zambia cause 
a lot of harmful soil disturbance, there have been 
moves to promote conservation agriculture since the 
1980s.27 These have mostly been driven by NGOs 
like the Conservation Farming Unit and donors. In 
1999 the government adopted conservation farming 
as an official priority, attracted by its opportunities to 
improve productivity.28 

Under the current programmes, conservation farming 
techniques are being demonstrated to small-scale 
farmers, with a focus on reduced tillage, precise 

25 Interview with IAPRI, November 2014.

26 Interview with ZNFU, November 2014.

27 Conservation farming aims to sustainably improve farm 
productivity, profits and food security by adopting three 
core principles: minimum mechanical soil disturbance, 
permanent organic soil cover, and crop rotation (Arslan 
et al. 2014).

28 Interview with IAPRI, November 2014.

digging or ripping of soil, leaving crop residues on the 
land instead of burning them, rotation of cereals with 
legumes, and dry season land preparation (Arslan et 
al. 2014). Adoption has, however, remained limited, 
partial and unstable, in part as funding is low (Zambia 
Vulnerability Assessent Committee 2013). According 
to a representative of the National Farmers’ Union, 
efforts to promote conservation farming have also 
failed to promote crop diversification, as the support 
available through the FRA and FISP makes shifting 
away from maize production particularly risky. 

A study by IAPRI into reasons for the low adoption 
rates indicates that the government programme failed 
to give other incentives than provision of inputs and 
that farmers did not see themselves as active agents 
in the shift. However, the inputs reportedly were not 
enough to motivate risk-averse poor farmers to shift to 
a method that is initially labour- and capital-intensive, 
and takes time to yield benefits.29 For example, farmers 
face high opportunity costs in sacrificing alternative 
uses of residues, and labour constraints in weeding and 
preparation of land. Moreover, it has been argued that 
Zambian farmers have become so used to receiving 
government subsidies, such as input packages or 
rewards, that they take them almost for granted (Arslan 
et al. 2014). This reflects the political near impossibility 
of scaling back established input-subsidy programmes 
(Mason et al. 2013; Mofya-Mukuka et al. 2013). 

According to one representative of IAPRI, conservation 
farming could not only address some of the current 
problems in the Zambian agricultural sector, but also 
some emerging problems. For example, in Eastern and 
Southern provinces, farmers have proved more willing 
to adopt conservation farming after drought and taken 
up reaping and planting basins for water retention, 
seeing conservation farming as a coping strategy for 
climate change. Capacity building that makes a clearer 
case for the benefits of conservation agriculture is 
needed to make more farmers willing to take on the 
short-term risks of shifting agricultural practices. The 
government also promotes conservation farming as a 
climate change adaptation strategy (see Mason et al. 
2013; Mofya-Mukuka et al. 2013).

29 Interview with IAPRI, November 2014.
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5 DISCUSSION: CHALLENGES IN THE TRANSITION TO SDGS

guaranteeing market prices hinders the development of 
functioning markets (thus directly working against the 
stated policy ambition to promote private sector-led 
agricultural development) and makes shifting to more 
sustainable agricultural practices and diversification 
of agricultural production more difficult, as growing 
other crops than maize comes with high risks and lack 
of support in case of failure. 

Altogether, current programmes and practices poorly 
respond to the more complex agenda for food security 
and agriculture that the SDG proposals outline. Critically, 
it is hard to see how current policy implementation will 
effectively contribute to the overarching objective of 
the OWG proposal: to eradicate poverty and improve 
human well-being. However, the time lag between 
policy adoption and impact must be taken into account, 
along with the political feasibility of introducing new 
policies and interventions. Continuous monitoring and 
evaluation of ongoing interventions could help ensure 
that policy, implementation and impact are aligned with 
the post-2015 development vision.

Systemic shifts are needed to remove the current 
structural barriers in the sector. The OWG-proposed 
SDGs and the Common African Position suggest a 
number of targets that would be relevant, including 
equal access to productive resources and inputs 
including land, knowledge, financial services, 
market and opportunities for value addition. Further, 
implementing resilient agricultural practices 
that both increase production and help maintain 
ecosystems, improve land and soil quality, and build 
resilience to future climate change will be needed 
to ensure sustainability. 

These proposals also promote increasing investment 
in rural infrastructure such as small-scale irrigation 
schemes; agricultural research; extension services; 
credit and social services; and technology that can 
enhance productive capacity, which would help 
Zambia to achieve food security. Another area 
addressed is access to agricultural markets, which 
remains difficult to Zambian farmers. The OWG 
proposal suggests correcting, and preventing, trade 
restriction and distortions and eliminating agricultural 
export subsidies (in accordance with the Doha 
Development Round). In Zambia, the domestic market 
is underdeveloped, too, and both the OWG proposal 
and the Common African Position promote improved 
agricultural marketing, information flows and access 
to market information that can reduce price volatility. 

As noted in section 2, the current draft SDGs go 
much further than the MDGs in their targets 

relating to food security and nutrition, and expand 
the scope to sustainable agriculture (see Table 3). The 
OWG-proposed SDGs thus move policy objectives 
beyond access to include dimensions of availability, 
utilization and stability. To realize them will require 
systemic changes to agricultural practices and 
management, and to markets, investment and trade, 
along with greater attention to qualitative aspects 
of food production: more diverse foods with better 
nutritional value.

While the Common African Position on the SDGs is 
quite well aligned with the OWG proposal, the national 
policy objectives in Zambia, and current interventions 
in particular, reflect a different approach. One way 
in which they differ is in the weight they give to 
agriculture as a contributor to economic growth on 
the one hand and food security on the other, hence 
the balance given to economic and social aspects of 
the role of agriculture in sustainable development. 
The Common African Position and Zambia’s Vision 
2030 view the agricultural sector primarily as a 
contributor to economic transformation and growth, 
whereas the OWG proposal sees human well-being 
as the central aim. 

Consequently, Vision 2030 and Zambia’s Sixth National 
Development Plan put great emphasis on making the 
agricultural sector export-led and competitive and on 
increasing agricultural productivity. In practice this 
is implemented through the establishment of farm 
blocks, a strategy that tends to benefit large-scale 
farmers or investors. For this strategy to contribute to 
poverty reduction it is crucial that the benefits from 
these investments are shared with smallholder farmers 
and that the shift to commercial non-food crops does 
not come at the cost of national food security. 

The government’s approach to improving food 
security, on the other hand, focuses on supporting maize 
production through direct government subsidies. It has 
proved effective in increasing production volumes, but 
less so in addressing the access, use or stability aspects 
of food security. CSO representatives concluded that 
the FISP, despite its inefficiencies, had helped to 
achieve bumper harvests (along with bumper waste) 
but had not supported food security. This is due to 
structural barriers that current approaches have not yet 
overcome and have in some instances reinforced. For 
example, providing extensive subsidies of inputs and 



23

stockholm environment institute

The overview of small-scale interventions gives 
some indication of activities that could move the 
agricultural sector in Zambia closer to the objectives 
of the SDGs. For example, the initiative for providing 
price information of maize through ICT has potential 
to improve market information. Other interventions 
suggest that the maize-centrism may be softening, 
for example revisions of the FISP that aim for 
diversification and the promotion of new farming 
methods such as conservation farming. As we note, 
there are challenges in scaling up successful small-
scale interventions.

The government sees the need to diversify the economy 
away from mining, and is hence willing to integrate the 
agricultural sector better into the mainstream economy, 
such that farming becomes more than a short-term 
business opportunity for farmers (i.e. selling maize to 
the FRA for cash). This could benefit the large share 
of the population depending on the sector for their 
livelihoods. However, the government’s efforts so 
far have mostly been biased towards large-scale and 
commercially engaged farmers, hence not the poorest. 
If economic diversification in favour of the agricultural 
sector is to efficiently contribute to poverty eradication 
and reduced inequality, attention and focus need to be 
given to improving the productivity of smallholder 
agriculture and the incomes of smallholder farmers – as 
proposed by the OWG – and distribution mechanisms 
need to be established that ensure that the benefits of 
large-scale agriculture reach those who need it the 
most. In particular, this report has highlighted some of 
the institutional and governance issues that need to be 
addressed. Finally, no shift that effectively responds 
to the SDG agenda is possible in Zambia without 
confronting the strong political and cultural incentives 
for continuing with maize production.

5.1 Conclusion and next steps

This policy review has explored how the current 
Zambian national policy framework for agriculture 
and food security, as well as actual interventions 
on the ground, are aligned with global and regional 
ambitions for the SDGs. Discrepancies between the 
global, regional and national-level objectives and 
strategies naturally raise questions about how relevant 
the global proposals for the SDGs are to countries in 
Africa, as well as the extent to which African (and 
other) countries have been able to ensure that their 
priorities are reflected in the global SDG process. 

The significance of such discrepancies depends on what 
role the SDG framework is eventually ascribed by the 

UN member states. If it is seen as an action agenda, 
incoherence is problematic, as countries would need 
to establish or revise national governance frameworks 
to respond directly to each point. If ambition, vision 
and approaches are not shared across levels, national 
ownership of the SDGs may be limited and such a 
transition made more difficult. 

However, the OWG proposal calls for differentiated 
action under the SDG framework according to 
each country’s needs and capabilities. This calls for 
constructive national goal setting that makes the 
framework relevant and actionable for countries 
while still contributing to achievement of the overall 
global objectives. 

If the SDGs are seen more as a way of inspiring action 
on a shared global vision for sustainable development 
than as an action agenda, they should naturally be 
more ambitious and aspirational than national post-
2015 action plans. In this case, close alignment on each 
and every target is less critical as long as the overall 
policy direction of the various proposals is in line: 
improving food security and enabling the agricultural 
sector to better support poverty eradication and 
sustainable development. 

In that case, the frameworks need to be coherent in the 
sense that the issues and interventions they prioritize 
support progress towards the shared overall objectives, 
and current actions at country level should be working 
in the same direction. However, in Zambia national 
policy seems to be much more narrowly focused than 
either the OWG or the Common African Position 
proposals. They emphasize increased production, 
productivity and exports, and pay little attention 
to the access, utilization and stability aspects of 
food security or to the environmental sustainability 
of agriculture. This means less attention is paid to 
nutrition, information flows, and who is to produce and 
gain from the increased production, modernization and 
export, for example. 

There is even greater disparity when it comes to 
actual interventions and practices in Zambia. While 
there are national policy objectives to mitigate many 
of the structural barriers in the sector (including poor 
market access and infrastructure, human capacity, 
low productivity and little diversification) – which 
are in that sense in line with the SDG objectives for 
agriculture and food security – current implementation 
appears to be out of step with them. For example, the 
current framework of agricultural subsidies to maize 
production does little to promote crop diversification 
or private sector-led agricultural development. Maize 
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farmers struggle to scale up production due to high 
transaction costs and low crop value compared to 
imports, while private actors avoid entering the sector 
as trade policy is unpredictable. The programmes 
to support commercialization and scaling up of 
agriculture further suggest a bias towards supporting 
large-scale agriculture rather than smallholder farmers, 
who represent both the vast majority of farmers and the 
poorest segment of society. It is questionable how well 
the national approach to agriculture and food security 
is suited to the overall SDG objectives of eradication 
of poverty and improved human well-being in Zambia, 
where there is high economic inequality and poverty 
levels are increasing, despite sharp GDP growth.

In conclusion, then, there is greater coherence across 
governance scales in aspirations (stated policy 
objectives) than in action. This highlights the need 
for countries at all stages of development to develop 
tools (and mobilize the means) to translate the common 
ambition of the SDGs into meaningful action. With 
only months to go before implementation of the SDGs 
is due to start, and even less time to refine targets and 
indicators, there is both a need and an opportunity to 
make proactive country-specific assessments of what 
would be required to achieve the proposed SDGs, and 
what adjustments are needed to align national policy, 
implementation and monitoring frameworks with the 
emerging global commitment.

5.2 Further research

This study has provided a snapshot of today’s policies 
and practices, and their relationship to SDG aspirations. 
However, both development policy and external 
realities will change between now and 2030. To better 
understand how to respond to this change and adjust 
existing approaches, it is necessary to consider them in 
the light of emerging trends and future uncertainties. 

One instructive way to do this would be a policy 
scenario exercise, whereby alternative food security 
and agricultural strategies are tested for their ability to 
contribute to different development goals in the future, 
and their robustness in the face of uncertainties related 
to, for example, climate change and socio-economic 
trends. A baseline scenario would examine how far 
current policies and practices might contribute to 
achievement of the goals by 2030 and other scenarios 
could then be developed in which different policy 
options are pursued, either as full policy packages or 
as subcomponents. In such an exercise, it would be 
best to identify relevant policy options and societal 
development pathways in direct consultation with 
stakeholders. Analysts could then explore plausible 
pathways and the reforms these would involve 
to maximize the country’s potential to reach its 
development goals by 2030.
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