
Rapid urbanization is a fact of life in present-day Sub-
Saharan Africa.  Employment opportunities, however, are
not growing fast enough to accommodate these new city
dwellers and, as a result, the level of urban deprivation in
these countries is on the rise. This phenomenon is clearly
manifested in Ghana, where until recently poverty was
considered to be a rural problem.  Although poverty in
Ghana still exists at relatively greater levels in the rural
areas, it is growing - along with the population - at a much
faster rate in the largest and capital city, Accra.  Current
estimates put the number of food insecure households in
Accra at 40 percent, up from 10 percent in the late
1980s.  Policy makers and donor aid have traditionally
targeted the rural areas; however, the need to
understand and affect urban poverty is urgent.  To this
end, the Accra Urban Food and Nutrition Study (AUFNS)
help to illuminate the essence of urban poverty, the
limiting factors on urban livelihoods, and the particular
effect of women's education, work and childcare on child
nutritional status in the city. 

Poverty and the Struggle for Food Security
Poverty can be found throughout Accra, permeating a wide variety of neighborhoods.  The most vulnerable populations
include not only those typically associated with the poor - low-income wage earners - but also "new" urban poor who lost
their livelihoods as a result of recent economic reforms, including especially large numbers of former civil servants.  The
indigenous population of Accra, the Ga, who traditionally farmed and fished in the area are now among the poorest
households; and households headed by women, particularly single women, experience high rates of poverty.
In general, like other growing cities, Accra is experiencing a deteriorating environment, an increasingly strained physical
infrastructure, and a lack of basic services.  The majority of households surveyed by the AUFNS live in rooms - as opposed
to houses or apartments.  Typically households consist of four people living in one room but sometimes there are as many
as nine.  Most households buy water from vendors and use public dumping bins to dispose of their garbage.  A majority of
households use public latrines, the hygiene of which is reported to be poor throughout the city.  Even the poorest
households surveyed, though, apparently have a refrigerator, a TV, and a radio.  Just under half of the household heads in
the sample population migrated to Accra within their lifetime and another third are members of the local indigenous Ga
community.
City dwellers, in contrast to those living in rural areas, must rely primarily on cash income for their consumption.
Consequently, labor and marketable skills or assets to earn this income assume critical importance to urban residents.
Prices - especially of food - become a key factor in determining whether a household is earning enough to achieve a
successful livelihood.
Dependence on cash income and vulnerability to price changes is a more acute problem for the poor in Accra than in many
other African cities because of the higher percentage of food that they must purchase.  Studies of other African countries
indicate that typically from 20 to 50 percent of urban residents engage in agricultural production.  In these countries,
agricultural production in the cities and on the immediate outskirts of the cities (so-called peri-urban areas) has been shown
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to have a positive affect on the diets and nutrition of their
residents.  In Accra, however, less than 15 percent of
households engage in any agricultural production, and
even those that do are only able to cover an average of 7
percent of their household's food needs.  Although urban
production is responsible for a substantial proportion of the
city's fresh vegetables, it is mainly the wealthier classes
that consume and benefit from this production.  In Accra,
households are purchasing well over 90 percent of the
food they consume which for the poorest one fifth of
households amounts to over 60 percent of their total
household budgets.
Street foods figure prominently in urban diets.  The poor in
Accra spend nearly 40 percent of their total food budget on
prepared and street foods.  Though
per unit the street foods can be
relatively expensive, they can be
purchased in small quantities - an
attractive feature for those short of
cash - and save on preparation
time.  Over 50 percent of the money
spent on street food is spent by or
for children.  School children rely on
street foods to meet a large share
of their daily food requirements.
Even children as young as 4 or 5
years of age are given money to
purchase street food of their choice.
While there is some evidence that children in Accra who
ate less street foods grew "better" than those whose diet
included a greater percentage of street foods, on balance
the availability of street foods in the city is considered to
be positive.
A lack of formal safety nets for the poor in Accra lead to
coping strategies for vulnerable households that often
include eating cheaper, less-preferred foods or rationing
money for the purchase of street foods.  In other cases
certain members of a household - usually the female head
- will cut her own consumption in favor of the children.
Borrowing money for food - often the last resort - is less
socially acceptable than other coping strategies but more
so than borrowing food itself.  Kinship linkages that can be
a significant source of support in the rural areas are
increasingly weaker in the city except among the
indigenous Ga community. To some extent small
community groups including occupational, ethnic, religious
or "hometown" associations pitch in to help households in
times of family crisis - especially for funerals - but they do
not quite replace the kinship network of the rural areas in
terms of providing emergency assistance in a financial
shortfall.

Making Ends Meet: 
Livelihoods in Accra
Primary livelihoods in Accra, as in other African cities, are
no longer based on the wage-earning jobs in the formal,
government or parastatal sectors.  Rather, population
pressures and the limited range of activities from which to
earn a living have caused a swelling of the informal sector.
The redeployment of large numbers of civil servants has
only further fueled this phenomenon.  Only 15 years ago
the ratio of informal to formal sector employment in the city

was 2:1; today it is estimated to have grown to 7:1.
Though the burgeoning of the informal sector to some
extent points to its strength, the crowding of workers into
too few occupational categories has lead to falling
incomes.  Furthermore, informal workers tend to
concentrate in downtown areas where they can earn more
but where their additional presence further overwhelms
already congested locations and presents a huge
challenge for city authorities.
The indigenous residents of the city, the Ga - who make
up one third of the population of the city - are being forced
out of their traditional livelihoods of fishing and farming.
Over-fishing by large motorized trawler fleets has depleted
much of their coastal fishing stock and, increasingly, the
land the Ga farmed in the peri-urban areas is being taken
over by sand and stone quarrying or is converted to
building lots for single family dwellings.
Almost all low-income workers in Accra strive to diversify
their income sources, as they try to counter the vagaries of
work in the informal sector.  Beyond diversification, survey
respondents in the AUFNS aspire to two major
employment goals.  They first point to the goal of owning a
small business in order to move beyond petty trading or
street-food vending.  However, high rates of inflation (55
percent in 1996) make access to formal credit to establish
such a business prohibitive for most households.  A
second goal, which is usually even more difficult to
achieve than the first, is to secure a job with a regular
salary, even of low pay. 
Education is not necessarily viewed as a major asset in
terms of finding work, especially a wage-earning job.
Specific skills are deemed more important than academic
education.  Often, in fact, children are taken out of school
to reduce expenditure on school fees.  Other findings on
poverty in Ghana - in particular, the effect of maternal
education on child feeding practices (see below) -
however, demonstrate that education is valuable for more
than just its potential on the job market.
Transfers and loans are an essential source of needed
income and goods.  Most of these funds, however, are
small and used for consumptive purposes rather than to
make productive investments in small enterprises and
skills training to improve long-term income-generating
capacity.   Thus, under the current system, Accra's
residents continue to face severe constraints in finding
ways to improve their livelihoods.

Women's Balancing Act
Given the vulnerability of so many households it is not
surprising that high numbers of
women in Accra - while retaining
responsibility for their young
children - need to work for a living.
In the AUFNS study, which
focussed on families with children
under age 3, nearly 60 percent of
the mothers were working.  Yet the
work opportunities available to
women are limited.  For instance,
men are three times more likely
than women to hold a protected
wage job.  Men predominate in jobs
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requiring skilled or unskilled labor, and in clerical and
professional positions. Even the majority of peri-urban
agricultural workers in Accra are men, which is not the
case in most other African countries.  In almost all cases
men who work earn more money than women do.  Two
thirds of working women are petty traders or prepare and
sell street food.  
Women  headed approximately 35 percent of the
households surveyed in the AUFNS.  Female-headed
households comprise a heterogeneous group, but they are
over-represented in the lower-income groups.  Women
heads of household tend to have less education but are
responsible for more dependents (especially children) in
their  households than their male counterparts.. These
factors act together to limit these households' economic
opportunities and to increase their vulnerability.
Some female-headed households - especially from the
indigenous Ga population - are primarily dependent on
remittances. Though they may not technically be in
poverty, they are vulnerable given the high rates of
unemployment among the men in the indigenous
communities.
Women  heading households have notably different
spending habits than men. They buy cheaper calories, but
spend more on food.  Thus, their different spending
priorities ultimately lead to higher calorie availability in their
households but again to greater vulnerability given the
greater percentage of their budget that goes to food.

Children's Lives in Accra
Many of Accra's young children are not adequately
nourished.  Close to 18 percent of children younger than
three are short for their age (they are "stunted"), while
almost 15 percent are underweight for
their age.  In order to grow and
develop satisfactorily, children need
particular amounts and types of food to
meet their nutrient requirements as
well as high quality health services to
prevent and cure illnesses. In addition,
children need good care - that is,
someone to feed them properly, to
bring them regularly to preventative
health care services  and to guarantee
them reasonable levels of hygiene.
Care is especially important for children's development in
an impoverished environment. In Accra, good child feeding
and health seeking behaviors were shown to mitigate the
negative effects of low maternal education and poverty on
child well being. Children whose mothers had less than
secondary schooling were growing as well as children of
more educated mothers if their mothers managed good
child feeding, hygiene and health seeking behaviors.
Unfortunately, many mothers in Accra engage in less than
ideal feeding practices.Though the great majority of
mothers are breast-feeding, many are undermining the
positive effects of breast-feeding by supplementing with
less nutritious foods.  For instance, the majority of breast-
feeding mothers - encouraged by local custom -  give
water to their infants in the first few months of life.  Many
also give sugar water, infant-formula or even solid foods in

these early months when exclusive breastfeeding should
be practiced. Giving liquids or semi-solid foods to infants
before 6 months of age is strongly discouraged, especially
in poor and unhygienic environments because it increases
the risk of infectious diseases.  Furthermore, these less
nutritious liquids or semi-solid foods may also displace
breast milk and result in inadequate intake of nutrients by
the infant.  Yet another common practice in Accra is to
use, as a main complementary food, the traditional non-
fortified koko (fermented maize dough) porridge that is too
low in nutrients and energy for this age group.
In Accra one  also finds the curious phenomenon of obese
mothers - up to 25 percent of the surveyed mothers -
alongside  malnourished children.  This situation suggests
that the allocation of calories within a household rather
than the lack of resources to obtain calories is potentially
the larger problem in many households.  This is another
problem that can be addressed through maternal dietary
education or guidance.
In sum, child malnutrition in Accra appears to be more
closely associated with the quality of care than with the
extent of poverty or food insecurity.  Better caregiving is
associated with better nutritional status.  Care practices
and behaviors, in turn, are especially affected by maternal
education.   Mothers with 8 or more years of formal
schooling had better child feeding, hygiene and health
seeking practices. In Accra, however, where three quarters
of mothers have less than a secondary education, the
teaching of better care practices to this group can improve
the growth and well-being of young children in the short
run until efforts are put in place to raise the overall
education level of girls in the country. 

Entry Points for Urban
Programs and Policies in
Ghana 
The rise of urban poverty implies that policymakers must
broaden their focus beyond the more traditional
approaches that emphasize combating poverty in rural
areas.  

The challenges posed by urban poverty are immense, in
part because poverty is widely dispersed in different
clusters throughout the city.  Thus intervention strategies
must target households and individuals rather than
geographically separate neighborhoods.
Given the dependence on cash incomes in urban areas to
pay for basic consumption items, improving employment
opportunities and boosting incomes must be a top priority.
Studies indicate that these goals can be achieved through
expanding education and skill training and improving
access to credit for small enterprises.  In addition, city
authorities should explore ways to bolster the informal
sector, which provides remuneration to huge numbers of
Accra's low-income population, rather than try to drive it
from the city and into areas where there are fewer
opportunities.   One option is to support this sector through
the promotion of small trader associations, which can
encourage self-regulation.
Another way to supplement incomes and improve
nutritional status - especially of the indigenous Ga
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The study was conducted by IFPRI in collaboration with the Noguchi Memorial Institute of Medical Research and the World
Health Organization. Data collection completed in 1998 included participatory community studies, household case studies,
a household survey carried out in 16 areas of Greater Accra and follow up interviews, focus groups and observations in a
sub-sample of households. Additional funding for analysis was obtained from the Food and Nutrition Technical Assistance
(FANTA) project and the United Kingdom Department for International Development (DFID)
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population - would be to encourage more agricultural production in and around the city.
Steps should be taken to slow or reverse the damaging trend that is shrinking the base
of urban and peri-urban agriculture in Accra.  For instance, a sound land-use policy
focusing on the urban fringe areas should regulate quarrying and sand mining and
encourage land reclamation.  This effort should ideally provide compensation for
displaced agricultural workers either in cash or through retraining for work in a
complementary endeavor.  Instituting tax incentives for low-cost high-rise housing could
slow the urban sprawl that is created around Accra by the construction of single-family
dwellings on individual plots and could help preserve some of the agricultural land.
Yet another powerful intervention tool to improve the well being of the poor is to better
educate girls and mothers of young children.  Better education not only makes women
more employable but also makes them better caregivers to their children.  Care
practices have proven to be strong determinants of child nutritional status, especially for
poor households and for children of mothers with less than secondary education.
In the long run, the general promotion of girls' schooling can lead to improvements in
household well being including lower child malnutrition and illnesses.  In the immediate
timeframe, however, research implies that poor mothers with little formal education can
benefit from  public messages and training on appropriate child feeding practices and
use of preventative health services.  Efforts can concentrate on prenatal clinics where
attendance is very high in Accra and through mass media, given the prevalence of TVs
and radios in poor households.
In conclusion, policy research has highlighted several aspects of rapidly growing urban
poverty in Ghana.  From this research appropriate policy solutions are beginning to take
shape, aiding policymakers who seek to alleviate the poor nutritional status and other
problems faced by the urban poor.


