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FIGURE 1 Rural poor living on ≤ $1.25/day 
by farming system, Africa south of the Sahara, 2010
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Data source: Dixon, Boffa, and Garrity 2014; Azzarri et al. 2012; UN 2013.
Note: See glossary for definitions of specific farming systems. Poverty data 
calibrated to 2010. 
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WHAt iS tHiS MAp telling uS?
Populations within the same farming system share similar 
farming practices and livelihood strategies� As the map shows, 
many farming systems in Africa exhibit a strong geographical  
pattern, extending across northern Africa and Africa south 
of the Sahara (SSA), reflecting a mix of factors, including 
climate, soils, and markets� In SSA, 16 percent of land area 
is dominated by the maize mixed farming system, mostly 
in the eastern, central, and southern regions� This farming 
system is home to nearly 100 million rural people, of whom 
58 million live on less than $1�25 a day (Figure 1), represent-
ing 23 percent of the total rural poor in SSA� The highland 
areas of eastern and southern Africa feature smaller frag-
mented systems, such as the highland perennial and high-
land mixed systems that cover just 2 percent of the area, but 
are home to 11 and 6 percent, respectively, of SSA rural poor� 
A large share of the rural poor live in the agropastoral farm-
ing system (18 percent), root and tuber crop system (11 per-
cent), and cereal-root crop mixed system (10 percent), which 
combined cover more than one-third of SSA’s area�

WHY iS tHiS iMportAnt?
Broadly similar farming systems share recognizable livelihood 
patterns and similar development pathways, infrastruc-
ture, and policy needs� Delineating major farming systems 
provides a framework to guide the development and tar-
geting of strategic agricultural policies and interventions to 
reduce poverty and promote the adoption of more sustain-
able land use practices� This classification can help policy-
makers and scientists target institutional innovations and 
technologies to specific farming systems, thereby focusing 
planning, policies, and research� In this respect, high poten-
tial farming systems with good market access might benefit 
most from improved maize, cowpeas, and dairy, while drier 
areas might benefit from improved sorghum, millet, and live-
stock, because these contrasting farming systems offer differ-
ent ways to improve livelihoods� Similarly, fertilizer policies 
should take into account the different nutrient requirements 
and markets of various crops in different farming systems�

WHAt ABout tHe unDerlYing DAtA?
Farming systems are defined based on: available natu-
ral resources (including water, land area, soils, elevation, 
and length of growing period); population; cropping and 

pasture extent; the dominant pattern of farm activities and 
household livelihoods; and access to markets� The spatial 
characterization of African farming systems used data on 
agroecological and socioeconomic variables� The two main 
spatial variables were length of growing period (FAO/IIASA 
2012) and distance to markets (HarvestChoice 2011; Map 1, 
p� 67), supplemented by data on population and poverty, 
elevation, soils and irrigation, crop and livestock patterns, 
productivity, and change over time (Dixon et al� 2014; FAO 
2013a–e)� A multidisciplinary team of experts for each farm-
ing system identified system characteristics, emergent prop-
erties, drivers of change and trends, and priorities� This work 
updates and expands the analysis of the African farming sys-
tems in the World Bank and FAO farming systems and pov-
erty assessment (Dixon et al� 2001)�

WHere cAn i leArn More?

Farming Systems and Poverty: Improving Farmers’ Livelihoods 
in a Changing World. Dixon et al� 2001�  
http://bit�ly/1dDekBW

Understanding African Farming Systems: Science and Policy 
Implications. Food Security in Africa: Bridging Research into 
Practice. Garrity et al� 2012� http://bit�ly/1h8lmGJ

14

http://bit.ly/1dDekBW
http://bit.ly/1h8lmGJ


Data source: Dixon, Boffa, and Garrity 2014.
Note: See glossary for definitions of specific farming systems.
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MAP 1 Farming systems of Africa
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