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Recent agricultural policies have stressed the need to support 
small-holder farmers producing food crops, but there is a stronger 
focus on the produc�on segment of the food system, with li�le 

emphasis on enhancing small-holder farmers' access to the market and 
agro processing.  

The emphasis on produc�on shows that the government is preoccupied 
with an older produc�vist discourse rather than seeing the constraints of 
marke�ng, storage, and processing which in a market economy 
cons�tutes the main drivers of growth of the sector. 
The bulk of food in Ghana is produced by smallholder farmers located 
across the different ecological zones that offer the food variety the 
country enjoys. A significant propor�on of farmers combine farming with 
other income genera�ng ac�vi�es, such as rearing of livestock, trading 
and casual labour. Ghana's food system has moved from its simplis�c 
beginnings into complex ones a�ributable to global interconnectedness, 
urbaniza�on, technologies, and popula�on dynamics. 
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 The need for more efficient and sustainable food systems that sa�sfies 
both local demands as well as na�onal and global context has become 
ever more important.
The challenges facing smallholder farmers include lack of access to credit 
and insurance; low access and poor-quality inputs; high cost of land; high 
cost and poor access to farm mechaniza�on; inadequate extension 
services; pest and disease infec�on; post-harvest loses; marke�ng; poor 
storage facili�es, and high transporta�on cost.
The drivers of marke�ng and food distribu�on are market agents (market 
queens, i�nerant traders, retailers and transport operators). 
While ecological condi�ons determine the range of crops that can be 
produced in each zone, marketability is the most important determinant 
of the crops produced by farmers in each region. Current government 
programmes that focus on supplying inputs to farmers with limited 
implementa�on of the marke�ng components of policies and programs, 
are bound to fail.  
The distribu�on sector has the highest poten�al for providing jobs, 
genera�ng value addi�on and higher incomes, and thereby ensuring 
poverty reduc�on. 
An effec�ve food distribu�on network propels rural development 
through mul�pliers running through processing, packaging, adver�sing, 
transporta�on, storage and consump�on. Mee�ng s�ff compe��on from 
globally produced foods will require processing, packaging and most 
importantly good quality. 
As the popula�on of Ghana increases in number and quality in terms of 
educa�on and changing a�tudes, so too have their diets and a�tudes 
towards tradi�onal and new dietary formulas from other regions and 
countries. 
We therefore argue that the livelihoods of smallholder farmers can be 
improved if the government and the private sector work together to 
support them by improving the viability of markets and agro processing, 
removing market imperfec�ons, improving rural infrastructure and 
suppor�ng non-farm ac�vi�es.
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his policy brief examines the food system in Ghana, with a view to Tiden�fying policy interven�ons that can lead to increased 
opportuni�es for smallholder farmers through sustainable 

produc�on and livelihood diversifica�on. In so doing, the brief discusses 
the main constraints to smallholder farming and opportuni�es for 
enhancing food produc�on, distribu�on and consump�on in Ghana. 
As in other African countries, agriculture is a major economic ac�vity, 
contribu�ng about 20.1% to Gross Domes�c Product (GDP) and 
employing about 44.60 % of the popula�on (MOFEP, 2017). With Ghana's 
popula�on expected to reach 30.5 million by 2020 and growing at the rate 
of 2.36%, the role of agriculture in providing food, incomes and jobs for 
the popula�on is crucial. 
 The sector is dominated by smallholder farmers who produce more than 
80% of the food for domes�c consump�on, industry and export. While 
successive governments of Ghana have implemented a number of 
policies aimed at transforming the agriculture sector, most of these 
policies tend to favour medium and large-scale farmers producing for 
export or small-scale farmers producing cash crops. 
Some recent agricultural policies have recognized the need to support 
small-holder farmers producing food crops, but there is s�ll a stronger 
focus on the produc�on segment of the food system, with li�le emphasis 
on enhancing small-holder farmers' access to the market, storage 
technologies and agro-processing. 
This policy brief challenges the dominant current narra�ve that priori�zes 
medium and large-scale commercial agriculture and concentrates mostly 
on produc�on to the neglect of other equally important components of 
the food system. We have demonstrated that despite receiving li�le 
support from government, smallholder farmers produce a variety of food 
for their own consump�on and for sale to local and regional markets, 
thereby enhancing their livelihoods, food security and foreign exchange 
of the country. 
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£ The future of agriculture in Ghana will con�nue to have the 
smallholder as a major player. 

£ The role of government policy in direc�ng and facilita�ng investments 
in produc�on and post-harvest ac�vi�es is cri�cal in sustaining the 
ac�vi�es of small holders.

£ Dealing with agricultural market rela�ons should be a major policy 
objec�ve with well-thought out interven�ons. 

£ There is the need for new forms of investments in the agricultural 
sector which moves beyond just produc�on to warehousing, 
processing, and standardiza�on and distribu�on systems.

£ Stronger producer associa�ons are cri�cal to building a cons�tuency 
that pushes for more appropriate policy, strategies, and prac�ces.

£ The focus on produc�on to the neglect of marke�ng and distribu�on, 
especially prices farmers receive derails the smooth feedback 
rela�onships needed for sustainable produc�on.

£ Smallholder farming provides numerous opportuni�es for improving 
rural livelihoods provided the right investments, and incen�ves are 
ac�vated and sustained.

Key Messages

The brief argues for a pro-smallholder policy architecture that aims at 
bringing government and the private sector to playing cri�cal roles in 
improving the food system of Ghana, par�cularly in improving marke�ng 
and processing, developing transport   infrastructure, and delivering 
good quality foods to consumers. 
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The research was commissioned by the Peasant Farmers Associa�on of 
Ghana with funding from Open Society Founda�on (OSF), through Open 
Society Ini�a�ve in West Africa (OSIWA), an organiza�on that works to 
improve food security and smallholder agricultural governance in West 
Africa.  The report was based on an analysis of relevant policy documents 
and primary data collected through in-depth interviews with various 
stakeholders, focus group discussions and ques�onnaire surveys among 
400 farmers and 400 consumers selected from four ecological zones of 
Ghana.  

A differen�ated group of farmers in Ghana cons�tute the main actors in 
the produc�on component of the food system. Despite receiving li�le 
support from the state, smallholder farmers produce a variety of food for 
their own consump�on and for sale into local and regional markets, 
thereby enhancing their livelihoods, food security and foreign exchange 
of the country. While ecological condi�ons determine the range of crops 
that can be produced in each zone, marketability is the most important 
determinant of the crops produced by farmers in each region, as shown in 
the quota�on below:
"We all go in for some crops because of the price and market availability" 
(Focus group par�cipant, Fanteakwa South-Begoro)
"I consider the price, available market and my household consump�on. 
For the price, vegetables are preferred but I also cul�vate yam and maize 
for consump�on" (Mercy, Nankuma, 

The food system in Ghana comprises of ac�vi�es from food produc�on, 
through to consump�on and back to farmers planning for produc�on. The 
bulk of food in Ghana is produced by smallholder farmers located across 
the different ecological zones that offer the food variety the country 
enjoys. There are few large farms and increasingly many medium size 
holdings due to rising incen�ves from urban markets. 
 

GHANA'S FOOD SYSTEM:

DATA SOURCES:

FOOD PRODUCTION: 
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Nkoransa South- Nankuma) A significant propor�on of farmers combine 
farming with other income genera�ng ac�vi�es, such as keeping of 
livestock, which is an important form of livelihood diversifica�on as the 
livestock can be sold in �mes of crop failure or low prices for their farm 
produce. Another major source of income is trading and casual labour. 
Straddling between wage employment and farming is an important 
livelihood strategy for many small holder farmers and showed the best 
food security outcomes. 
The implica�on of these findings is that efforts to help farmers diversify 
income sources can leverage on already exis�ng alterna�ve income 
genera�ng ac�vi�es, such as keeping of livestock, trading, and casual 
labour.  
Support to smallholder farmers in Ghana is s�ll very low. A majority of 
farmers do not benefit from government support. Only a few farmers 
received support in the form of extension services and credit from the 
government.  While the Plan�ng for Food and Jobs programme is 
supposed to help farmers get access to input, only a small propor�on of 
farmers benefited from this programme. 
The propor�on of respondents who benefi�ed from this programme is 
higher among male farmers than female farmers. This means that there 
must be conscious efforts by policy implementers to target women and 
also the youth. Other challenges facing small holders include lack of 
access to credit and insurance; low access and poor quality and access to 
inputs; high cost of land; cost and poor access to farm mechaniza�on; 
inadequate extension services; pest and disease infec�on; post-harvest 
loses; marke�ng; storage facili�es, and high transporta�on cost.
Government programmes that aim at encouraging the cul�va�on of 
specific crops must also consider challenges that will emerge in 
marke�ng, storage and processing, rather than merely providing inputs. 
Providing incen�ves to the private sector to set up processing facili�es, 
especially financial and organiza�onal support to local processors and 
linking farmers to these food processing firms should be the focus for 
donors and the state. 
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We therefore argue that the livelihoods of small holder farmers can be 
improved if the government increases support the smallholder farmers 
by improving market access, rural infrastructure and suppor�ng off-farm 
ac�vi�es.
Private sector entry into agro-processing needs a conscious carefully 
planned range of incen�ves and direct interven�ons as the sub-sector is 
nascent, vola�le, risky and outcompeted by foreign products. The current 
'unintended' focus on medium and largescale farmers is not appropriate 
as smallholder farmers s�ll produce a significant propor�on of food in 
Ghana.
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The actors in marke�ng and food distribu�on include market 
queens, wholesalers, i�nerant traders, retailers and transport 
operators. They play a dual role in suppor�ng farmers with 

produc�on resources and at the same �me play a leading role in food 
marke�ng and distribu�on. Whiles some marke�ng agents claimed 
farmers are unreliable, the farmers on the other hand perceived market 
agents as exploita�ve. According to the farmers, market agents over 
weigh their produce, offering low prices and in some occasions, failed to 
pay for products purchased from farmers on credit. The role of market 
agents is indispensable in 
food system of Ghana. 
Whiles the role of market 
agents is crucial in food 
distribu�on and marke�ng, 
they are constrained by 
poor road infrastructure, 
inappropriate transport 
facili�es, extor�on and 
harassment by the police 
on the highways, and high 
levels of perish ability. Both 
farmers and food traders 
have serious challenges 
with storage even of cereals 
leading to high loses. The 
bulk of food produce such 
as tubers, suckers, veggies 
a n d  f r u i t s  a r e  n o t 
p r o c e s s e d ,  s t o r e d  i n 
facili�es with cold storage, 
and transported in the right 
vehicles, leading to massive 
losses during the bumper 
seasons. This is the major disincen�ve to 
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sustainable produc�on rather than a scarcity of produc�on technologies 
and knowledges. Open market at Begoro in the Eastern Region, Ghana. 
Transporta�on is the main grease for the food system ensuring the 
movement of people and goods from farm gate to markets and inputs to 
farms.
Most of the inefficiencies of the food system in Ghana emanates from the 
poor transport system and its governance. 
The poor state of roads between farm villages and the nearest market 
towns and the non-exis�ng roads and tracts from farms to villages is a 
major challenge. 
This leads to high cost of transport and high rates of perish ability along 
the chain of distribu�on. 
Police harassment of vehicles transpor�ng food produce is a major 
impediment to the food system with nega�ve mul�pliers to the en�re 
agricultural sector. According to the drivers "the police delay the 
transporta�on process leading to losses. They charge us unnecessary 
bribes before allowing us to go".
Another driver in�mated that since the situa�on is that bad then: " the 
Government should legalise collec�on of Ghc 2.00 to the police to make it 
faster".Unofficial expenditures during transport could hinder the value 
chain ac�vi�es and increase prices at the market.
The distribu�on sector has the highest poten�al for providing jobs, 
genera�ng value addi�on and higher incomes, and thereby ensuring 
poverty reduc�on. An effec�ve food distribu�on network propels rural 
development through mul�pliers such as processing, packaging, 
adver�sing, transporta�on and storage.
A trader complained that: "The road network is bad in Ghana, police 
extor�on is high, post harvest losses and perish ability is huge".With a 
huge youth unemployment problem and rural-urban migra�on, Ghana 
can leverage on building the processing, storage, and marke�ng 
component of its food system.
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The "demand side" of the food system is defined generally by price, 
loca�on, consumer preferences, knowledge, tastes, cultural 
habits, and percep�ons. These factors are in turn influenced by 

higher level trends and processes such as demographic changes, 
economic changes, globaliza�on, urbaniza�on and migra�on. We argue 
that as the popula�on of Ghana increases in number and quality in terms 
of educa�on and changing a�tudes, so too will their diets and a�tudes 
towards tradi�onal and new dietary formulas from other regions and 
countries.
Ea�ng local is an important characteris�c of food consump�on landscape 
as cultural affini�es define local food dishes in the regions. Except for the 
capital city whose popula�ons are very diverse, and agriculture is of less 
importance, which therefore makes reliance on food from other regions 
more important. The source of food for most Ghanaians is therefore their 
own regions followed by those from other regions. The consump�on of 
imported foods is limited to a few set of products, mostly meat and dairy, 
vegetables and rice, which is reflec�on of poor na�onal capaci�es and 
seasonality. Though imports may cons�tute a small percentage of food 
consumed per household, it is nonetheless growing in importance and 
pu�ng a strain on the country's food import bills. The consump�on of 
food in Ghana is socio-
culturally differen�ated. 
The ecological distribu�on 
o f  f o o d  p r o d u c � o n 
c o i n c i d e s  w i t h 
consump�on of par�cular 
foods such as millet, maize 
and yam in the north, then 
cassava and plantain in the 
eastern region, and maize 
and cassava, in the Brong 
Ahafo region. Rice is fast 
becoming a main dish in 
Ghana. 
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There is a predominance of consump�on of locally farmed foods which is 
important for the sustenance of local produc�on. Mee�ng s�ff 
compe��on from globally produced foods will require processing, 
packaging and most importantly good quality products. 
The missing link in Ghana's food system is therefore food processing 
which will take care of post harvest loses and changing customer 
demands  especially for taste and aesthe�c quality.
Gradually, quality and food safety are emerging concerns to consumers.
 Quality has led to drama�c shi�s of those who can afford imported foods. 
A compe��ve atmosphere has emerged where farmers within same 
region compete with themselves, then with other regions and then also 
with foreign imports. Consumers are becoming discerning, sophis�cated 
and therefore may shi� allegiance from locally produced items to others 
that provide be�er quality and safety guarantees. 
A restaurant owner complained that:
"What I don't like about the Ghana food market is the fact that things are 
not standardised. You buy a box of tomatoes today at 200GHC in Madina 
market from one vendor. You move to the next vendor and it is 230GHC. 
W h y  t h e  p r i c e  d i ff e r e n c e ?  A n o t h e r  p r o b l e m  i s  t h e i r 
presenta�on/packaging and preserva�on. They offload food stuff unto 
the dirty floor so it doesn't look a�rac�ve and raises food safety issues, 
which for our clients is of most concern. Farmers, traders and transporters 
should package and present food stuff nicely. This will give more value to 
the items.Also, they don't preserve the food stuff well. For example, 
pineapples: they stack them on top of each other and by the �me they 
reach here the ones on the bo�om are crushed. So it makes the shelve life 
very short." (Restaurant A owner - Accra - January 2018).
There is the need for improving on processing, packaging, transporta�on 
of food products in Ghana to provide the quality needed by the ever-
demanding consumer. These ac�vi�es belong to agro-based industries 
who need state support to thrive. The role of policy in direc�ng and 
facilita�ng investments in post-harvest ac�vi�es and transporta�on is 
cri�cal as the open market is slow in ac�va�ng investments in unknown 
and perceived risky areas.
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CONCLUSION & RECOMMENDATIONS
he future of agriculture in Ghana will certainly have the smallholder Tas a major player. The role of policy in direc�ng and facilita�ng 
investments in produc�on and post-harvest ac�vi�es is cri�cal in 

sustaining the ac�vi�es of small holders. Taming the market and assis�ng 
in regula�ng the rela�ons between farmers, traders, processors, 
exporters, technology disseminators and support services should become 
core to agricultural policy. 
A focus on marke�ng, food safety and environmental degrada�on is 
urgent.  There is the need for holis�c approach which has mechanisms to 
ensure environmental protec�on and sustainability of produc�on; food 
safety through the appropriate use of pes�cides, herbicides, storage 
media and food handling; and integra�on of the ac�vi�es of processing 
and marke�ng. Building farmer capaci�es to deal with quality and food 
safety should be supported by the state, NGOs, the Donor community and 
farmer-based organisa�ons. The training of farmers on quality and 
standards to improve on the quality of their products is a necessity if local 
agriculture is to survive the global compe��on and take advantage of the 
growing opportuni�es. 
Building domes�c agro-processing capaci�es and encouraging the 
consump�on of Ghanaian products is the main way out of the market 
rigidi�es, seasonality of supply and post harvest losses. The governments' 
one district one factory policy on industrialisa�on should be focused on 
viable agro-based industries. A careful plan is needed to balance local and 
foreign investments in this sector. 
The government's Plan�ng for Food and Jobs program needs a careful 
review that incorporates the voice of the farmers so as to design regional 
packages that fit the needs and concerns of specific groups of farmers.  
The program should refocus on dealing with distribu�onal challenges that 
negate the gains made from investments in produc�on.
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