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agriculture — gardens, stall-fed animals, fruit trees, and chickens - is rapidly
overtaking rural agriculture in terms of economic importance (Moseley and
Earl 1997).

Food transfers from rural areas are stronger than ever. In the 1960s and
early 1970s, urban households typically earned sufficient income to meet
food needs through purchase and still be able to send money to the rural
homestead. With the decline of the urban income advantage, however, the
direction of transfers is changing. Potts (1997, 466) notes “far more food is
now being brought in from rural areas, which of course greatly enhances
urban residents’ vested interests in maintaining their social and economic
links [to rural areas]| ...." These relationships involve urban households send-
ing cash to rural family members and food being sent from rural farms. In
some instances, the nuclear household may actually be split between a fe-
male partner in one location and her male partner in the other. In other
cases, extended households are divided between locations. Unlike a market
transfer, these exchange arrangements are flexible and depend on the rela-
tive prosperity of the urban and rural components of the family. The reliabil-
ity of food supplies from family members in the rural areas may fluctuate
greatly depending on crop production in a given year. These “split-house-
hold" strategies are similar to other settings where African households straddle
two different production systems to ensure that household needs are met
(e.g., agrofishers in Malis Niger Delta) (Moorehead 1991).

The purchased portion of household is critical insofar as it represents
the degree to which a household’s food supply is susceptible to price and
wage fluctuations. Because poor urban households may obtain a greater pro-
portion of their food needs through non-market means, they are, in one
sense, less exposed to price fluctuations. However, they are also less able
than wealthy households to cover the additional costs of purchasing food
(because of limited surplus income and wealth). In order to understand a
household’s access to purchased food, it is critical to understand both the
labor market as well as the food market (IFPRI 1996). Understanding one is
just as important as the other.

Common sources of income in Africa’s urban areas include government
sector employment and other jobs in the formal sector as well as foreign re-
mittances and several aspects of the informal sector (O'Connor 1991; IFPRI
1996). The mix of income opportunities that households exploit to meet an-
nual food requirements varies from city to city. Africa’s urban labor market
may be divided into the formal and informal sectors. The balance between the
two sectors also differs from country to country. For example, the importance
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of the informal sector varies from 40 percent of the workforce in Kenya to 90
percent in Freetown, Sierra Leone (IFPRI 1996). African cities tend to be the
centers of trade and government administration rather than being centers of
industrial manufacturing. Bulawayo is an example of the former and Harare
an example of the latter (O’Connor 1983). Because government jobs feature
so prominently in many African cities (particularly in capital cities), formal
sector employment may be monitored best in terms of government jobs and
other types of employment in the formal sector.

Statistics on formal sector employment may be available, but they are more
difficult to obtain for the informal sector. The rise and fall in numbers of formal
sector positions may influence the level of informal activity, which tends to be
dominated by petty trade, service, and production. This relationship is con-
founded in a situation where many urban residents are underemployed (IFPRI
1996), and, in effect, “share” informal sector jobs. As such, the observation that
the informal sector has grown while the formal sector has shrunk, may actually
be the spreading more thinly of informal sector activity.

With the exception of a few countries that have historically high pro-
ducer pricing policies (e.g., Zimbabwe), the proportion of urban budgets now
devoted to food purchases is abnormally high (Guyer 1987; Maxwell 1999).
In Malawi, low-income households in Blantyre and Lilongwe spent nearly
two-thirds of their income on food in 1987-88, as compared to one-fourth of
their income in 1980 (Potts 1997). Urban food markets often have two princi-
pal components that behave differently — locally produced food items versus
imported ones. Locally produced grains usually follow a predictable price pat-
tern; somewhat cheaper just after the harvest and climbing steadily in price
until the next harvest, Depending on the forecast for the next harvest, prices
will either drop just before the new harvest if the predictions are good (as
merchants try to sell off their old stocks) or hold steady if forecasts are bad. A
poor harvest usually prompts an entire year of higher grain prices (unless the
same grain or a substitute is imported).

In cities, vulnerability to food insecurity is first and foremost, vulnerabil-
ity to fluctuation in the price of food and in income (IFPRI 1996, 73). The
pricing of imported grains (e.g., rice or wheat) is linked to international pro-
duction trends, but devaluation of local currency may suddenly increase the
price of imported foodstuffs. A key question is whether or not the imported
grain is a staple food for the masses (e.g., rice in Dakar) or a luxury item
consumed by the rich (e.g., wheat in some cities). Imported grains move in
and out of the market in response to ebbs and flows in local grain production,
a pattern, which has a price leveling effect. Urban grain prices are usually
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more stable than their rural counterparts due, in part, to the fact that larger
markets often attract more suppliers.

Adaptive strategies among urban households are critical to obtain food
when standard sources of income or food fall short of normal levels. As a
result of their vulnerability to fluctuation in the price of food as well as in-
come, “urban residents have developed strategies for reducing vulnerability
that are markedly different from those of rural areas” (IFFRI 1996, 73). While
urban households have less recourse to the natural environment in times of
hunger, they have more opportunity for cutting costs. Common coping strat-
egies include switching to cheaper foods, walking rather than taking trans-
port, relying on extended family ties, sending family members back to the
rural area, added use of credit, joining households with another close relative
to pool income and space, and not paying school fees. That said, however, the
margins for economizing may be very small for the urban poor given that food
expenditures account for as much as 80 percent of income expenditures (IFPRI
1996; Moser 1996; Potts 1997). And O'Connor (1991) estimates that three-
quarters of urban residents rent their dwellings in Africa. Hence, seeking addi-
tional income generating activities often features prominently as an adaptive
strategy. The burden of additional employment typically falls on women and
children. Selling household assets is often a strategy of last resort because
selling a motorbike, poultry, or small ruminants may diminish future income
generation possibilities (Moseley 2001b).

PoLicy AND PROGRAM RECOMMENDATIONS
Understanding key elements of African urban food economies informs poli-
cies and programs to improve the nutritional status of poor, urban house-
holds. Four program recommendations stand out as potential candidates for
ameliorating urban hunger — intensive organic gardening, urban food coop-
eratives, improved water supply, and income generation projects for women.
Aftter the Sahelian drought of 1985, many non-governmental and govern-
mental agencies began trying to teach villagers how to grow vegetable gar-
dens. By most accounts, these attempts at assistance were utter and dismal
failures (Hancock 1989). Local villagers were often not accustomed to eating
vegetables. Nor were there markets at which this produce could be sold. Wa-
ter was scarce and labor-intensive techniques made little sense where land was
plentiful. Yet the conditions in many of Africa’s cities are now different. Many
urban residents consume vegetables and there is a significant market for this
type of produce. Furthermore, land is scarce and the need for organic tech-
niques is evident. Pesticide use poses additional hazards in densely populated
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areas. Organic compost is often abundant in the urban environment. Agencies
seeking to foster more urban gardening might engage in technical assistance
(just as agricultural extension services do in rural areas). Usufruct rites to
open land and water sources for urban gardening associations are important
forms of assistance. Because many urban gardeners are female, assistance in
this activity may often translate to improved nutrition for children.

Cooperatives are ideal for helping poor neighborhoods cope with high
annual price fluctuations in basic foodstuffs by allowing the community to
buy in bulk during periods of low prices. Often the urban poor can only afford
to purchase small amounts of grain at a time. The nature of this demand has
resulted in the proliferation of large numbers of grain sellers. As a consequence,
the poor often pay considerably more for their grain than wealthier house-
holds, which can afford to purchase grain in bulk (Moseley 1995). This situa-
tion appears ideal for grain banks or food cooperatives to purchase basic com-
modities in bulk, sometimes directly from the producer, at considerable sav-
ings. Buying at times of the year when grain prices are lower increases savings.
The grain bank distributes small quantities of grain to its members whose
volunteer labor allows the bank to function at a cost high enough to cover
expenses, yet considerably lower than the market price for a similar quantity
of grain. Such initiatives require a secure place to store grain, a loan to use as
starting capital, training in bookkeeping and accounting, and a sufficient de-
gree of group cohesion.

Poor households typically reside in unplanned neighborhoods with little
or no services. Inaccessibility to clean water in the neighborhood often means
walking longer distances to a water source or obtain it through purchase. This
expense (time and/or money) detracts from the households ability to feed
itself (Moser 1996). Innovative ways to finance such infrastructure may be
necessary, given the increasing inability of governments to provide services.
While many non-governmental organizations have historically assisted rural
communities with bore holes and pumps, it is time to expand these programs
to poorer neighborhoods.

As formal sector employment has declined in Africas cities, the informal
sector has taken on increasing importance, especially for women, who have
less access to formal sector employment or credit and are often called upon to
earn additional income when the labor of male household members is insuffi-
cient to cover food needs, Start-up capital is a critical constraint on such ac-
tivities. Issuing micro-loans for small-enterprise - Grameen Bank-type schemes
— would be ideal. In Egypt, research revealed that a 10 percent increase in
mother’s wages resulted in a 15 percent decline in labor among children ages
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twelve to fourteen and a 27 percent decline among those ages six to eleven
(World Bank 1995). Support of women’s income generation also leads to im-
proved nutrition among children.

ConcLusION

The combination of increasing population, food prices, and poverty has led to
a growing hunger problem in many African cities. Not surprisingly, urban
agriculture is growing in importance as a source of food and income. Food
transfers from the rural to the urban homestead are increasing as well. The
continent’s major food security monitoring systems have largely ignored the
urban sector due to an under-appreciation of food insecurity in these areas as
well as conceptual and technical difficulties in monitoring access to food in
zones with a greater mix of livelihood strategies. Hence, this paper attempted
to highlight key elements of urban food security in sub-Saharan Africa.
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Commissions and Study Groups of the IGU will hold business meetings dur-
ing the conference.
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