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Figure 1. Subsistence agriculture in Africa. (Data from 
US Central Intelligence Agency, CIA World Factbook, 
https://www.cia.gov/library/publications/the-world 
-factbook/index.html [accessed 24 February 2010].)

tence to the production of excess com-
modities that can be marketed or bartered. 
But, for a majority of Africans, agriculture is 
production for pure survival. Conflict over 
resources has effects that extend beyond 
the particular conflict, which may result 
in the degradation of those resources and 
may limit access to arable land or fish 
habitats. The needs of survival then foster 
further conflict—or, as often, make starv-
ing or displaced populations vulnerable 
to oppression and manipulation.

arable lands, this commodity farming still 
holds potential for stabilizing populations 
and their relationships. But it is dependent 
on mature policies and practices related to 
the safeguarding and sustainable use of 
common resources.

A variety of conditions in Africa keep 
populations dependent on subsistence ag-
riculture. These include forced population 
migration caused by environmental degra-
dation resulting from natural causes, short-
sighted government policy, or military ac-
tion that reduces production. The result 
is the same, however—emergence of a 
marginal security environment for sustain-
able livelihood. The presence of environ-
mental and resource degradation produces 
shorter time horizons for planning, stor-
ing, or exchanging the fruits of a popula-
tion’s labor. Poor policy also prevents own-
ership of the arable land or water access 
needed to generate a commodity. In many 
cases, public policy in Africa encourages 
large government or commercial resource-
extraction operations to damage the sur-
rounding environments with impunity and 
to reduce the resources of arable land and 
productive fisheries. An unenlightened se-
curity environment may also contribute to 
dependence on subsistence agriculture by 
permitting or creating ungoverned spaces 
where militias or even legitimate govern-
ment security or police forces confiscate or 
damage the crops or limit access to land 
and water.

Of course, all subsistence agriculture is 
not caused by policy and human disorder. 
Weather is as much a cause of subsistence 
agriculture in Africa due to a lack of ac-
cess to, or interpretation of, commonly 
available weather data. AFRICOM and 
Seventeenth Air Force can certainly assist 
Africans in the latter sustainment issues 
with data harvesting and distribution, 
along with the training necessary to inter-
pret the geological and meteorological 

Traditional commercial or family farms, 
not subsistence farmers, generally produce 
commodities or a variety of products be-
yond what is needed to support life. The 
products or renewable resources generated 
by the farmer are bartered for other prod-
ucts or sold for hard currency and thus pro-
vide a monetary income for the farmer and 
a diverse economy for the region. Although 
subsistence farming is becoming increas-
ingly unsustainable with the depletion of 
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