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INTRODUCTORY NOTE 

Context 

The spotlight for the year 2014 in the agriculture and rural development arena is on the 

International Year of Family Farming (IYFF). To mark this occasion, the Technical Centre for 

Agricultural and Rural Cooperation (CTA) has joined forces with the Food and Agriculture 

Organisation of the United Nations (FAO), the World Rural Forum – the international 

coordinators of the IYFF - and other major international, regional and national organisations 

around the world to celebrate and learn from this special year. 

 

Family farming includes all family-based agricultural activities, and it is linked to several areas of 

rural development, namely crop and livestock production, forestry, fisheries, and aquaculture1. 

Since the beginning of agriculture, family farming has been contributing significantly to food and 

nutrition security globally. Indeed, 70% of global food supply comes from more than 500 million 

family farms, which are supporting rural employment in many countries (FAO, 2014)2. 

 

However, despite the important role and contribution of family farms to global food production, 

this type of agriculture is threatened by several challenges. If not revitalised, family farming is at 

the risk of disappearing, which could have detrimental consequences on future food security.  

 

Among the different challenges that family farms are facing, the lack of youth interest and 

engagement in family farming is of major concern. Who will take over family farms if youth 

choose to make their career in other sectors? And what about the challenges faced by youth 

who are already involved in family farming? How can Information and Communication 

Technologies (ICTs) help strengthen youth engagement in family farming and sustain family 

farms?  

                                                      
1
 FAO. (2014). About Family Farming. Available: http://bit.ly/1qJp5x4  

2
 Sarah K. Lowder, Jakob Skoet and Saumya Singh. (2014). What do we really know about the number and 

distribution of farms and family farms in the world? - Background paper for The State of Food and Agriculture 

2014. FAO. Available: http://bit.ly/XXNRiO  

http://www.fao.org/family-farming-2014/en/
http://www.cta.int/
http://www.fao.org/home/en/
http://bit.ly/1qJp5x4
http://bit.ly/XXNRiO
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Youth and Family Farming: roles and challenges 

The fact that 95% of family farms are under 5 ha, they are not considered as being profitable, 

and that they are associated with poverty (since 70% of the poorest in the world are family 

farmers and herders) does not make family farming an attractive venture for youth. Getting 

youth involved in agriculture is already a challenge, but considering the nature of family farming 

and the image it gives, more effort is needed for its re-branding. 

 

In family farming, the role of each member of the household is crucial for the running of the 

farm. Youth also contribute in supporting family farming and generally carry out gender-specific 

activities. Young women help their mothers in production and care-giving tasks, whereas young 

men help with or take charge of some of the farming activities left by the father, who is often 

absent in search for jobs in other cities or urban areas. In both cases, they also seek paid 

employment to contribute toward the family's income without abandoning the domestic chores 

or other tasks at the farm3. 

 

Taking into account the current situation, youth involved in family farming are facing various 

challenges. These include lack of knowledge and skills for good management of the farm 

activities; lack of access to family decision making; difficulties in having access to finance; 

issues regarding land ownership; social isolation for those living in rural areas; and young girls 

and women usually face other challenges related to cultural/social barriers. 

 

While there is no “one-size fits all” solution, ICTs can contribute in addressing many of these 

challenges. 

ICTs to sustain Family Farming and strengthen youth engagement 

In general, ICTs facilitate access to timely and accurate information for improved agricultural 

production. Access to information is crucial in family farming, which is known to be 

heterogeneous, primarily family-based labour, production of highly diversified products, and 

limited access to productive resources4. 

 

Capturing, documenting and disseminating knowledge 

A key characteristic of family farming is the rich source of local knowledge that is produced and 

transmitted from generation to generation. Recognising this and adding value to it through 

technical assistance and policies could be an approach to sustainable agricultural productivity. 

ICTs are effective in capturing, documenting, disseminating and storing knowledge and skills by 

family farmers, including youth, thereby preserving and improving these practices and 

innovations to support agricultural sustainability. CTA recognises this strength of family farming 

and has been investing in initiatives that boost farmer innovations. 

 

Access to resources: capital, credit and markets 

Another feature of family farming is limited access to resources including capital, credit, and 

markets thereby hindering effective farm activities. ICTs, especially mobile applications are 

playing key role in facilitating access to these resources by the poor. The "digital financial 

services" revolution has huge implication on family farmers. The contribution of M-PESA for 

                                                      
3
 FAO. (2013). The Role of Women, Men and Youth in Family Farming. Available: http://bit.ly/1C8ZkLI   

4
 Addom B. and Lohento K. (2014). About the transforming power of ICTs. CTA. Available: http://bit.ly/1tRroi2  

http://bit.ly/1C8ZkLI
http://bit.ly/1tRroi2
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access to capital by farmers is a well-known story today; the Ensibuuko and FarmDrive 

applications developed by young finalists of the hackathon organised by CTA in East Africa in 

2013 are other examples of mobile applications supporting access to credit for farmers. 

 

With the increasing penetration of mobile phones in remote parts of the world, efforts should 

then be made to strengthen the innovative use of mobile technologies by family farmers. 

Combination of mobile technology and geographic information system provide accurate, 

specific/micro information of soil, water, nutrient etc. on farmers' field for decision making. CTA 

is spearheading initiatives and processes to make the digital financial services a reality to the 

stakeholders along the value chain. 

 

ICTs creating enabling environments 

Creating enabling environments for rural ICT connectivity through sound policies and strategies 

and ensuring thereby affordable and quality access to the technologies, especially in rural 

areas, will support smooth exchange of agricultural information for family farms. ICT strategies 

and platforms that increase involvement of farmers' organisations and youth in policy 

development, policy debates, and influencing policy implementation have to be promoted. 

 

ICTs are supporting networking among geographically distributed farmers and farmer 

organisations, facilitating engaged socio-economic discussions between the grassroots and 

policy makers, providing greater inclusion through broader participation, ensuring transparency 

and social accountability, and fostering local mobilisation, advocacy and activism for sustainable 

agricultural development. Discussions and recommendations of the International ICT4Ag 

Conference organised by CTA and the government of Rwanda in 2013 address these issues. 

 

New ICT delivery models 

Innovative use of the new ICTs is subject to the delivery models being used to reach the family 

farmers and the youth. Currently, the different channels are often still promoted as if each one 

has the ultimate solution. Delivery models that ensure convergence and integration of these 

various channels should be explored. The role of radio in mass dissemination and wide 

outreach cannot be ignored but this should be integrated innovatively with mobile and other new 

ICTs to add value to its services. 

 

Family labour – the role of youth and ICTs 

Family farming is primarily family-labour based with the division of labour between the head of 

the household, mostly the man, and the rest - women and the youth. Capitalising on this, the 

youth could act as the intermediary in the use of the new ICTs to support the family in family 

farming. As a key member in the family, the capacity of the youth has to be strengthened to 

support other members of the family but also for them to utilise the innovations in their own 

farms. 

 

In that perspective, CTA has been providing capacity building opportunities for youths involved 

in agriculture through means such as web 2.0 training, and also supports their innovations. The 

special prize on Family Farming that has been awarded this year in the framework of the Youth 

in Agriculture Blog Competition (YoBloCo Awards) is a targeted activity which offers them the 

opportunity to share their visions and activities on family farming, and encourages them to 

enhance it. 

 

 

http://ict4ag.org/en/
http://ict4ag.org/en/
http://www.web2fordev.net/
http://yobloco.info/
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The gender dimension 

Women as the pillar of the family labour have to be resourced with information on production 

and market for decision making to consolidate the communal role in the family farming. Rural 

women therefore need their capacity to be strengthened on ICT use. Young women are mostly 

left behind to support their older mothers in farming. ICTs can be used to support vocational 

training for some of these young women as farmers in the family. The role of women in 

extension and advisory services could also be boosted through the use of ICTs such as 

developing gender-specific programmes and initiatives. 

What should be the next steps? 

In family farming, young people play a key role in preserving traditional/indigenous knowledge 

from one generation to the next, and through ICTs this can be done more easily and effectively. 

Youth also act as intermediary in family farming, linking the elderly farmer to other stakeholders 

along the value chain, facilitating their access to knowledge, markets, finance etc. What should 

be done by the different stakeholders involved in the system to further support the use of ICTs 

by youth in family farming for its sustainability? 
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