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Good evening and thank you again for your attendance tonight. [Let’s get started...]
 
 
In the next decade, food insecurity threatens to destabilize West African democracies.
 
 
And in response, I propose the introduction of sack farming—an emerging form of urban agriculture—to address the needs of the most food insecure populations.
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People suffer from food insecurity when food is unavailable or inaccessible to them.
 
 
Factors that contribute to food insecurity in West Africa include urbanization, the increase in global food prices, and chronic poverty.
 
By 2050, the urban population of sub-Saharan Africa is projected to exceed 1 billion people. Urbanization in West Africa is fueled by rural migration, which creates larger slums on the outskirts of cities.
 
Additionally, rising global food prices will increase the incidence of food riots. Scholars have found a correlation between food price spikes and global food riots over the past six years.
 
Finally, chronic poverty perpetuates food insecurity, especially in densely populated slum areas.
 
 
Other factors that exacerbate food insecurity include lack of resources, harsh climatic conditions, and youth bulges—each of which increase the likelihood of food-related violence.



Food Insecurity as a Catalyst
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As food becomes less available and more expensive, food insecurity could be a catalyst for additional civil unrest in West Africa.
 
Food insecurity played a role in the 2008 Senegal food riots, where citizens protested the administration’s ban on street peddling and high food prices.
 
In 2012, chronic food insecurity contributed to the Tuareg Rebellion in northern Mali, which led to the resulting destabilization and coup d’état.
 
 
Given the present trends that threaten to worsen food insecurity, food riots could become more common in the next decade, which threatens U.S. interests in West Africa—
 
 
If food security conditions worsen beyond a tolerable level, this could de-legitimize and ultimately destabilize West African democracies.
 
 
As a result, the image of democracy would be severely damaged, which in turn could slow, or even reverse, the spread of democracy in the region.
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In response to this threat, I propose the implementation of sack farming, which will address the fundamental causes of food insecurity in West Africa.
 
 
Sack farming is an emerging form of urban agriculture that involves growing seedlings (usually vegetables) in large plastic sacks filled with soil.
 
 
This practice has the potential to provide food security to the most vulnerable urban populations, which will act as a stabilizing factor as West African cities grow.



Sack Farming is Practical
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Sack farming’s structural design makes it a practical solution to food insecurity in urban areas.
 
 
Often, urban agriculture is difficult because few arable plots of land exist, especially in slum areas. By planting seedlings in the top of the sack and in holes on the sides, sack farming’s use of vertical space eliminates this problem.
 
 
Additionally, sack farming allows the user more control for irrigation compared to conventional farming. Sacks are constructed with stone spines to allow water to efficiently reach seedlings on the sides of the sack through percolation.
 
 
Finally, sack farming’s input materials, including seeds, are readily available in local markets. The woven plastic sacks are common because they are used to store animal feed and are also used for vegetable transport.



Sack Farming is Economical
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In most slum areas, households can spend up to 75% of income on food (average income of $50-100 per month). Sack farming can reduce this cost by providing additional food security for vulnerable populations.
 
 
Sack farming’s cost is relatively low because its input materials are common. [CLICK] 
A sack with soil and 50 seedlings is about $2.50 initially. This does not include further water and seed expenditures, which are incremental costs.
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Finally, sack farming is sustainable. The practice has enjoyed past success in the Kibera slums of Nairobi, Kenya, where sack farming has grown in popularity since its introduction in 2008.
 
 
Additionally, sack farming boosts social capital within communities. Neighbors will work together to overcome challenges—including crop theft and access to water, soil, fertilizer, and pesticides.
 
 
Finally, this practice has widespread appeal—knowledge of sack farming quickly spreads by word-of-mouth, which allows other people to adopt the practice.



Advancing U.S. Interests
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In an age of austerity, sack farming is a practical, economical, and sustainable way to provide food security to populations that need it most.
 
In my paper, I chose to focus on West Africa because of its geopolitical importance to the United States—as many of Africa’s strongest democracies are in this region. Additionally, sack farming has the greatest chance of success in democratic countries, as these governments are more likely to tolerate the practice.
 
The United States should encourage the widespread practice of urban agriculture in West Africa. This would not only address chronic food insecurity, but also help preclude the threat of destabilization.
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For aid and development agencies [CLICK], sack farming easily complements existing food security initiatives, but offers a unique way to target the most vulnerable urban areas.
 
In my paper, I recommend Ghana [CLICK] as the ideal test case to demonstrate the promise of sack farming.
 
Ghana’s past experience with urban agriculture makes it an ideal location [CLICK] to start because its local governments tend to be more tolerable of these practices.
 
Specifically, I think that sack farming would bring a much-needed urban agriculture component to [CLICK] USAID’s Feed the Future initiative, which seeks to improve food security and public health in Ghana.
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