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FOREWORD 

The research programme Youth in Just Food Systems Transitions is rooted in INCLUDE’s 

commitment to evidence-based policymaking for inclusive development and our ambition to 

advance youth-centred just transitions in Africa. Building on our earlier work on youth 

employment and green jobs, we wanted to understand how food systems transformation could 

expand access to decent and sustainable livelihoods while strengthening young people’s dignity, 

voice and agency. Crucially, we approached justice both as an outcome and a process. 

The programme responds to the growing prominence of food systems transformations across 

Africa, which seek to address interconnected pressures including climate change, food 

insecurity, political instability, inequality and economic dependence. Young people and women 

are disproportionately affected by these pressures and often face unequal access to 

opportunities, even as they are frequently expected to drive the transition towards more 

sustainable and resilient food systems. Despite its increased prominence, there was still little 

agreement on what a just food systems transition means in practice or how trade-offs between 

environmental sustainability, productivity, food security and social equity should be navigated. 

Moreover, debates about green growth, technological innovation and agricultural intensification 

were often shaped by actors who benefit from existing arrangements. We therefore wanted to 

examine whose interests influence transition pathways, whose knowledge is recognised and 

who can access the opportunities they create. 

This synthesis report brings together five African-led case studies from Benin, Ghana, Rwanda, 

Somalia and South Africa. Together they reinforced the importance of these questions, but also 

challenged some of our assumptions. While we expected to review specific recommendations to 

improve youth employment outcomes for diverse state-, business- or grassroots-led food 

systems transformation initiatives, the synthesis identifies strikingly recurring mechanisms of 

exclusion across contexts. 

Perhaps the synthesis’ clearest message is that supporting young people is not the same as 

transforming the conditions that exclude them. Opportunities depend not only on skills and 

aspirations, but also on access to land, finance, markets, networks and political influence. 

Without addressing these inequalities first, transformations risk benefiting those already best 

positioned to participate. In South Africa for example, greater digital access was negatively 

associated with young people’s perceptions of opportunity, creating “awareness without access” 
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as digital platforms reveal possibilities faster than barriers are removed. Recognition and 

support for young women, meanwhile, emerged as a stronger predictor of perceived opportunity 

than either skills or digital connectivity. These findings challenge the assumption that technology 

and training are sufficient, pointing instead to the importance of power, agency and social 

recognition. 

The research also sharpened our understanding of justice itself and how different dimensions of 

justice are deeply interconnected. Many of the inequalities we see in food systems are rooted in 

longer histories of dispossession, conflict and exclusion, from Somalia’s conflict and 

displacement and South Africa’s apartheid legacy, to colonial land codification in Benin and the 

different political and historical dynamics in Ghana and Rwanda. These histories continue to 

shape who has access to opportunities, yet they are rarely treated as central to how 

interventions are designed. The synthesis suggests that sequencing matters: restorative and 

recognition justice can provide an important foundation for, and strengthen the impact of, 

distributive and procedural measures. 

Above all, what this research programme showed us is that meaningful youth engagement and 

attention to power and political economy are essential to understanding how just food systems 

can be better achieved. The additional commissioned youth-led study, Designing Meaningful 

Youth Engagement in Food Systems Research, highlighted opportunities to embed youth 

engagement more deeply in the research design from the outset, including greater resources 

and decision-making authority for young people throughout the research cycle. The political 

economy lens we applied throughout the programme helped us better understand how actors 

across different levels, including traditional authorities, clans, political institutions and 

agribusinesses, shape the possibilities for justice. Addressing those power dynamics, not only in 

practice but also within the research process itself is critical to ensuring that diverse forms of 

knowledge are recognised and that research contributes to challenging, rather than 

reproducing, existing hierarchies.  

We are proud of what the research teams and participating young people have achieved. We 

invite readers to approach this synthesis not as a blueprint, but as a framework for action: a 

starting point to identify what needs to change, who needs to be involved, and how we can work 

together to make food systems transitions genuinely just. The task now is to turn these insights 

into action and ensure that young people are not only heard, but have a meaningful role in 

shaping the transitions that affect their futures.  – INCLUDE  
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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY 

This synthesis brings together the findings of five INCLUDE commissioned case studies 

examining youth employment in just food systems transitions, from Benin, Ghana, Rwanda, 

Somalia and South Africa. The analysis is grounded in the INCLUDE Foundational Paper (2024) 

and four justice dimensions (distributive, procedural, recognition and restorative), using a 

Context–Mechanisms–Outcomes (CMO) framework to understand why similar patterns of 

advantage and disadvantage keep recurring, across very different political and economic 

contexts. 

In this synthesis, a just food systems transition refers to the transformation of food systems 

towards environmental sustainability in ways that are socially just and inclusive. A just transition 

therefore asks not only how food systems are changing, but also who benefits and who bears 

the costs (i.e. distributive justice), whether decision-making processes are fair (i.e. procedural 

justice), whose knowledge and voices shape the transition (i.e. recognition justice) and how 

historical inequalities influence access to emerging opportunities (i.e. restorative justice), with 

particular attention to youth both as those most affected by future food systems and as key 

agents of change (Cifuentes, Raj, Sonnino & Edwards, 2026). 

While the pathways towards food systems transitions differ across the five countries, the 

mechanisms that produce youth exclusion, and the outcomes they generate, are strikingly 

similar. Rwanda’s transition is one characterised by a highly centralised, productivity-driven 

modernisation agenda. Ghana’s is shaped by shifting political priorities and fragmented 

implementation across successive governments. South Africa’s transition continues to be 

constrained by deep structural inequalities and a dual economy rooted in apartheid. Benin’s 

uneven translation of national growth into local opportunity is mirrored in its strong transition 

policy ambitions but fragmented implementation. Somalia’s transition is characterised by fragile, 

conflict-affected institutional capacity and heavy reliance on international donors. Despite these 

different transition pathways, similar mechanisms of exclusion shape young people’s access to 

opportunities, participation in decision-making and ability to benefit from food systems 

transitions.  

Several key findings emerged from the comparative analysis of the case studies: 

1. Individual-level interventions alone are unlikely to overcome structural barriers. 
Skills training, digital tools and entrepreneurship support all appear across the cases, 
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and will remain insufficient without addressing the territorial, structural and political 

economy conditions that determine whether capability can become opportunity. Across 

the case studies, evidence suggests that structural access to land, finance, markets, 

infrastructure and decision-making processes remains the principal determinant of youth 

employment outcomes. 

2. Existing advantages shape who has access to new green job opportunities. 

Access to benefits is frequently determined by whether young people already possess 

complementary assets such as land, capital, social networks, digital connectivity or 

education. Most interventions are designed top-down by states, donors and established 

firms, which tends to reinforce this pattern. Ghana is a partial exception, where 

programmes deliberately reduced market-entry barriers and strengthened locally 

embedded partnerships and outcomes were more equitable. 

3. Digital access is not a reliable route to opportunity and can work against it. South 

Africa's evidence shows digital access as a negative predictor of perceived opportunity. 

Rather, it exposes young people to certification requirements, financing gaps and market 

competition faster than it removes those barriers. Skills and digitalisation investments 

need to be paired with reforms to asset and market access, not treated as a substitute 

for them. 

4. Gender functions as both an economic and a recognition filter. Women contribute 

substantially to agricultural production but remain concentrated in the lowest-value 

segments of food value chains. In South Africa, perceptions of gender equity are the 

strongest predictor of perceived opportunity. In Benin, unequal land ownership, unpaid 

care work and discriminatory norms constrain women's access to green jobs in ways 

that financial support and training cannot address alone. 

5. Restorative justice is often the precondition for other forms of justice to function. 
In Somalia, unresolved conflict, land dispossession and displacement mean that 

distributing new opportunities without addressing historical injustice simply reproduces 

existing inequality. Similar dynamics, though less acute, appear elsewhere. Apartheid 

legacies in South Africa, and colonial land dispossession and patriarchal tenure systems 

in Benin and Rwanda also suggest that restorative justice needs to be addressed before 

or alongside distributive measures, not after. 
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A further cross-cutting pattern worth flagging is an aspiration–exclusion gap, where young 

people want to move beyond low-return, insecure agricultural work but remain structurally 

unable to access better alternatives.  

The synthesis also revealed a recurring tension between productivity/export-oriented 

commercialisation and justice, equity and food sovereignty, visible across Ghana, Rwanda, 

Somalia and South Africa. Government intensification programmes boosted yields but eroded 

traditional farming employment and smallholder autonomy by increasing dependence on 

commercial inputs, often displacing subsistence-oriented youth rather than absorbing them. 

Agroecological movements sustain primary production employment while diversifying value 

through indigenous foods and conservation methods but lack the institutional financing that 

conventional intensification receives. 

Key Recommendations 

1. Prioritise structural reform over individual capability-building programmes, as 
unequal access to land, finance, markets and infrastructure limits the impact of skills 
development and entrepreneurship support. 

2. Design interventions to intentionally reach marginalised youth rather than 
defaulting the already well-positioned – male, urban, connected and asset-holding. 

3. Embed meaningful youth and women participation into programme and policy 
design from the outset, rather than adding them as post-hoc adjustments. 

4. Treat restorative justice as a prerequisite for equitable food systems transitions, 
particularly in fragile or historically dispossessed contexts. Sequencing land and 
historical-harm remedies alongside or before distributive interventions may prevent 
opportunities reaching those with existing advantage. 

5. Pursue transition pathways that deliberately balance productivity, environmental 
sustainability and equity rather than allowing commercialisation and export objectives 
to override justice, climate and food sovereignty concerns. 

Across the case studies, the central constraint on youth employment in Africa's food systems is 

not a deficit of skill, ambition or innovation among young people, it is the persistence of political 

and economic structures that determine who can convert capability into opportunity. A just 

transition requires transforming those structures alongside, not instead of, supporting youth 

directly. 
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1.  INTRODUCTION 

The 2025-2026 INCLUDE research programme set out to analyse the drivers and barriers of a 

just food systems transition in Africa from a political economy and youth employment 

perspective. In this synthesis, a just food systems transition refers to the transformation of food 

systems towards environmental sustainability in ways that are socially just and inclusive. Rather 

than treating climate action and agricultural development as separate agendas, it recognises 

that food systems must simultaneously reduce their environmental impacts, strengthen 

resilience to climate change, create decent livelihoods, and ensure that benefits, costs and 

opportunities arising from the transition are distributed more equitably. A just transition therefore 

asks not only how food systems are changing, but also who benefits and who bears the costs, 

whose knowledge and voices shape the transition and how historical inequalities influence 

access to emerging opportunities, with particular attention to youth both as those most affected 

by future food systems and as key agents of change (Cifuentes, Raj, Sonnino & Edwards, 

2026).  

To explore these questions, INCLUDE commissioned case studies in five countries in Africa to 

support a contextualised understanding of just transitions across international, national and local 

scales. Through synthesising these case studies, the programme aims to identify cross-cutting 

themes, tensions and trade-offs of a food systems transition across diverse contexts. Through a 

comparative analysis, the synthesis explores how different transition pathways shape youth 

employment outcomes in African food systems and how political-economy dynamics enable or 

constrain just transitions. As such, the synthesis generates evidence-based recommendations 

to minimise the negative externalities of low-carbon transitions and reduce the risk of vulnerable 

communities being left behind to support more inclusive and equitable food systems. Ultimately, 

this synthesis is intended to lead to actionable pathways that must be in place for young people 

to participate meaningfully in, and benefit from, just food systems transitions. 

Rather than summarising each case in turn, this document is organised through a 

Context-Mechanisms-Outcomes (CMO) framework and compares all five countries within each 

of the framework’s domains. The structure is deliberate: it makes cross-country patterns and 

divergences clearer while preserving each country’s specificity. Thereby, it mirrors the analytical 

framework’s own causal logic: contexts condition and drive mechanisms, mechanisms produce 

outcomes, outcomes feed back into the context. The cases vary by design, and the synthesis 

treats that variation as an asset: South Africa models the food system with structural equation 
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modelling at the macro level; Benin uses logistic regression and mediation analysis on three 

value chains; Ghana pairs national labour-force data with public and private case studies; 

Rwanda analyses the political economy of state programmes; and Somalia uses a 

tri-stakeholder typology built for a fragile, conflict-affected state. Where a method allows one 

case to see something the others cannot, that insight is used to interrogate the framework as a 

whole and make recommendations for future research on this topic. 

1.1 Youth Employment in Just Food Systems Transitions in Africa 

Since INCLUDE produced the foundational paper (2024) for this enquiry, food systems have 

increasingly occupied global headlines as severe climate change impacts occur more frequently, 

disrupting food supplies, creating humanitarian crises and exacerbating food insecurity. 

Warnings of a looming severe El Niño in the latter half of 2026 will likely add further strain on 

African food systems. At the same time, geopolitical conflicts and wars (Russia-Ukraine; 

US-Iran) have driven up fuel prices, increasing the cost of food, straining household budgets 

and deepening existing inequalities. These converging pressures have intensified calls not only 

to strengthen food security but also to transform food systems so that they are more resilient, 

productive, equitable and environmentally sustainable.  

Across Africa, food systems transformation has become a strategic policy priority, as it is 

increasingly viewed as an essential component for achieving climate resilience, economic 

development and inclusive growth. This priority is reflected in a layered set of continental and 

national frameworks: the National Pathways for Food Systems Transformation developed 

following the 2021 UN Food Systems Summit; the African Union's Agenda 2063 and its flagship 

Comprehensive Africa Agriculture Development Programme (CAADP), now entering its third 

phase under the CAADP Strategy and Action Plan (2026–2035) and the accompanying 

Kampala CAADP Declaration adopted in January 2025; and the African Continental Free Trade 

Area (AfCFTA), which links agrifood systems transformation to intra-African trade in farm goods 

and building regional value chains.  

Crucially, food systems transformation is also central to addressing the continent's most 

pressing development challenge, youth unemployment (Dorvlo et al., 2025). Youth comprise 

approximately 70% of the continent's population and agriculture remains one of the largest 

employers of young people (UN DESA, 2026; Yeboah & Flynn, 2021), making food systems 

central to Africa’s most pressing economic priority: youth employment. At the same time, 
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agriculture and land use account for the greatest share of the continent's greenhouse gas 

emissions, so how food systems transition and whether they decarbonise, carries 

consequences for both current and future livelihoods and climate.  

Yet most young people continue to view agriculture negatively, perceiving limited meaningful 

opportunities for secure and dignified livelihoods. Across African countries, young farmers 

experience food insecurity despite producing food, while agriculture often remains a less 

remunerative livelihood option compared with trade or self-employment (Adeyanju et al., 2023). 

As the INCLUDE foundational paper (2024) notes, unemployment remains one of the most 

pressing challenges facing young people across Africa, yet unemployment alone does not 

capture the realities of the youth labour market. Many youth and women who are employed 

work in jobs that are informal, insecure, poorly paid or exploitative, with limited labour protection 

or opportunities for advancement (ILO, 2019; ILO, 2020; INCLUDE, 2024; FAO, 2025; 

Berdegué, Trivelli & Vos, 2025). 

Structural barriers, such as unequal access to land, finance, markets and institutional 

recognition continue to limit youth participation within food systems. Among these barriers, 

secure access to land is a central factor. Across much of Africa, young people often face 

delayed or insecure access to land, as a result of customary inheritance systems, limited 

purchasing power and insecure tenure arrangements, constraining both entry into farming and 

long term investment in agricultural production (Yeboah & Jayne, 2018; Moreda, 2023). 

Therefore, secure land rights and financing are important factors shaping youth participation in 

agriculture.   

Importantly, youth perceptions of agriculture and food systems are shaped by structural realities 

of the sector rather than by a lack of aspiration or skills. Across many African countries, 

employment interventions have largely relied on supply side approaches, particularly skills 

development and training programmes designed to prepare youth for the needs of existing 

industries (Sumberg et al., 2020). While these interventions might have improved skills and 

supported enterprise development in some contexts, they have been less successful in 

overcoming structural constraints that limit access to decent, secure and sustainable livelihoods 

(Sumberg et al., 2021). 

Entrepreneurship has similarly formed part of the dominant discourse through which youth 

engagement in agrifood systems is understood, often assuming that young people can create 

8 



 

their own employment despite persistent structural barriers. While entrepreneurship remains an 

important pathway, this emphasis is often at the expense of recognising other livelihood 

pathways, including wage employment, cooperative enterprise, public employment programmes 

and employment generated through expanding agrifood value chains (Sumberg et al., 2020). 

Together, these observations point to the need for stronger demand side approaches that 

increase both the availability and quality of employment opportunities. Therefore, growing 

recognition that a more holistic, economy-wide approach is needed to transform the food 

system, which includes downstream food economy strengthening in trade, processing, storage, 

finance and infrastructure, thereby creating a broader range of decent and resilient employment 

opportunities for young people across agrifood value chains (FSEC, 2024). 

Digitalisation presents both opportunities and risks within this landscape. Digital technologies 

have the potential to expand youth’s access to markets, improve access to information, and 

create new employment opportunities for young people. However, these benefits depend on 

access to connectivity, literacy, infrastructure and an enabling policy landscape. Emerging 

concerns relate to who owns and controls the digital technologies and data that increasingly 

underpin agricultural production, raising questions about power, governance and the equitable 

distribution of benefits within food systems (Bennie et al., 2026). As with many other aspects of 

food systems transitions, digitalisation risks reproducing existing inequalities if questions of 

access, ownership and control are not explicitly addressed.  

Across Africa, increasing corporate concentration in seeds, fertilisers, grain processing and 

retail continues to shape who controls resources, markets and decision-making processes 

(IPES-Food, 2026). This shows the entrenched power imbalances that a just transition must 

dismantle in seeking to advance equity and justice. 

Critically, the research base itself reflects these imbalances. Youth and gender concerns within 

food system research and innovation projects remain add-ons, driven by donor demands rather 

than systemic practice (Yami et al., 2024). There remains a persistent gap between 

perspectives on youth and the perspectives of youth themselves, as well as between external 

interpretations of African food systems and the lived realities of the farmers, carers and 

communities navigating food insecurity within them. One of the objectives of the INCLUDE 

research programme was to help address this gap by embedding meaningful youth engagement 

across the case studies and recognise young people as knowledge holders whose lived 

experiences could strengthen the quality, relevance and legitimacy of research. Kithinji (2026) 
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points to the idea that meaningful youth engagement extends far beyond consulting young 

people or including them as participants. Rather, it requires creating opportunities for youth to 

shape research questions, contribute to analytical interpretation and influence knowledge 

production. Addressing broader knowledge gaps therefore needs continued attention to whose 

knowledge counts, how evidence is produced, and how policy and development priorities are 

defined. 
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2. METHODS 

2.1 Methods used in the Case Studies 

The five case studies employed different approaches to explore the broad research focus on the 

drivers and systemic barriers for youth employment in a just food systems transition in Africa. All 

these case studies pay particular attention not only to youth employment outcomes, but also the 

ways in which multiple intersecting identities influence participation in and benefits from food 

systems transitions. In the course of developing the case studies, youth were involved in the 

research process to varying degrees. Kithinji's (2026) analysis of the case studies demonstrates 

that meaningful youth engagement is not a fixed methodology but a relational practice that is 

shaped by institutional anchoring, the roles assigned to youth, and the degree of 

decision-making power youth are able to exercise within the research process (see Table 1). 

Youth engagement in the research itself is critical for food systems research as young people 

occupy distinctive positions across production, processing, trade, and marketing, giving them 

insight into structural bottlenecks and power asymmetries that conventional data collection often 

misses; engaging them only as respondents rather than as co-interpreters of findings risks 

reproducing the same exclusions the research sets out to understand. Table 1 below shows 

each case study’s main approach to the research, and how the research engaged youth 

according to Kithinji’s (2026) models for youth engagement. 

Table 1: Youth Engagement Methods and Approaches across Case Studies 

  Main Approach Youth Engagement Model 

Benin A quantitatively rigorous analysis, 
combining a survey with 397 youth 
respondents with a systematic literature 
review and qualitative fieldwork. The 
study applies logistic regression and 
mediation analysis to identify drivers of 
green job access, with a specific focus 
on three value chains: organic 
vegetables, sustainable processing and 
digital marketing.  

Tiered Engagement: Constrained by lengthy 
research-permit procedures, youth engagement 
was concentrated in the early conceptualisation 
stage, where youth helped refine survey 
instruments, age categories and 
gender-disaggregated strategies. This produced 
strong methodological improvements but limited 
influence over later data collection and analysis. 
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Ghana The most methodologically diverse 
case, combining national labour-force 
data analysis with two detailed case 
studies (one public programme and one 
private firm) allowing for an exploration 
of how different institutional 
arrangements shape youth 
engagement in food systems. 

Collaborative Youth-Adult Partnership: 
Researchers engaged youth through organised 
farmer-led networks like the Ghana Food 
Movement and Urbanet. Youth acted as 
interpreters of political economy dynamics, 
surfacing implementation gaps and informal 
financing practices, though reliance on movement 
leaders risked gatekeeping less-connected youth 
voices. 

Rwanda Employs a participatory methodology 
involving the National Youth Council 
across seven districts and drawing on 
data from 15 focus group discussions 
across districts and 21 key-informant 
interviews spanning government and 
civil society, to examine the factors 
shaping youth employment in the 
country’s transitioning food systems. 

Consultative Youth Engagement: Participatory 
and youth-centred research approach, mediated 
through the National Youth Council, whereby 
research assistants were trained to collect data in 
their own communities and run youth-led and 
women-only focus groups. However, as 
researchers recognised, the close government 
anchoring may have constrained how freely 
young people expressed dissenting views. 

Somalia Developed a multi-stakeholder typology 
approach to unpack the perspectives of 
companies, civil society organisations 
(CSOs) and young farmers to map 
divergence between equity claims and 
lived experience.  

Collaborative Youth-Adult Partnership: Due to 
security risks and weak state presence, youth 
were engaged informally as enumerators, farm 
managers, agripreneurs, and greenhouse 
operators, blurring the line between "participant" 
and "collaborator." This grassroots approach 
challenged researchers' initial assumptions, 
revealing strong youth interest in agriculture and 
women's leadership in farm innovation. 

South 
Africa 

Developed sophisticated structural 
equation modelling (SEM) to test 
pathways between skills readiness, 
digital access, perceptions of justice 
and perceived green job opportunities. 
The case operates at a macro level, 
covering two provinces (Eastern Cape 
and Gauteng) with contrasting profiles. 

Collaborative Youth-Adult Partnership: Anchored 
through universities and civil society 
organisations, youth acted as co-researchers 
across the full research cycle shaping 
instruments, pilot testing and interpreting findings, 
including justice and gender equity indices. 
Engagement here consolidated and deepened an 
already youth-centred framework rather than 
disrupting initial assumptions. 

 Source: Table created by the authors. Engagement models derived from Kithinji (2026). 
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Notably, none of the case studies employed the most inclusive model of youth engagement 

identified by Kithinji (2026), namely, Youth-led Participatory Action Research (PAR), where youth 

take a leading role in defining the research questions, generating data, and translating findings 

into action. This is attributed to time barriers, donor reporting requirements and regulatory 

bottlenecks limiting its use even where researchers might have wanted deeper youth leadership 

Kithinji (2026). 

2.2 Conceptual Framework for the Evidence Synthesis 

Context-Mechanism-Outcome (CMO) is a critical-realist approach to evaluation (Pawson & 

Tilley, 1997) whereby contextual factors combine with mechanisms to produce outcomes, 

allowing for more contextual variation than linear log frames or theories of change. This suits 

diverse African food systems, where the same mechanism can yield opposite outcomes in 

different settings. For example, a digital platform may include people in one place but exclude 

others in another.  

In this synthesis, the framework centres youth as an additional domain, contextualising youth 

agency in relation to intersectional power factors (i.e. the context) that shape their involvement 

in food systems interventions (i.e. mechanisms in this parlance). 

Context: Context is understood as the broad structures in which interventions operate, such as 

global change and risk drivers (poverty, unemployment, climate change, digitalisation and 

technological change, disease); the political economy, namely the de jure and de facto systems 

of governance, power and exclusion; international policies and trade agreements; and the 

structure of the food system itself (such as how developed it is, how it is structured, the labour 

market, economy share).  

Youth: The framework considers youth through the lens of intersectionality, namely that 

vulnerability and opportunity are shaped by compounding identities (gender, geography, income, 

and social connection, such as clan, religion or political affiliation), not any single axis (Stadler et 

al., 2025; Betke and Kapazoglou, 2023). Youth are also considered through the lens of 

livelihood aspirations, which can be classified as hanging in (survival), stepping up (improving 

within the system) or stepping out (leaving or transforming) (Dorward et al., 2009). These 

describe both the youth’s own aspirations and, at times, interventions designed for youth by 

others. This distinction is important because while interventions may be built on a stepping-up 

logic, youth themselves might be trying to step out.  
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Mechanisms: Mechanisms are the underlying processes through which a policy, programme or 

innovation produces outcomes. The framework draws on the concept of socio-technical 

transitions (Geels, 2019), and views climate change and associated extreme weather, carbon 

emissions targets and shifting societal values as broad pressures that are destabilising current 

established systems. Using this lens, the framework identifies innovations that may scale and 

shift current regimes. For each emerging innovation, intervention or initiative that seeks to steer 

the system towards a just transition, the framework asks who holds power over it, who funds it, 

their motivation and how it operates. The framework also asked how the Innovations engage the 

four justice dimensions: who benefits and who bears the costs (i.e. distributive justice), 

whether decision-making is fair (i.e. procedural justice), whose knowledge and voices shape the 

transition (i.e. recognition justice) and how historical inequalities are redressed (i.e. restorative 

justice). These justice dimensions - and their application in a just food systems transition - are 

detailed in Table 2 below: 

Table 2: Justice Dimensions – Definitions and Application in a Food Systems Transition 

Dimension  Definition In a Just Food Systems Transition 

Distributive 
Justice 

The fair allocation of the costs and 
benefits of a transition, including the 
effects of policies that minimise 
distributional trade-offs, compensate 
losers, support inclusive industry 
adaptation and enable job creation 
in sustainable activities. 

Fair distribution of access to and security of 
healthy food, land, income, employment and 
ecosystem services; resilience of farmers and 
supply chains to shocks; and fair pay and working 
conditions across the agri-food system. 

Procedural 
Justice 

The extent to which decision-making 
is transparent, inclusive and gives 
different voices an opportunity to be 
heard; built on mobilising local 
knowledge, disclosure of information 
and representation of diverse 
perspectives. 

People's right to actively participate fairly and 
meaningfully in shaping their own food system. In 
just food systems this requires special attention 
considering the lack of transparency in many 
agricultural commodity chains, and the increasing 
power imbalances in food systems. 

Recognition 
Justice 

Socio-cultural equality and the 
recognition of vulnerable groups as 
legitimate knowledge holders and 
agents of change, acknowledging 
that transitions affect different 
groups differently and can deepen 
existing inequalities if this is ignored. 

Attention to gender disparities and 
intersectionality (e.g. African women's 
disproportionate exposure to precarity and 
informal work) as well as intergenerational 
justice, as youth face the greatest impact from 
climate change. Some cases (e.g. Ghana) further 
consider local and traditional knowledge, 
practices and cultural foods under this dimension. 

14 



 

Restorative 
Justice 

Compensating for harms done to 
individuals, communities, the 
environment and the climate, 
repairing damage and redressing 
historical injustices, while avoiding 
new negative externalities from the 
transition itself. 

Not just material reparations for social or 
environmental harm, but a relational effort to 
rebuild trust and social cohesion by bringing 
different food-system stakeholders together in the 
transition process. 

Source: Table content derived from the Foundational Paper of INCLUDE (2024). 

Outcomes: Most actions in the name of a just transition involve trade-offs, producing winners 

and losers and unaccounted externalities. The framework reads these intersectionally (by 

gender, age, geography and income) and includes non-human impacts (i.e. soils, biodiversity, 

climate). The Climate Justice Alliance’s framework for a just transition (2025) asks to what 

extent innovations bend the regime toward an extractive economy (extraction, exploitation, 

enclosure of wealth and power) or a living economy (social and ecological wellbeing, deep 

democracy, regeneration). The framework considers the extractive and living economies as 

co-existing and asks which is reinforced.  

The CMO domains overlap by design. For example, a patriarchal context is itself a mechanism 

distributing risk along gender lines, with gendered outcomes. Digitalisation may be a prominent 

feature in the broader context or may be a specific mechanism (e.g. a digital platform for 

farmers). Hence, the placement of any given finding is a matter of analytical emphasis, not a 

hard boundary.  

2.3. Applying the Conceptual Framework 

A set of questions was developed for each dimension (See annex 1)  in the conceptual 

framework above and converted into a data capture form to systematically code the five case 

studies. This produced a database that allowed for comparison of the framework’s dimensions 

across the five case studies. The research questions of the overarching INCLUDE research 

programme were used to structure the synthesis of the case studies. 
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3. ANALYSIS OF THE CASE STUDIES 

3.1 Benin � [click to read the country report] 

Context: Benin’s food system operates in a 

broader context of strong macroeconomic growth 

(GDP +7.5% in 2024), but high socio-economic 

needs. Security and climate crises in the Sahel 

are driving cross-border displacement and 

increasingly severe drought, and flooding are 

undermining inclusion efforts despite social 

spending reaching 47% of the national budget in 

2024. Agriculture contributes around 25% of 

GDP and supports rural livelihoods for over 70% 

of the population, yet average cereal yields 

remain well below the global average. Women 

are framed within the agrifood system as 

‘helpers’ rather than lead farmers, and gender 

inclusion remains largely donor-driven rather 

than embedded in national structures. Informality is structural in Benin: half of agri-businesses 

are unregistered and only 30% are tax-compliant, which both reflects and reinforces exclusion 

from formal finance and support. Green modernisation, such as integrating renewable energy, 

digital technologies and agroecological practices, represents a potential pathway to 

climate-resilient job creation, supported by Benin's National Adaptation Plan (2022) and its 

Nationally Determined Contribution, which targets a 20% reduction in greenhouse gas 

emissions. However, realising this potential requires coordinating across multiple ministries and 

development partners whose fragmented, donor-driven agendas have historically limited 

coherent policy delivery.  

Youth: Roughly 65% of Benin’s population is under 25, yet youth representation in agricultural 

policy remains largely symbolic and is mainly linked to donor requirements rather than 

institutionalised in national mandates. Over half of the surveyed youth belong to at least one 

civil society platform or farmers' organisations, but membership is not significantly correlated 

with green job employment, suggesting that formal membership alone does not translate into 

empowerment. Youth-focused government programmes such as the World Bank-supported 
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Youth Employment Project offer meaningful entry points, but their coordination with agricultural 

value chain governance remains weak. Territorial Agencies for Agricultural Development 

(ATDAs) formally include youth representatives in consultative bodies, but actual influence on 

resource allocation and policy design is limited.  

Finance is cited as a barrier by 73% of respondents, yet youth with access to credit exhibit a 

lower rate of green job employment than those without, demonstrating that credit alone is 

insufficient for green entrepreneurialism, and that the structure of incentives, conditionality of 

financial instruments, and quality of technical support also matters. Similarly, 62% of surveyed 

youth had never heard of the concept of ‘green jobs’ before the survey, but once the concept 

was explained, 91% saw green jobs as an opportunity.  

A striking finding from the Benin case study is that the probability of employment in green jobs 

ranges from 95% for young men in Borgou to 31% for young rural women (45% for young men) 

in Couffo. This substantial gap within the same generation and country is not produced by 

individual deficits but by territorial and institutional structures (support services, cooperative 

dynamics, proximity to lead markets) that systematically concentrate opportunity. Such stark 

geographical differences repeat across the case study. The gender division of labour reinforces 

this pattern, concentrating women in low-productivity, low-pay value chain segments: a dynamic 

most visible in Couffo, where 36% of surveyed women adopt green practices compared to 61% 

of men. 

Land ownership is a further significant determinant of green job employment, yet only 13% of 

surveyed youth own land, with access largely through inheritance. This reflects a deeper 

historical injustice: colonial codification of land inheritance systems made previously flexible 

arrangements rigid and systematically favoured male heads of household. Benin's 2013 Land 

Code represents procedural progress in formally certifying land rights, but its implementation 

faces serious obstacles, including monolingual legal texts, oral clauses that invalidate written 

agreements, corruption in land administration, and weak institutional capacity. It also contains 

no restorative mechanisms for historically excluded groups, particularly for women who rarely 

acquire agricultural land under traditional inheritance systems. 

Mechanisms: The Benin case took a deeper look at three value chains with high green job 

potential for youth: organic vegetable production, sustainable agri-food processing, and digital 

marketing of agricultural products. Each of these three value chains offers a different entry point 
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into youth and women's economic participation, yet all three also demonstrate how participation 

in a sector doesn’t automatically confer decision-making power. 

In organic vegetable production, young people and women are actively present as producers, 

but input traders and importers control pricing and market access, meaning increased 

participation doesn't necessarily translate into increased bargaining power. Digital marketing is 

framed as having the greatest disruptive potential precisely because it could bypass traditional 

intermediaries, but that potential is only available to youth with connectivity, hardware, and 

digital skills. In practice, this means the value chain most likely to shift power relations is 

currently reaching the youth who need it least, while excluding rural, female, and less-educated 

youth from the very disruption meant to benefit them. 

Sustainable processing stands apart from the other two as the only value chain without a 

notable gender gap, arguably because it aligns with existing traditional roles for women in food 

processing. But this doesn't mean it's more equitable overall. Rather than being locked out by 

gender, participants are locked out by capital requirements, quality standards, and market 

knowledge, which is reflected in its low 10% practice rate. 

Read together, across all three chains, the barrier to genuine benefit is rarely willingness to 

participate but rather the fact that whoever controls the upstream resource (market access, 

capital, or digital infrastructure) captures most of the value and decision-making power. This 

suggests that donor interventions focused narrowly on increasing participation rates (as in the 

20-40% income gains reported for vegetable production programmes) may be treating a 

symptom rather than the underlying structural issue, especially given the authors' own caution 

that long-term evidence is weak. A justice-oriented approach would need to look past 

participation metrics and toward whether interventions are actually redistributing control over 

pricing, standards, and infrastructure, and not only expanding the pool of people producing 

within someone else's rules. 

Outcomes: The evidence from Benin points to a consistent pattern of stratified exclusion, with 

opportunity tending towards the better-positioned (men, urban, educated, landowners) rather 

than the most marginalised communities (women, rural, less-educated, landless). On the 

question of a just transition, the honest assessment is that current interventions are not 

delivering one. As the case study concludes, “....without specific interventions targeting the 

territorial institutional infrastructure, the mechanisms for asset redistribution, and the processes 
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of the social and political recognition of youth contributions, there is a risk that the 

agro-ecological transition will mainly benefit profiles that are already advantaged.” 

3.2 Ghana � [click to read the country report] 

Context: Ghana's food system discourse has 

prioritised agricultural modernisation and 

productivity. The sector is characterised by low 

wages, precarity and limited mobility, with food 

system wages running approximately 27% below 

the national youth wage average and a 

pronounced gender pay gap disadvantageing 

young women. Ghana's framework of national 

policies relating to food systems transitions is 

ambitious but structurally fragmented. The latest 

Food Systems Transformation Synthesis Paper 

2025 explicitly recognises vulnerable groups but is 

produced by a commission with advisory rather 

than executive authority, leaving implementation 

dependent on ministries with political cycles that interrupt programme continuity. A five-year tax 

exemption for youth businesses and grants are made available through the Ghana Revenue 

Authority and Ghana Enterprise Agency, representing genuine opportunities for youth-led SMEs, 

but awareness and access remain limited. Food and Drugs Authority and Ghana Standards 

Authority certification processes are widely viewed as opaque, costly and slow. 

Youth: The food system employs 48% of youth, predominantly in crop farming. Urban youth 

cluster in food marketing and processing; rural youth are overwhelmingly in crop farming. 

Growing urbanisation and domestic demand for processed and diverse foods are opening up 

new markets, and expanding regional and international export markets are also creating new 

opportunities. Traditional chieftaincy controls approximately 80% of all land, while young farmers 

and women are restricted from independent access to land. Gender and religious norms, land 

inheritance practices, and unpaid care burdens disproportionately restrict young women's 

participation across the food system. Limited access to collateral and credit further marginalises 

youth and women, while restricted access to extension services (exacerbated by shortages of 

female agricultural officers) reduces learning opportunities and restricts productivity.  
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Mechanisms: Ghana's case study explores multiple public and private sector food systems 

interventions. Two prominent public programmes - Planting for Food and Jobs (PFJ, 

2017–2024) and Feed Ghana Programme (FGP, 2025) - were designed to boost primary 

productivity, with stated aims across the value chain and emphasis on youth and women. 

Perhaps the most significant finding is that Ghana's four-year electoral cycle makes sustained 

agricultural transformation particularly difficult, as programmes change with each election. 

Inputs are routinely diverted to party supporters rather than those most in need, and traditional 

chiefs act as mediators of land access that programmes cannot circumvent. The Farm Banks 

sub-programme of FGP is an example of an enabler of youth employment, targeting structural 

barriers such as land and mechanisation access, but it remains the exception rather than the 

rule. Numerically, both PFJ and FGP achieve relatively high youth and women's participation at 

registration (50% and 60% respectively), but this masks weak distributive, procedural, 

recognition and restorative justice mechanisms. 

The PFJ and FGP were both unable to address distributive injustices in the broader food 

system, where land ownership is patriarchal. In addition, the emphasis on high yields over 

seed-saving means that farmers become reliant on purchased inputs like commercially 

produced improved seeds that cannot be saved and replanted, thereby embedding farmers’ 

dependency on commercial seed suppliers, and eroding farmers’ revenue margins. From a 

procedural justice perspective, youth have no meaningful role in programme design and 

consultation is largely seen as symbolic. Long queues at mass registration events exclude 

women with limited spare time, and the requirement of a Ghana Card ID further excludes many 

women due to its cost. From a restorative justice perspective, the programmes do not promote 

agroecology or environmental sustainability, including climate adaptation. The limited use of 

agroecological approaches weakens long-term productivity, conventional intensification depletes 

soils and increases pest vulnerability. More broadly in Ghana's food system, the continued 

reliance on chemical inputs, increasing use of fossil fuel-dependent processing infrastructure, 

and carbon-intensive distribution systems undermines ecological sustainability. 

Smaller initiatives in the form of private businesses demonstrate more positive justice 

mechanisms, but whether these can scale remains unclear. For example, Tamanaa Company 

Ltd delivers notably stronger distributive and recognition gains than the public programmes. 

Tamanaa is a social enterprise with 105 staff (majority women) operating a rice outgrower 

scheme in rural northern Ghana. It advances inputs, protecting outgrowers from upfront capital 

requirements and market risk while integrating them into a higher-value chain. Its decentralised 
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parboiling centres are located in rural areas rather than urban centres and provide value-adding 

employment to where smallholders are concentrated. These centres have trained over 1,500 

women in rice processing. Tamanaa also provides guaranteed offtake at stable prices and 

training in improved practices and has established Village Savings and Loan Associations 

alongside crop diversification (tomatoes, onions, peppers, as well as rice), so that women have 

alternative incomes when not engaged in parboiling. Its zero-waste circular model uses rice 

husks for briquettes and bran for animal feed. Women report meaningful gains in income, voice, 

and household standing. However, procedural justice remains weak as outgrowers have no role 

in programme design. 

Another small private-sector example is AB Farms, founded by a young man on a small plot, 

which now employs 40 people (85% youth, 70% women) and works with 350 outgrowers. It 

uses open contracts that commit to purchasing entire crop harvests before production begins, 

embeds training on post-harvest loss and pest control, and has planned a solar irrigation 

investment. Of its outgrowers, 40% are young farmers. AB Farms consults chiefs in operational 

areas and negotiates agreements that allocate customary land for young farmers within 

outgrower schemes. AB Farms has the strongest justice profile among the interventions 

examined in Ghana, particularly in the recognition and distributive dimensions. However, it 

emerged from an uncommon convergence of enabling factors, namely land access (via 

inheritance, possibly down the male line), a ready-identified EU export market, and international 

financing. Most young Ghanaians are unlikely to replicate these conditions. 

The Ghana case study mentions other examples of private-sector initiatives that demonstrate 

good justice principles. For example, Sankofa Snacks is a youth-led SME producing locally 

sourced plantain chips, combining commercial enterprise with "cultural revival and evolution". It 

used Ghana's five-year 1% corporate tax rate during its establishment phase: a concrete 

example of how this under-publicised instrument can enable youth enterprise at the start-up 

stage. Another example is Safisana (a public‑private partnership in Ashaiman), which operates 

a circular economy model converting organic waste into green energy and fertilisers while 

creating youth employment. 

In terms of civil society initiatives, the Ghana Food Movement signals genuine innovation and 

agroecological potential. Its work focuses on promoting local cuisine, skills development and 

"Buy Ghana" campaigns, which combine cultural affirmation with practical food system change. 

Local NGOs such as URBANET and CEAL represent agroecological and food sovereignty 
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approaches that frame food system transformation as simultaneously ecological, economic and 

political. These civil society examples appear to remain under-supported relative to their 

demonstrative value. 

Outcomes: The most justice-aligned models are those that emerged from the bottom up - such 

as civil society movements and socially-responsive businesses - rather than from policy design. 

Large public programmes favour the politically connected, large-agribusinesses and men in crop 

farming. This means that rural women, youth SMEs, smallholders without political connections 

and those without extension services miss out on the opportunities they provide. Market 

integration and value chain development extend food system employment into processing, 

marketing and logistics, and create jobs at nodes where young women are most likely to 

participate, but bargaining power remains asymmetric and structural land access barriers persist 

across the system. In Ghana, food systems transition initiatives demonstrate mixed results. As 

the case study notes, "Without addressing structural barriers, political economy constraints and 

integrating climate‑resilient, agroecological approaches, Ghana's food system transition risks 

remaining neither just nor transformative." 

3.3 Rwanda � [click to read the country report] 

Context: Rwanda can be characterised as a 

hybrid regime under the Rwandan Patriotic Front, 

in which formal democracy operates alongside 

highly centralised control and restricted civil 

society action and freedom of speech. This 

produces strong policy coherence and institutional 

discipline but severely constrains civic space and 

any bottom-up challenge to national strategies. 

Farmer cooperatives cannot organise to challenge 

national policies; CSOs operate as implementation 

partners rather than autonomous advocates. 

Rwanda's food system is dominated by primary 

agriculture (56% of employment, 27% of GDP), 

with a small but growing off-farm sector. Subsistence farming still accounts for 61% of 

agricultural activity. The off-farm food economy, namely agro-processing, trade and transport, 
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and food services, contributes only 11% of GDP, far below comparable lower-middle-income 

countries, indicating that structural transformation toward higher-value food system activities is 

incomplete. Rwanda’s food systems transition is largely state-led and organised around a vision 

of agricultural modernisation, commercialisation and technological innovation. A key feature is 

the promotion of market-oriented agriculture through programmes aimed at increasing 

productivity, strengthening value chains and supporting agribusiness development.  

Youth: Young women earn ~63% of their male peers despite participating in agriculture at 

higher rates. Rwanda shows an urban-rural divide: 69% of rural youth are in agriculture, 

compared with 16% of urban youth, with urban participation concentrated in higher-value 

midstream roles. Youth are increasingly positioned as agripreneurs within Rwanda’s just 

transition agenda, with policy frameworks promoting entrepreneurship, climate-smart 

agriculture, food processing and digital innovation as pathways to employment creation. 

Organisations such as the Rwanda Youth in Agribusiness Forum, the National Youth Council, 

and development partner initiatives such as YouthConnekt seek to connect young people to 

training, finance, mentorship and market opportunities. However, participation within these 

programmes is often more accessible to educated, connected and entrepreneurial youth than to 

poorer and more marginalised groups. 

Mechanisms: Rwanda's Crop Intensification Programme (CIP) is a prominent public food 

transition intervention. It is a top-down, government-led initiative under the Ministry of 

Agriculture that consolidated land use, distributed high-yield seeds, subsidised fertilisers and 

expanded extension services for priority crops (maize, wheat and rice) with the explicit goal of 

professionalising smallholder farming. Its justice mechanisms have been mixed and uneven. At 

the national level it stabilised staple food prices and improved food availability, and some 

households reported gains such as improved ability to pay school fees. But at the household 

level the picture is frequently negative: crop specialisation increased vulnerability by making 

farmers dependent on a single crop, dietary diversity declined as traditional multi-cropping gave 

way to maize-dominated diets, and food security in some households worsened. Wheat 

production remains unviable without sustained subsidies. The programme also reinforced 

regional inequalities as farmers in the Western Province recorded the lowest revenues. Perhaps 

most paradoxically, the subsidies intended to support smallholders with agricultural upgrading 
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appear in several cases as a springboard into other livelihoods and an exit from farming 

altogether. Across all four justice dimensions, the CIP performs poorly: benefits are distributed 

unevenly, farmers had no procedural role in its design, traditional knowledge and dietary 

practices received no recognition and there has been no meaningful effort to remedy the soil 

degradation. 

Digitalisation emerges as one of the most significant mechanisms shaping Rwanda’s food 

systems transition. Government and development partners have invested heavily in digital 

agriculture, extension services, market information systems and digital subsidy programmes. 

The Smart Nkunganire System (SNS), for example, has expanded access to agricultural inputs, 

advisory services and information for millions of farmers. Digitalisation is also closely linked to 

broader efforts to modernise agriculture and attract young people into the sector. However, the 

benefits of digitalisation remain unevenly distributed. Access to smartphones, internet 

connectivity, digital literacy and technical skills continues to vary significantly across gender, 

geography and socio-economic status. This creates the risk that digital transformation may 

reinforce existing inequalities, particularly for poorer rural youth and women who remain less 

likely to access digital technologies. 

Several emerging markets demonstrate potential for creating green jobs for youth. These 

include food processing, climate-smart agriculture, controlled environment agriculture, 

agricultural services, logistics, digital agriculture and state-led agricultural modernisation 

initiatives. However, entry into these sectors often requires access to capital, technical skills, 

infrastructure and market networks that remain inaccessible to many young people. 

Consequently, the sectors most frequently promoted as engines of transformation are often 

those with the highest barriers to entry.  

Justice pathways are visible across all dimensions of Rwanda’s food systems transition. 

Distributive justice is constrained by unequal access to land, finance, education and productive 

assets, particularly for women and rural youth. Procedural justice has improved through 

increased consultation and youth engagement mechanisms, although participation remains 

uneven, and many young people continue to have limited influence over decision-making 

processes. Recognition justice remains challenged by persistent stereotypes that position youth 

as inexperienced and women as secondary actors within food systems. Restorative justice is 
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the least developed dimension, with limited attention given to addressing historical inequalities, 

environmental harms or the structural factors that continue to shape exclusion.  

Outcomes: The findings suggest a mixed picture of inclusion and exclusion within Rwanda’s 

food systems transition. On the one hand, the transition has generated new opportunities for 

employment and livelihood diversification beyond subsistence farming. At the same time, the 

benefits of transitions remain unevenly distributed. Those most likely to benefit are educated 

youth, urban and peri-urban entrepreneurs, commercial farmers, agribusiness actors and 

individuals with access to finance, technology, and market networks. In contrast, rural youth, 

young women, subsistence farmers and those with limited access to land, capital, or education 

continue to face significant barriers to participation. Many young people remain trapped within 

informal, low-productivity and poorly remunerated forms of work despite the broader narrative of 

transformation.  

The Rwandan case study presents an important tension between productivity-led transitions 

and justice-centred transitions. While the state has been successful in driving agricultural 

modernisation and coordinating food systems actors, the emphasis on productivity, 

commercialisation and growth can overshadow questions of equity, participation and inclusion. 

Many interventions focus on increasing efficiency and competitiveness, yet the structural 

barriers facing rural youth and women remain only partially addressed. As a result, food system 

transitions risk benefiting those who are already relatively well-positioned while leaving others 

behind. The result is a food system transition that is technically ambitious and government-led, 

but where procedural and recognition justice remain incomplete. Achieving a more just food 

systems transition will therefore require greater attention to the distribution of benefits, the 

inclusion of diverse youth voices and the structural barriers that continue to limit participation for 

many young people, particularly young women and those living in rural areas. 
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3.4 Somalia � [click to read the country report] 

Context: Somalia represents the most fragile 

context out of all the case studies: prolonged 

armed conflict, weak governance and repeated 

climate shocks have destroyed infrastructure, 

displaced millions and eroded institutional 

capacity. Climate shocks interact with conflict to 

catastrophic effect: the 2021–2023 drought 

pushed nearly half the population into acute food 

insecurity. Clan-based governance structures fill 

voids left by the state, determining land access, 

credit networks and hiring pipelines in ways that 

systematically exclude minority clan members, 

displaced populations and women. International 

institutions (FAO, WFP, World Bank, USAID, Turkish TIKA) dominate financing and technical 

assistance, creating a fragmented, donor-driven landscape that, despite $400M+ annually in 

agricultural programming, generates limited youth employment outcomes. Somalia's food 

system involves extreme import dependence (90%+ of grains imported), a livestock export 

sector worth $360M annually, and 30–40% post-harvest losses for fruits and vegetables due to 

the absence of cold storage and poor infrastructure. Women perform 60–80% of agricultural 

labour in Somalia yet control under 20% of land and receive less than 10% of credit. Digital 

platforms offer partial compensatory potential (73% mobile money penetration), but 28% rural 

electricity access limits scaling. Green job potential is concentrated in livestock value chain 

processing (currently 95% live animal exports), solar irrigation, post-harvest storage, and 

mobile-enabled market platforms, but each requires foundational infrastructure investment that 

is currently absent. 

Youth: Several donor-supported interventions seek to improve youth participation in the food 

system. Programmes such as FAO’s youth farmer field schools aim to strengthen skills and 

support agricultural livelihoods, but their reach has been constrained by insecurity, displacement 

and limited state presence. More broadly, many interventions frame exclusion primarily as a 
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skills deficit, despite evidence that access to land, capital, markets and social networks are 

often more significant, structural barriers. This also overlooks the value of traditional agricultural 

knowledge and informal market experience, which are frequently under-recognised within 

programme design. 

Mechanisms: Somalia’s food system transition is embedded within a range of interventions 

operating across the food system. Large export-oriented firms dominate key value chains, 

linking Somalia to regional and international markets while concentrating opportunities among 

actors with access to capital, established market connections and influential social networks. As 

a result, participation in higher-value segments of the food system remains shaped by 

geography, clan affiliation and existing economic resources, often excluding minority clan youth, 

displaced populations and those operating outside major economic centres. 

Digitalisation is one of the most significant mechanisms within Somalia’s food systems 

transition. Mobile money platforms have expanded access to financial services and market 

participation, creating new opportunities for young people to engage in economic activities. 

However, these benefits remain uneven, as access is shaped by digital literacy, connectivity, 

education, gender and geography. Digitalisation therefore functions as both a mechanism of 

inclusion and exclusion, expanding opportunities for some while reinforcing existing inequalities 

for others. 

The evidence also highlights important differences in how resources are allocated across 

interventions. Community-based organisations appear most successful at reaching marginalised 

groups, including women, internally displaced youth and minority clan communities, yet they 

often receive the least funding and support. In contrast, large-scale agribusiness investments 

have contributed to commercialisation and productivity gains but generated relatively limited 

youth employment opportunities. 

Across these interventions, distributive, procedural, recognition and restorative justice shape 

who is able to participate in and benefit from food systems transformation. Access to 

opportunities remains heavily influenced by capital, geography and clan affiliation, while many 

young people have limited influence over policy and programme design. Traditional knowledge 

and lived experience are often undervalued, and interventions rarely address the legacies of 
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conflict, displacement and land dispossession that continue to shape exclusion. Together, these 

findings suggest that the contribution of these interventions to a just food systems transition 

depends not only on the opportunities they create, but on whether they are able to challenge the 

structural inequalities that continue to shape participation within Somalia’s food system. 

Outcomes: The evidence suggests that many interventions have expanded opportunities for 

participation without fundamentally altering the conditions that produce exclusion. Digital 

platforms, mobile money systems, climate-smart agriculture initiatives, skills development 

programmes and livestock value-addition projects have created new opportunities for some 

young people. However, access to these opportunities remains uneven and is often mediated by 

geography, clan affiliation, gender, education, and access to capital. As a result, many of the 

benefits associated with food systems transformation continue to favour already privileged 

groups within existing social and economic structures. This is reflected in the divergence 

between how equity is perceived by different actors. While many companies report that their 

practices promote inclusion and equity, a larger proportion of farmers report experiencing 

inequality within the food system. This gap highlights the importance of understanding justice 

not only through the intentions of interventions, but through the lived experiences of those 

expected to benefit from them. 

Across the evidence, the Somalia case study shows the extent to which contemporary 

inequalities are rooted in historical and ongoing processes of conflict, displacement and 

exclusion. Clan-based systems continue to shape access to resources and opportunity, while 

many interventions pay limited attention to the legacies of land dispossession, conflict-related 

displacement and uneven reconstruction efforts. This suggests that restorative justice is not 

simply an additional consideration within Somalia’s food systems transition, but a necessary 

condition for addressing deeper patterns of exclusion. 

The findings also show the coexistence of both extractive and more inclusive forms of economic 

organisation within the food system. On the one hand, value chains remain concentrated among 

a relatively small group of exporters, commercial actors and politically connected networks, 

allowing benefits to accumulate among those already holding economic and social power. On 

the other hand, community-based civil society organisations, informal trading networks and 

mobile money platforms provide important livelihood opportunities and appear more successful 
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at reaching marginal groups. However, these more inclusive forms of economic activity often 

remain in high conflict areas, under-resourced and receive less policy attention than larger 

commercial investments. Overall, the evidence suggests that while food systems transitions are 

creating new opportunities, it has not yet reshaped the underlying power relations that 

determine who benefits from the food system. Achieving a more just food systems transition will 

therefore require moving beyond a focus on employment creation and productivity gains 

towards addressing the structural inequalities that continue to shape participation, access and 

decision-making across the food system. 

3.5 South Africa � [click to read the country report] 

Context: South Africa represents the most 

formally developed food system of the case 

studies, yet the most historically constituted 

inequality along racial classifications. The 

apartheid legacy continues to govern access to 

land, skills, employment and productive assets 

along racial lines. South Africa's Eastern Cape 

and Gauteng provinces face recurrent droughts, 

floods and shifting rainfall patterns that intensify 

inequalities already structured by apartheid's long 

shadow. Agribusiness actors and established 

firms concentrate market access, standards and 

financing conditions, systematically limiting youth 

and small-scale producer entry. The agrifood sector contributes around 14% of GDP, and boasts 

extensive formal value chains spanning production, processing, logistics and retail. Yet informal 

food economies such as vending, street food and casual farm labour absorb large numbers of 

youth, particularly in rural Eastern Cape and urban Gauteng townships. The system is 

bifurcated: a productive yet exclusionary formal sector and a large yet precarious informal 

sector. 

Youth: Youth unemployment stood at 46% (ages 15–34, Q1 2025), with 40%+ classified as Not 

in Employment, Education or Training (NEET) when the age band is extended to 34 (Statistics 
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South Africa, 2025). South Africa's case study provides a methodologically rigorous analysis of 

the structural determinants of youth’s green job opportunity perceptions across the food system 

transition, detailed under mechanisms below. 

Mechanisms: South Africa's case study focuses less on individual food system interventions 

but instead provides a rigorous macro-level analysis which demonstrates powerful mechanisms 

that are operating counterintuitively to dominant intervention narratives. In the macro-analysis, 

skills readiness is positively associated with perceived opportunity, but its effect is limited. 

Training programmes are not linked to finance, productive assets, inputs, mentorship or market 

access, preventing skills from translating into employment. This is the "skills-market 

disconnection”, consistent with evidence from other case studies (Somalia, Rwanda, Benin) that 

skills without complementary assets and market linkages are insufficient for youth employment. 

The South African case study also shows that youth operate within a constrained opportunity 

system in which multiple barriers intersect at the same time, meaning that skills alone are rarely 

sufficient to secure access to green employment opportunities.  

The macro-analysis further shows that access to digital agriculture has a strong negative 

association with perceived opportunity. Digital platforms expose youth to opportunities they 

cannot access, creating what the case study describes as an “opportunity awareness gap”. 

Digitalisation expands awareness of agritech services, climate smart innovations, procurement 

opportunities and market standards, but does not address the structural barriers that prevent 

participation like limited access to financial capital, land, certification, market linkages and social 

networks. This is consistent with the Benin finding that awareness of green jobs does not predict 

adoption, and with the Ghana finding that educated youth are more likely to leave primary 

production. The concern raised in South Africa's case study about corporate digital platforms 

extracting farm data without farmer benefit points to an emerging regulatory gap: as AgTech 

firms deploy digital services across African food systems, intellectual property and data 

governance frameworks that protect smallholder interests are largely absent. 

Another important finding is that gender equity is the decisive factor. Gender equity perceptions 

are the strongest predictor of perceived opportunity. This is not a skills or digital deficit: it is a 

power and social norms deficit. Young women face systemic barriers across all value chain 

segments, including land access, finance and participation in higher-value activities such as 
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logistics, aggregation and agri-services. The SEM analysis suggests that recognition justice 

functions as the primary gateway through which other justice mechanisms can function 

meaningfully. Skills enable participation, but recognition determines whether participation is 

experienced as a viable opportunity. Food-system justice has no direct effect on opportunity and 

registers only by raising gender-equity perception, which is itself the strongest driver of 

opportunity.  

As with the other cases, South Africa also demonstrates geographical divides rooted in the 

country’s historical political economy. Gauteng offers more food system opportunities but higher 

entry barriers, while the Eastern Cape faces infrastructure deficits, weak market integration, 

limited institutional support and market constraints that confine youth to informal, low 

productivity roles (similar to Somalia). Food systems in the Eastern Cape "function more as 

social safety nets than as pathways to decent or green employment" (SA case, p.36). These 

spatial inequalities highlight the enduring legacy of the apartheid system’s development patterns 

and uneven economic geography.  

The analysis suggests that power is concentrated within food system value chains. Agribusiness 

actors and established firms largely determine market access, standards and financing 

conditions, i.e. rules that favour insiders and limit entry for youth and small-scale producers. 

Digital platforms reveal procurement opportunities and market standards, but without 

certification, capital and networks, expose exclusion rather than resolving it. Fragmented 

institutional coordination further compounds these barriers. The Technical and Vocational 

Education and Training (TVET) system, Sector Education and Training Authorities (SETAs), and 

the National Youth Development Agency operate without effective coordination, creating 

disjointed pathways in which training, finance and market access operate in silos. The various 

interventions identified in the case study, such as TVET and SETA skills programmes, CASP 

(Comprehensive Agriculture Support Programme) youth support initiatives, and community 

driven participatory models show this fragmentation clearly. These interventions might provide 

the necessary training, support or entry point into emerging green jobs, however, they often are 

weakly linked to productive assets. The SEM confirms that “skills-plus-connectivity” does not 

automatically translate into opportunity under these conditions. Platforms such as the 

Presidential Climate Commission provide important institutional anchors for just transition 
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debates, as it is independent and impartial, and given legal recognition under the country’s 

Climate Change Act. However, youth participation remains consultative rather than structural, 

limiting young people’s influence over the design and implementation of transition pathways. 

Although South Africa has the most sophisticated just transitions policy frameworks, these 

frameworks lack adequate disaggregated data on youth and engage weakly with the political 

dimensions of food systems transitions, which include dimensions such as power relations, 

unequal market structures and institutional coordination failures.  

Overall, SEM reveals that justice dimensions shape opportunity through multiple pathways. 

Distributive justice findings suggest that opportunity is shaped less by individual capability than 

by structural inequalities, unequal access to assets, finance, markets and decision-making. 

Extending from this, procedural justice is constrained by fragmented governance arrangements 

that produce disjointed pathways and limit meaningful youth participation. Recognition justice 

emerges as the dominant gateway, women and rural, disabled and indigenous youth are not 

recognised as legitimate actors, and the model shows that little converts into opportunity until 

this changes. Restorative justice remains the least developed dimension, with apartheid spatial 

economy constituting the unresolved historical harm that underpins contemporary inequalities 

across all three other justice dimensions.  

 

Outcomes: The findings from the South Africa case study show that the country’s high NEET 

rate is a result of structural exclusion, not individual shortcomings. The case study shows clear 

geographical divides, with urban, educated youth in Gauteng benefiting more from food system 

initiatives than township youth and rural youth in the Eastern Cape. The system also favours 

agribusiness insiders and certified producers which concentrate power and extract value, with 

non-certified small-scale producers missing out. There are small hints of a living economy - 

community-driven initiatives, some participatory approaches, and possible TVET reform - but 

these do not seem powerful enough to overcome the dominance of the extractive economy, 

structured by apartheid legacies of land, capital and skills concentration that are reproduced by 

current institutional arrangements such as agribusiness gatekeeping, certification standards and 

siloed government departments. The transition toward sustainability is occurring, but, as the 

authors note, “without deliberate intervention, the transition risks reproducing existing 

inequalities, rather than transforming them." 
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3.6 Justice Implications across Case Studies 

Across the five case studies, the four justice dimensions are consistent despite the different food 

systems transition pathways. Distributive justice is shaped by unequal access to productive 

resources and opportunities, although the mechanisms through which exclusion occurs differs 

across the cases. These range from historical land ownership patterns and customary 

governance structures to fragmented institutions, geographic inequalities and persistent 

structural inequalities. Procedural justice follows a similar pattern, with young people 

participating mainly through consultation rather than having meaningful influence over 

decision-making. Recognition justice also remains limited, as local knowledge, informal 

livelihoods and young people's lived experiences are often overlooked in the design and 

implementation of policies and programmes, limiting whose knowledge and experiences shape 

the transition of food systems. Restorative justice is the least evident dimension across all 

case studies. However, the findings suggest that historical and structural injustices, including 

apartheid in South Africa, armed conflict and displacement in Somalia and the longstanding 

inequalities in access to land and resources across the case studies continue to shape who is 

able to participate in and benefit from food systems transitions. All of this shows how the four 

justice dimensions are interconnected, reinforcing the consistent patterns of youth inclusion and 

exclusion across the five cases of food systems transition. Table 3 below summarises how each 

justice dimension is reflected across the five case studies.  

Table 3: Overview of how Justice Dimensions feature in the Case Studies  

Dimension Benin Ghana Rwanda Somalia South Africa 

Distributive 
Justice 

Strong 
rural-urban 
differences in 
youth green 
employment. 
Land ownership 
is the strongest 
predictor of 
green job 
access.  
Pronounced 
gender gap. 

Commercial seed 
dependency 
erodes farmer 
margins.  
Political 
clientelism 
distorts input 
distribution.  
Chieftaincy 
controls ≈80% of 
land.  
Pronounced 
gender wage 
gap. 

CIP improved 
national food 
security but 
undermined 
household 
dietary 
diversity.  
Value-added 
activities 
concentrated 
in Kigali.  
Pronounced 
gender wage 
gap. 

Reported 
mismatch: 52% 
of companies 
self-assess as 
equitable; yet 
62% of young 
farmers 
experience 
inequality.  
Capital scarcity 
is universal but 
clan-mediated in 
practice. 

Apartheid-structur
ed land and 
capital 
concentration 
largely intact 
along racial lines.  
Food system 
wages below 
national average.  
Digital access 
exposes 
inaccessible 
opportunities. 
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Procedural 
Justice 

Youth 
participation 
"mainly 
symbolic and 
donor driven."  
Cooperative 
membership 
rarely translates 
to resource 
influence or 
decision-makin
g power. 

PFJ/FGP 
designed in 
Accra; handed to 
districts without 
local adaptation.  
Meaningful 
participation ends 
after elections.  
  

RYAF funded 
by MINAGRI, 
limiting critical 
stance.  
Views 
considered 
only where 
they align with 
pre-defined 
national 
strategies.  

80% of young 
farmers are 
unaware of 
policies; those 
aware judge 
them universally 
ineffective.  
Community 
CSOs have most 
local authority 
but fewest 
resources. 

Youth 
engagement  is 
largely 
consultative 
("tokenistic").  
Agribusiness 
dominates policy.  
Weak platforms 
for sustained 
engagement; low 
institutional trust. 

Recognition 
Justice 

84% aspire to 
entrepreneurshi
p but 
institutional 
recognition is 
insufficient.  
62% had never 
heard of "green 
jobs"  

Traditional 
farming 
systematically 
devalued.  
Commercial seed 
dependency 
displaces 
traditional 
varieties and 
seed sovereignty. 
Agroecology not 
recognised in 
policy. 

Rural youth 
"do not feel 
confident to go 
against the 
status quo."  
Women 
confined to 
low-value 
activities 
despite 
progressive 
public-sector 
gender 
policies. 

Deficit framing 
erases that 73% 
of youth are 
business 
oriented.  
Small informal 
enterprises 
dismissed as 
"inefficient petty 
traders" despite 
providing 
essential market 
access in 
insecure areas. 

Youth treated as 
homogeneous.  
Young women's 
roles 
undervalued.  
Youth with 
disabilities 
excluded.  
Gender equity 
perception is the 
strongest 
predictor of 
perceived 
opportunity. 

Restorative 
Justice 

Colonial 
codification 
rigidified land 
inheritance, 
favouring male 
line. 
  

Chemical input 
dependency and 
diesel-powered 
processing 
undermine 
ecological 
regeneration.  
  

CIP caused 
soil 
degradation 
and 
biodiversity 
loss.  
  

Civil war is the 
primary cause of 
food system 
inequality, but 
programming 
treats this as a 
neutral starting 
point.  
Restorative 
sequencing must 
precede 
distributive 
programmes. 

Apartheid legacy 
structures food 
system access 
across 
generations. 
Land reform has 
not disrupted 
racial 
concentration of 
productive assets.  

 Source: Table created by the authors. 
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4. DRIVERS AND BARRIERS FOR YOUTH EMPLOYMENT  

This chapter presents a comparative analysis and synthesis framed around the INCLUDE 

research programme’s overarching research question – What are the main drivers and 

(systemic) barriers for youth employment in a just food systems transition? – and related 

subquestions. These questions were derived through the research programme’s foundational 

paper, which synthesised existing research related to  food systems transitions in Africa to 

identify key insights, potential research gaps, and an analytical framework and research 

questions to support the commissioned case study research.  

Broadly, all five case study contexts are shaped by similar pressures: climate change, 

demographic youth bulges and high rates of unemployment and social need. Climate change 

manifests prominently as production risks – droughts, erratic rainfall, flooding and pest pressure 

– with smallholders, rural youth and rural women most exposed and least protected. COVID-19 

features as an additional recent shock, disrupting food value chains and deepening precarity, 

particularly for informal workers. 

Across the case studies, food systems transitions emerge not as technical processes of 

agricultural modernisation, but as political and economic processes shaped predominantly by 

those who already hold relative power in the system. Access to the opportunities created 

through a food systems transition is largely determined by pre-existing inequalities in land, 

capital, education, social networks, political influence and digital access. As a result, many 

interventions create new opportunities without altering the structures that determine who can 

access and benefit from them: transitions unfold through existing inequalities rather than 

disrupting them. This suggests the central analytical question is not whether opportunities are 

being created, but who controls them, who can access them, whose knowledge is recognised 

and how historical inequality continues to shape the distribution of benefits.  

4.1 Green Jobs in a Just Food Systems Transition 

4.1.1 Approaches to Transforming Food Systems and their Effect on Green Jobs 

The cases revealed multiple actors – government, social enterprises and civil society – 

implementing different approaches to transforming food systems, with varying effects on green 

jobs. 
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Government-led intensification programmes, represented by Rwanda's CIP and Ghana's PFJ, 

prioritise yield increases through improved seeds, chemical inputs and crop specialisation. 

Notably, these programmes are motivated primarily by productivity and food security objectives 

rather than by emissions reduction or a strategic shift away from fossil fuel-dependent inputs. 

These programmes have generated some youth employment in extension services, input 

distribution and mechanisation support, but have also reduced employment in traditional farming 

systems and weakened smallholder bargaining power by increasing dependence on commercial 

input suppliers. Rwanda's CIP's promotion of maize at the expense of traditional crops reduced 

farming diversity; where crop consolidation enabled larger landholders to expand, 

subsistence-oriented youth were displaced rather than absorbed. Ghana's PFJ improved 

short-term input access for registered farmers, but reliance on commercially produced seeds 

that cannot be saved and replanted is, as one farmer put it: “embedding dependency into the 

system”. 

Private sector actors such as Tamanaa Company Ltd and AB Farms in Ghana demonstrate a 

social enterprise approach that links smallholder producers to organised buyers. Tamanaa's 

decentralised parboiling model has trained over 1,500 women in processing, providing access 

to higher-value segments than primary production alone. AB Farms integrates 350 outgrowers, 

40% of them young farmers, through open contracts with guaranteed offtake. These models 

create jobs at processing and aggregation nodes, where young women are most likely to 

participate. 

Agroecological and food sovereignty movements – the Ghana Food Movement, URBANET, 

CEAL (Ghana), conservation agriculture at Abimash Farms (Ghana), REMA-linked efforts in 

Rwanda, and youth-led agroecology movements in Benin – frame transformation as 

simultaneously ecological, economic and political. These approaches tend to sustain rather than 

reduce employment in primary production while adding value through diverse product portfolios 

(indigenous foods, organic certification, traditional varieties). Abimash Farms has grown 1,000% 

using conservation agriculture principles while working with 36,000 smallholder farmers. 

However, these approaches lack the institutional support and financing that conventional 

intensification enjoys, limiting scale. 

Positioned against the other two approaches, the social enterprise model occupies a middle 

ground. Unlike government intensification, it builds market linkages and value-chain 

participation rather than input dependency, and unlike the agroecological movements, it attracts 
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more consistent commercial financing because guaranteed offtake and organised buyer 

relationships de-risk investment for both enterprises and participating farmers. In effect, the 

model trades some of the political and ecological ambition of agroecological approaches for the 

financial stability that pure intensification and pure agroecology each struggle to achieve on their 

own. 

4.1.2 Types of Green Jobs Created, and Barriers to Youth Access 

Green jobs cluster at distinct value-chain nodes, each with different contextual opportunities and 

barriers which form accessibility profiles for youth (see Table 4). 

Table 4: Green Jobs – Types, Opportunities and Barriers across Value Chain Nodes 

Value Chain 
Node 

Type of Green Job Contextual Opportunities & Barriers 

Primary 
Production 

Climate-smart agriculture 
(terracing, crop rotation, 
intercropping, agroforestry, 
conservation agriculture); 
organic and agroecological 
production (Benin); 
solar-powered irrigation 
(Somalia, Rwanda); 
rangeland restoration and 
climate-adaptive herding 
(Somalia).  

Most accessible to youth with land access – a 
significant constraint, given only few surveyed youth 
own land (Benin). Working with traditional authorities 
on land access (as with AB Farms) or combining 
primary production with other nodes from the outset 
are potential routes in, since primary production alone 
carries the lowest margins, highest climate exposure 
and weakest bargaining power of any node. 

Post-Harvest 
Processing 

Solar-powered grain storage 
and cold chain logistics 
(Somalia, Rwanda); 
ecological processing 
methods including 
compost-based fertiliser, 
zero-waste rice parboiling 
(Tamanaa, Ghana), and 
fruit/vegetable waste 
valorisation (Benin).  

More accessible to young women (particularly where 
women traditionally lead food processing) and to 
urban/peri-urban youth with vocational training, and 
offers better returns than primary production. Capital 
requirements for equipment remain a major barrier. 
Models that share financial risk - such as outgrower 
schemes with guaranteed purchase (AB Farms, 
Tamanaa, Rwanda's cooperatives), savings and loan 
associations, crop diversification - are more durable 
than debt taken on without a secured buyer. Notably, 
in Benin, youth with full credit access were less likely 
to be in green employment than those without, 
because without market linkages, borrowed money 
flows into safer conventional activities. 

37 



 

Transport 
and Logistics 

Low-carbon delivery 
systems; aggregation and 
coordination roles (AB 
Farms' outgrower 
coordination); mobile market 
facilitation and price 
information (e-Soko in 
Rwanda; mobile money in 
Somalia).  

Particularly accessible to urban youth with mobile 
phone access and digital skills, and who are 
well-placed to build direct market and export 
relationships that reduce dependence on public 
programmes as these are often discontinuous and 
politically mediated. Youth at this node can rather 
selectively use public instruments like tax exemptions, 
grants, and certification support. 

Digital, 
Marketing 
and Advisory 
Services 

Digital agricultural platform 
management and extension 
(Rwanda's SNS; Benin's 
digital marketing value 
chain); agri-influencer 
content creation (Rwanda); 
precision agriculture 
including drone operation 
and data analysis (emerging 
across cases).  

Highest educational and skills requirements, limiting 
access to tertiary-educated youth. The most 
successful young people combine agricultural 
knowledge with business management, digital skills, 
logistics or technical expertise. Youth should prioritise 
collective structures that provide access to buyers, 
inputs, training, finance, or land over those offering 
membership alone. 

Circular 
Economy and 
Waste 
Management  

Food waste valorisation and 
composting; biochar and 
briquette production from 
agricultural residues; organic 
fertiliser production.  

Tamanaa's use of rice husks for briquettes and bran 
for animal feed (Ghana) and Safisana's public-private 
waste-to-energy model (Ghana) are working 
examples. Particularly viable in peri-urban areas with 
available organic waste streams and proximity to 
buyers. 

 Source: Table created by the authors. 

Across all nodes, geography – or more specifically, the contextual socio-economic conditions of 

different localities – shapes opportunity more than almost any other factor. Youth are best 

served by assessing their access to enabling conditions such as land, education, institutional 

networks, certified inputs and proximity to buyers, before committing to an approach and 

considering whether building those conditions or relocating is realistic. 

4.1.3 Strategies to Mitigate Negative Externalities of Transitions 

While many recommendations are put forward, none of the case studies present 

government-run or national strategies to mitigate negative externalities, such as job losses, 

through compensation, retraining or insurance schemes specifically for people who lose out 

from a food systems transition. This is a gap that deserves further research to understand the 
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extent of negative effects of transition strategies and generate evidence of effective 

mechanisms to mitigate these. 

Some smaller examples are seen from the private sector. Tamanaa in Ghana has piloted 

livelihood diversification training for the women in its network to secure them against seasonal 

income. In Somalia, the UNDP–Hormuud Salaam Foundation partnership (launched November 

2025) provides microloans via Salaam Somali Bank to help farmers absorb shocks. However, 

this scheme only manages to reach urban SMEs, leaving rural farmers, who face the most 

severe conflict and climate exposure, exposed to risk. 

Notably, the synthesis shows that national food systems programmes focused on productivity 

(Rwanda’s CIP, Ghana's PFJ) may create negative externalities such as livelihood losses or soil 

quality decline. 

4.2 Opportunities Shaped by Institutional and Regulatory Frameworks 

4.2.1 National Policy Frameworks 

National frameworks vary less in ambition than in a specific structural weakness: none of them 

systematically link food system policy to labour standards or track job outcomes, and each fails 

at a different point in the pathway from policy to decent work. 

❖ Rwanda has a coherent framework with formal targets embedded in NST2 and PSTA 5, 

village-level extension officers, and measurable growth in youth engagement in 

market-oriented agriculture from 42% to 55% (2019–2023). However, Rwanda's labour 

law is outdated, lacks a minimum wage and restricts collective bargaining, meaning the 

underlying labour law does not support the decent work aspirations. Sub-nationally, 

Imihigo performance contracts and district development strategies drive implementation 

but were reported by FGDs as prioritising production targets over labour conditions and 

inclusion. 

❖ Ghana's framework is periodically ambitious but structurally fragmented: the FSTP2 

lacks executive authority, and programmes have been redesigned with every change in 

government since 2011. The NDPC's advisory-only status limits its ability to enforce a 

cross-sectoral roadmap. 

❖ Benin has multiple transition policies: PSDSA (2021–2025), National Adaptation Plan 

(2023–2027), its NDC under the Paris Agreement, plus PNJ and PAG. However, 
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implementation runs through four separate ministries (MAEP, MESTFP, MJSL, MEHU) 

with donor-driven fragmentation layered on top. The case notes a basic evidence gap: 

no reliable data exists on how many jobs these frameworks have actually created. 

❖ Somalia has effectively no functioning national framework, with international institutions 

dominating financing and technical direction; the 2019–2021 Youth Employment and 

Skills Development Project reached only 18% of its target. 

❖ South Africa has the most formally sophisticated framework, comprising the 

Presidential Climate Commission's Just Transition Framework (2022), the NDP 2030, 

and the DALRRD Agricultural and Agro-processing Master Plan, but these engage food 

systems only tangentially, with training, finance and market access operating in silos. 

Together these cases suggest a rough typology of national pathways: implementation-strong but 

rights-weak (Rwanda), policy-rich but institutionally unenforced (Ghana, Benin), strategically 

comprehensive but sectorally siloed (South Africa), and externally governed in the absence of 

domestic capacity (Somalia). What is consistently missing across all five is not ambition, but 

enforceable labour protections integrated into food system policy, and monitoring systems 

capable of measuring job quality and quantity rather than production or participation alone. 

Without these, "just transition" language in national strategy documents remains largely 

aspirational. 

4.2.2 International Frameworks 

The African Continental Free Trade Area (AfCFTA) links 54 African countries in a free trade 

zone, with tariff reductions and customs reform. Despite its ambition and reach, AfCFTA did not 

feature as shaping opportunity for young people in the case studies, except for Rwanda. For 

Rwanda, full implementation of AfCFTA could raise intra-African exports by 38% by 2035, but 

trade liberalisation primarily benefits firms already capable of meeting compliance standards, 

leaving most youth-led enterprises behind. Inadequate capacity to meet Sanitary and 

Phytosanitary standards costs Rwanda nearly USD 1.2 billion annually. South Africa's case 

found most youth had never heard of AfCFTA, COP commitments or the Green Economy 

Accord, and the few who had saw them as elite and high-level policies with little local relevance. 

The South Africa case also found enterprises are aware of global organic-certification and 

sustainability standards shaping export markets, but lack the capacity to meet them, risking 

exclusion from global value chains without targeted support. International donor fragmentation 
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compounds these challenges, particularly in Somalia, where over 23 NGOs and 8 major 

institutions pursue separate priorities, generating reporting burdens that overwhelm government 

capacity while doing little to build durable national institutions. 

4.3 Justice Implications of National Food System Transformations 

Table 3 summarises how each justice dimension is reflected across the five case studies. The 

following sections explore the patterns that emerge across the restorative, recognition, 

procedural and distributive justice dimensions.  

The underappreciated value of restorative justice is perhaps the strongest justice finding to 

emerge from the analysis. Contemporary inequalities are rooted in longer histories of 

dispossession, conflict, exclusion and uneven development, yet these histories are rarely 

treated as central to food systems interventions. Programmes typically focus on expanding 

access to opportunities without addressing the structural conditions that produced exclusion in 

the first place. Somalia shows this clearly, where conflict, displacement and unequal land 

access continue to shape participation. South Africa shows the same pattern through the 

ongoing influence of apartheid legacies on access to resources and opportunity. In Benin, the 

colonial system codified patriarchal land inheritance into law, a legacy that still gravely affects 

women today. Distributive interventions alone are unlikely to produce equitable outcomes where 

these historical drivers of exclusion remain unaddressed. Somalia in particular suggests value in 

sequencing restorative justice as an early priority rather than an afterthought, hence the reversal 

of the usual ordering of the justice dimensions here. 

Recognition justice is significant, but also often overlooked. Formal, technical and 

commercially oriented knowledge is consistently prioritised over local, indigenous and 

experience-based knowledge. In Somalia, traditional knowledge and informal livelihood 

strategies are frequently framed as skills deficits rather than adaptive capacities developed 

under constraint. Similar patterns emerge in Ghana and Rwanda, where modernisation 

programmes privilege external expertise and export crops over locally embedded knowledge 

and indigenous seed. Exclusion within food systems transitions is therefore not only material but 

epistemic: whose knowledge counts, whose experience is recognised and whose priorities 

shape interventions are central to justice outcomes. 
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Procedural justice is often shown to be weak as decision-making power is heavily 

concentrated. Across the cases, food systems interventions are largely designed and 

implemented by state institutions, donor agencies, private-sector actors and political elites, with 

limited participation from young people, small-scale producers and marginal groups. Rwanda's 

agricultural transformation is largely state-led and modernisation-focused; in Somalia, donor 

agencies and international organisations continue to shape priorities and resource allocation; 

similar dynamics hold in Ghana and Benin. Although youth are frequently positioned as central 

beneficiaries, they generally have limited influence over programme design and implementation. 

This has clear procedural justice implications: those most affected by transitions are frequently 

excluded from shaping the interventions meant to benefit them. 

Distributive justice is shaped by unequal access to productive resources and opportunities 

across the five case studies. Across the case studies, persistent inequalities in access to land, 

finance, markets, infrastructure, technology and decent employment continue to determine who 

is able to participate in and benefit from food systems transitions. Although these inequalities 

are rooted in different historical, institutional and socio-economic contexts, they produce similar 

patterns of exclusion. In Benin and Ghana, unequal access to land and markets continues to 

disadvantage smallholder farmers and young people, while in Rwanda, the benefits of 

agricultural transformation remain unevenly distributed across rural and urban areas and 

between young men and women. In Somalia, access to opportunities is further shaped by 

financial exclusion and clan affiliation, while in South Africa, the legacy of apartheid continues to 

influence access to land, capital and high value opportunities within the food system. Although a 

range of interventions seek to improve access, including the peri-urban business models in 

Benin, Rwanda's e-Soko market information system is another example, explicitly aimed at 

reducing information asymmetry between rural producers and urban markets. However, with 

pronounced urban–rural, gender and wealth disparities, this digital tool does not reach those 

who need it most. The only clear example of leveling the playing field between small businesses 

and industry are the tax breaks in Ghana for SMEs.  

4.4 Uneven Benefits of Digitalisation  

Digitalisation is a clear example of how power and justice intersect within food systems 

transitions. Digital technologies are frequently presented as mechanisms for improving market 
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access, efficiency and economic opportunity, and the evidence supports this, but benefits 

remain unevenly distributed. Access is shaped by education, connectivity, infrastructure, 

income, geography and gender, meaning digitalisation can simultaneously create opportunity 

and reinforce exclusion. Digital technologies are not inherently transformative; their effects 

depend less on the technology itself than on the social and economic context into which it is 

introduced. This dynamic is visible in South Africa's "awareness without access" effect, where 

exposure to digital opportunity that cannot be reached actually reduces perceived opportunity.  

AgTech firms deploy digital services across African food systems, while intellectual property and 

data governance frameworks that protect smallholder interests are largely absent. This concern 

raised in South Africa's case study points to an emerging regulatory gap that must be filled to 

safeguard young people. 

4.5 Gender Disparities Restrict Access to Opportunities 

Gender is a cross-cutting dimension shaping access across all five cases. Young women are 

consistently concentrated in the lowest-value, most precarious segments of the food system: 

unpaid family work, subsistence farming, informal trade and post-harvest processing. Gender 

operates not just as an individual characteristic but as a structural filter. While access to finance 

and productive assets are important, gender inequality is also shaped by social norms, mobility 

restrictions, unpaid care burdens and exclusion from the networks and decision-making spaces 

that structure opportunity. This is why interventions focused solely on income generation or 

resource access often fail to address deeper exclusion.  

Young women face compounding barriers requiring deliberate navigation at every value-chain 

node. The case studies did not reveal clear strategies for overcoming these barriers, beyond 

noting that contract farming with embedded support can work well for women at multiple nodes, 

though terms should be scrutinised carefully, as bargaining power remains asymmetric across 

all cases. 
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5. DISCUSSION 

The INCLUDE case studies highlight how youth are already actively participating in and shaping 

food system transitions across different African contexts. However, what matters is whether the 

opportunities emerging from these transitions are experienced justly. Across all five countries, 

justice outcomes are shaped by the interaction between context, mechanisms and pre-existing 

structural conditions. Young people’s ability to benefit from new opportunities is influenced not 

only by their skills, aspirations or entrepreneurial capacity, but also by their positionality and 

intersecting identities such as gender, geography, education, access to productive resources 

(land, finance, digital connectivity), social identity and broader political and institutional 

dynamics. 

 

A consistent finding across the cases is that many interventions focus on building individual 

capacities through skills development, entrepreneurship support or digital innovation. While 

these mechanisms often improve knowledge and access to information, they rarely translate 

into sustainable livelihood outcomes on their own. Youth exclusion is rooted in structural barriers 

embedded within food systems such as unequal access to resources, fragmented institutions, 

weak coordination between programmes and persistent social inequalities, rather than in skills 

deficits or limited motivation, as it is often framed. The evidence instead points to the 

importance of a skills-plus approach, in which training is accompanied by access to productive 

assets, finance, markets, infrastructure, networks and ongoing support. Where these enabling 

conditions are absent, youth remain unable to convert opportunities into meaningful economic 

gain. 

 

The evidence also highlights the growing importance of digitalisation in shaping food systems 

transitions. Digital technologies are creating new opportunities through market information 

systems, extension service and e-commerce platforms. Yet digitalisation is not inherently 

inclusive. Across the case studies, benefits lean towards youth who are already privileged – 

through connectivity, affordability, education and geography – to convert digital access into 

upward mobility. 

 

The synthesis further shows that participation does not necessarily translate into influence. 

Although many programmes seek to engage youth, meaningful involvement in decision-making 

processes remains limited. At the same time, recognition justice continues to be uneven, with 
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the experiences, knowledge and aspirations of young women, rural youth, displaced youth, 

small-scale farmers and other marginalised groups frequently overlooked in programme design 

and implementation.  

 

The South Africa case study found that recognition justice functions as the primary gateway 

through which other justice mechanisms can function meaningfully. Skills enable participation, 

but recognition determines whether participation is experienced as a viable opportunity. 

Similarly, the Somalia case study demonstrates that restorative justice may need to be 

prioritised. These findings show that the different justice dimensions interact, and raise 

important questions about sequencing and which justice dimensions to prioritise in policy and 

practice. Just transitions programming typically prioritises distributive and procedural justice, but 

this evidence synthesis questions whether this is appropriate. Rather, the evidence here 

suggests that restorative and recognition justice should be prioritised. 

 

An important observation emerging from the cases is that food systems transitions are not 

primarily being driven by emission reduction objectives. The concept of a just transition 

originally emerged as a labour movement to protect against job losses arising when industries 

transition away from fossil fuels, but this fossil-fuel transition does not feature strongly in the 

cases. While renewable energy technologies and climate-smart interventions appear across the 

cases, the focus is overwhelmingly on livelihoods, employment, agricultural productivity and 

inclusion within food systems, with climate adaptation concerns intertwined throughout. This 

distinction is important because it shifts the analytical focus of transitions away from fossil fuels 

and towards questions of who benefits from changes in agrifood systems (whether 

carbon-intensive or not), whose livelihoods are supported, and how opportunities are distributed 

across different groups. The INCLUDE research programme’s analytical focus therefore 

explicitly centred around these dimensions. Despite little explicit focus, fossil fuels are also 

hidden across the cases, for example, in the chemical fertilisers promoted by intensification 

programmes in Ghana and Rwanda. Altogether, these observations raise concerns about fossil 

fuel dependency, not only because it contributes to perpetuating climate risks for future 

generations of African youth, but because it undermines food sovereignty, depletes soils and 

exposes food systems to the risks and volatility associated with geopolitical conflict (such as 

Russia-Ukraine, as noted by a small-scale farmer in Ghana).  
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This dual exposure to compounding climate risk and volatile fossil-dependent markets, 

strengthens the case made above for prioritising restorative justice. At the continental level, the 

African Union’s Decade of Reparations (2026–2036) may provide an entry point for connecting 

debates on historical injustice with climate and environmental harms. The reparatory justice 

pursued by the AU focuses mainly on the trans-Atlantic slave trade, racial healing and cultural 

restitution, though many civil society groups campaign for a broader focus that includes climate 

reparations. Within food systems, this could include pursuing a low-carbon food systems 

transition through developing renewable energy projects, building energy sovereignty and 

reduced dependence on fossil-fuel-based agricultural inputs.  

 

Ultimately, the evidence shows that food system transitions are fundamentally a social justice 

issue shaped by the political economy landscape. Creating more sustainable, resilient and 

inclusive food systems requires more than generating employment opportunities or promoting 

entrepreneurship: it requires addressing the restorative, recognition, procedural and distributive 

dimensions of justice. The most promising pathways combine investment in skills, assets, 

infrastructure, market access, governance and social inclusion. This points to the need for 

systemic, long-term institutional change rather than isolated, project-based interventions. If food 

systems are to contribute meaningfully to equitable development, young people must be 

recognised not simply as beneficiaries of transformation but as diverse social, economic and 

political actors whose ability to shape food systems’ futures depends on the conditions under 

which transformation happens. 
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6. RECOMMENDATIONS 

6.1 For Development Agencies and Policymakers 

This evidence synthesis aimed to identify recommendations to advance youth employment in 

just food systems transitions. Addressing the systemic barriers affecting youth in just food 

system transitions requires the collective effort of all actors in the system, particularly 

governments and development agencies who have the power to set large-scale and long-term 

agendas. 

Deliver bundled support to access land, finance and markets. Land is the foundational 

barrier across all five case studies. Land code reform (as in Benin and Rwanda) is necessary 

but insufficient without resourced implementation, multilingual outreach and anti-corruption 

enforcement. In Ghana, negotiating subsidised access through customary authorities and 

integrating young farmers into outgrower schemes is a pragmatic near-term pathway.  

Finance must be bundled, not stand-alone. A critical credit paradox came to the fore in Benin: 

youth with full credit access are not more likely to take up green employment, because without 

aligned incentives, technical support and market linkages, credit flows into conventional sectors. 

Financial instruments should be integrated with market access and training support, with special 

financial incentives for youth and green businesses. For example, Ghana’s five-year tax 

exemption for youth businesses was an enabling factor in the success of Sankofa Snacks, a 

youth-led SME. 

Invest in marginalised regions to address spatial inequality. Spatial inequality must be 

explicitly targeted. In Benin, green job probability differs starkly for youth in Borgou compared to 

Couffo: a gap produced by institutional infrastructure density, not individual characteristics. Such 

geographical divides repeat across the cases. Inclusive outgrower and processing models with 

guaranteed offtake and transparent pricing, as demonstrated by AB Farms and Tamanaa in 

Ghana, could help bridge divisions. Geographically targeted investments that boost critical rural 

infrastructure such as processing hubs, cold chain, road connectivity and digital access could 

help prevent green transitions from deepening existing regional divides. 

Restore degraded environments and break from fossil fuels. Climate change risks featured 

in all five cases. Fossil fuel dependency and a heavy reliance on chemical fertilisers raise 

dependency and destroy soil quality, posing sustainability risks. Where restorative alternatives 

have been tested (e.g. Ghana's Tamanaa zero-waste rice processing and Safisana's 
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waste-to-energy model) they show ecological repair and job creation can be combined, but 

remain small, under-resourced niches rather than features of major national programmes. 

Create institutional spaces for genuine youth, women and farmer participation. 
Participation of youth, women and small-scale farmers in policy design is characterised across 

all five case studies as largely symbolic and donor-driven. Even formal organisational 

membership in Benin does not translate into procedural, decision-making power. Youth, women 

and small-scale farmers must be repositioned as co-designers and innovators across 

programme design, monitoring, and evaluation, and not just beneficiaries at registration. The 

framing of women as "helpers" in Benin rather than lead farmers must be actively challenged. 

Rwanda demonstrates that even strong formal gender commitments do not translate into 

economic outcomes without targeting the structural mediators: unpaid care, mobility constraints, 

inheritance norms and network exclusion. Agroecological and indigenous farming knowledge 

should be valued rather than treated as deficient. Rwanda's CIP and Ghana’s PFJ and FGP are 

cautionary examples of the negative impacts on small-scale farmers when their knowledge and 

practices are not valued in national programming. 

Reform training programmes and extension systems to align with value-chain demand. 
Extension services remain oriented toward primary production rather than the business 

management, market linkages, financial literacy and climate adaptation skills youth actually 

need to convert training into employment. Digital-skills coverage remains critically low, reaching 

only 3.8% of youth in Benin and 18% in Rwanda. Where digital access exists without market 

integration, it produces an "awareness without access" effect that can depress rather than raise 

perceived opportunity. South Africa's TVET and CASP programmes illustrate the same failure 

from a different angle: training not linked to productive assets does not translate into livelihood 

gains. Extension and training systems should be redesigned to be market-enabling rather than 

purely information-providing, and should be built on stronger transfer of resources and 

coordination between government programmes and grassroots community initiatives.  

Legislate programme continuity and fund long-term systemic enablers, not short-term 
projects. Programme continuity must be decoupled from electoral cycles. Ghana's repeated 

discontinuity in government-led programmes stands out across the case studies as a damaging 

constraint on food system transformation, suggesting a need for more legislative entrenchment 

and independently governed implementing bodies insulated from political turnover.  
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In Somalia, donor-funded projects create temporary collaborations structured around funding 

cycles rather than long-term systemic goals, dissolving once external financing ends without 

leaving durable institutional arrangements. This is compounded by sheer fragmentation: 23 

active NGOs and 8 major international institutions pursuing separate priorities, which causes 

reporting burdens and conflicting demands that overwhelm Somalia's already limited 

government coordinating capacity rather than reinforcing it. 

Guard against clientelism and elite capture in programme design and delivery. Across the 

case studies, programme and policy benefits consistently accrue to those already holding 

relative power within the system, at the expense of those without it – from rival political factions 

shaping the gains of transition in Ghana to clan-based dynamics in Somalia. Support should be 

actively guarded against concentrating on well-connected "donor darlings," as observed in 

Rwanda. In Somalia, community-based organisations appear most successful at reaching 

marginalised groups, yet they often receive the least funding and support.  

Commission longitudinal and justice-focused impact evaluations. Evidence on long-term 

outcomes of just transition programmes remains thin: agroecological transition programmes in 

Benin have been the subject of very few longitudinal impact evaluations to date. This is an 

important gap to note because short-term participation gains can mask the longer-term erosion 

of bargaining power, land access, or income stability that only become visible several years into 

a transition, meaning that programmes could be inadvertently reinforcing the inequities they aim 

to address. Addressing this concretely could include: sustained investment in local research 

institutions to design and carry out multi-year tracking studies; structured knowledge-sharing 

mechanisms between national universities, regional research networks, and implementing 

organisations; and monitoring and evaluation frameworks redesigned to track all four justice 

outcomes explicitly and intersectionality, not only aggregate participation or output metrics. 

6.2 For Researchers: Strengthening Evidence on Just Food System Transitions 

Strengthen the evidence base through long-term evaluations. The case studies point to a 

weak evidence base for understanding just food transitions in Africa. As the Benin case notes, 

prior to the INCLUDE research programme, the evidence on how to design and implement 

equitable, sustainable and scalable interventions was fragmented and inadequately 

synthesised. Long-term evaluation of youth training and employment programmes is a particular 
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gap, as is evaluation of interventions explicitly framed as advancing a just food systems 

transition. 

Prioritise research on scalable interventions capable of shifting the incumbent regime. 
Across the case studies, there is especially scant evidence of scalable interventions that carry 

sufficient power to shift the incumbent regime and support a transition to a just, living economy. 

More research is also needed on how international frameworks like AfCFTA and the EU Green 

Deal shape opportunity, as these only featured partially in two of the five cases. Further 

research is also needed on national strategies to reduce negative externalities, such as job 

losses, as the case studies did not find any. 

Generate empirical evidence on restorative justice. Incorporating an explicit focus on the 

four justice dimensions and the political economy proved useful for surfacing injustices that 

might otherwise be overlooked or relegated to background "context." The political economy is 

not merely a backdrop but can itself actively (re)produce inequality and unjust outcomes. A 

critical research gap surfaced by this analysis is that restorative justice appears to hold the 

greatest potential for delivering true justice, even though it was the least developed strand of 

analysis across the case studies; the CMO configuration supports this reading. This claim would 

benefit from further empirical evidence, which could in turn support African leaders, negotiators, 

and policymakers advocating for reparatory justice. 

Apply an intersectional lens rather than treating "youth" and "women" as homogenous 
categories. The synthesis and case studies demonstrate the value of an intersectional lens for 

understanding the vulnerabilities, risks, and opportunities facing a given population segment. 

"Youth" and "women" are too broad to generate useful findings on their own; each category 

contains substantial internal variation such as geography, income, education, clan and/or 

religion that shapes outcomes. 

Embed procedural justice in the research process itself, not only in its findings. The study 

also raises questions of procedural justice and the recognition of youth and primary food-system 

actors within the research process itself–particularly in study design and the framing of research 

questions (Kithinji, 2026). South Africa's study embeds youth as co-researchers rather than 

respondents, involving them across instrument design, data collection, and validation. 
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ANNEX: CMO-Youth Framework 

These are the set of questions we developed for each dimension of the CMO-Youth Framework 

to help us capture data in a systematic manner throughout the five case studies. 

Table 5: Research Questions in the CMO-Youth Framework 

Dimension  Questions  

Context 
What are the key characteristics of the context? 

What formal and informal governance arrangements shape the food system? 

Which actors hold decision-making power? 

How do institutions, policies and social structures shape inclusion or 
exclusion? 

What wider drivers of change influence the food system? 

What are the defining characteristics of the food system, including its structure, 
value chains and labour market?  

Which justice dimensions are evident in the broader food system? 

Youth 
Which groups of young people are represented, and what intersecting 
identities (e.g. gender, geography, education, class, clanship) shape their 
opportunities and constraints? 

How are young people positioned within the food system?  

To what extent do interventions align with their aspirations and livelihood 
pathways? 

Mechanisms 

  

What is the intervention, innovation or initiative, and what change is it seeking 
to achieve?  

How does the intervention respond to the needs, aspirations and context of 
young people? 

Who designs, funds and implements the interventions and whose interests 
does it mainly serve?  

What type of employment or livelihood opportunities does it create (e.g. 
formal/informal, secure/precarious, wage/self-employment)? 
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Is the intervention primarily top-down, bottom up or a combination of both?  

What type of intervention is it (policy, business model, technology, finance, 
training or institutional innovation)? 

At what scale does it operate?  

Where does it intervene within the food system? 

Which justice dimensions are evident, and how are they addressed through 
the intervention? 

How do governance arrangements and power relations influence how the 
intervention operates and who benefits? 

Outcomes 
Who benefits from the intervention or approach to food systems transition and 
which groups of young people experience these benefits? 

Who is excluded or disadvantaged and in what ways? 

How does the intervention contribute to more just, inclusive and sustainable 
food systems? 
What unintended consequences or trade-offs emerge from the intervention? 

To what extent does the intervention reshape access to resources, 
opportunities, institutions or power relations and what implications does this 
have for future food systems transitions? 

 Source: Table created by the authors. 
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