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Background

At the end of 2022, after a delay of more than two years, 
the German Federal Ministry for Economic Cooperation 
and Development (BMZ) and the Credit Institute for 
Reconstruction (KfW) published a mid-term review of 
the projects they had funded in Burkina Faso and Ghana 
as part of phase 1 of the Alliance for a Green Revolution 
in Africa (AGRA) programme.1 During this first phase 
(2017–2022), the BMZ/KfW funded four AGRA projects 
totalling approximately € 10 million. These funds were 
meant to help AGRA realise its goals of improving food 
security and directly increasing household incomes 
of at least 600,000, and indirectly a further 1.2 million 

small-scale food producers in Ghana.2 In Burkina Faso, 
AGRA announced it would improve food security and 
the household incomes of at least 800,000 small-
scale food producers.3 Originally, the findings of the 
mid-term review were meant to inform the decision by 
the German government on whether to fund AGRA’s 
second project phase. However, in 2020 long before 
publishing the mid-term review, the BMZ promised a 
further € 15 million for the 2022–2015 period. These 
funds were primarily intended for AGRA projects in 
Burkina Faso and Nigeria – even though at that time, 
no official assessment of phase 1 had been done.

Summary

The mid-term review of BMZ-financed AGRA projects 
once again demonstrates that AGRA’s approach to 
development does not pass muster. Additionally, it 
reveals a range of highly problematic consequences for 
both project countries, in particular for farmers partic-
ipating in the projects. It shows that in Burkina Faso 
and Ghana, the AGRA project model is unsustainable 
without continuously funding external industrial inputs 
such as synthetic fertilisers, pesticides, and indus-
trially produced seed. This contradicts AGRA’s claim 
that the Green Revolution’s development approach4 
will transform small-scale food production into a 
successful, self-sustaining «business model».5 Perhaps 
of greater concern is the review team’s confirmation 
that child labour is being used in these projects and 
that farmers in Burkina Faso report environmental 
damage due to project-related pesticide use. Because 
AGRA continues to pursue the strategy of using external 
inputs, it knowingly risks further environmental damage 
in its project countries. The situation is compounded in 
Ghana by the illegal use of harmful pesticides, some 
of which are banned in the EU because they inevi-
tably damage the environment and human health. 

The mid-term review demonstrates a dependency on 
external industrial inputs and, above all, on synthetic 
fertilisers, while the freedom of choice of farmers to 
independently select seed has been restricted.

The mid-term review is unable to demonstrate how 
BMZ-financed AGRA projects have positively influenced 
the income, food security, education, and health of the 
project participants. Further, the review of KfW projects 
provides no evidence of any sustainable improvement 
in the situation of small-scale food producers addressed 
by the AGRA programme in any project country. On 
the contrary, once again all the evidence suggests that 
the projects have had a negative impact on the target 
groups.

There seems to be no sound, verifiable basis for BMZ’s 
decision to continue or increase AGRA funding despite 
significant and well-grounded critique by civil society. 
The outcome of the review merely confirms earlier 
concerns that the decision to release a second round of 
funding was taken far too quickly.
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Analysis of the mid-term review

Child labour in AGRA projects
While the mid-term review provides repeated assurance 
that none of the projects had any significant negative 
social consequences,6 in other sections, it confirms the 
intentional and systematic use of child labour.7 Child labour 
has fatal social repercussions. It constitutes an abuse of 
human rights that cannot be ignored. The Universal Decla-
ration of Human Rights stipulates that every person has 
the right to education (Article 26);8 moreover, Article 32 of 
the UN Convention on the Rights of the Child declares that 
every child has the right to be «protected from economic 
exploitation and from performing any work that is likely 
to be hazardous or to interfere with the child’s education, 
or to be harmful to the child’s health or physical, mental, 
spiritual, moral or social development.»9 The BMZ 
vehemently supports the campaign to end child labour, 
and to enforce related UN conventions, even initiating a 
campaign on the topic in 2019.10 Against this backdrop, 
the BMZ must respond clearly and unambiguously to the 
results of the review vis-à-vis AGRA and the KfW, and 
concrete measures must be taken to remedy the situation. 
Simply suggesting11 that AGRA hopes to end child labour 

by increasing agricultural incomes is unacceptable, and 
should not be tolerated. On the contrary, this approach 
should have prompted the BMZ to reject the refinancing 
of AGRA in the first place. 

Disregard of negative environmental impact
The review’s central findings repeatedly state that the AGRA 
projects had no identifiable impact on the environment. At 
the same time, the section on agroecological aspects cites 
farmers in Burkina Faso, who describe increasingly visible 
environmental damage. The report even suggests that the 
«wrong pesticides» were used, which may have caused this 
problem.12 According to the review, AGRA project partners 
are fully aware of the negative ecological impacts of pesti-
cides, but they are not always able to prevent their use,13 
stating that external industrial inputs such as synthetic 
fertilisers and pesticides can harm the environment. It 
is puzzling why these findings were omitted in the final 
summary. Neither the BMZ nor the KfW is called to action 
on the matter, meaning that AGRA ignores environmental 
damage that occurs as a result of its activities.

AGRA’s approach prevents the development of a diverse range
of food in the markets and on the fields. Here, it is all about maize. 
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The use of banned pesticides in AGRA projects
Pesticides used for projects financed by the BMZ and 
KfW should comply with internal standards irrespective of 
whether their use conforms to the national legislation of 
project countries. Nonetheless, the AGRA projects in Ghana 
involved the use of the pesticides Propanil and Permethrin, 
which are both banned in the EU. This violates the BMZ’s 
own «Reference Framework for Development Partnerships 
in the Agriculture and Food Sector»,14 as well as the social 
and environmental standards of the World Bank – guide-
lines that regulate KfW’s involvement in projects financed 
by the German government. There is no mention of the 
illegal use of pesticides, demonstrating gaps in both the 
review process and the mechanisms established by the 
KfW to minimise such risks. It is unclear whether and how 
these breaches of protocols were sanctioned by the BMZ 
and KfW. Equally vague is the extent to which a recurrence 
of such events can be ruled out.

Framing the green revolution: AGRA’s lobbying  
activities
One of AGRA’s key activities is to lobby decision-makers 
in its project countries to influence national legislation or 
frameworks in the agricultural and food sectors.15 This is 
positively highlighted in a mid-term review of the imple-
mentation of AGRA’s 2017–2021 strategy.16 AGRA polit-

ically influences legislation related to seed and other 
areas of the agricultural sector in its partner countries by 
sending colleagues to advise African governments, or in 
some instances, directly financing ministries and advisory 
boards. Through financial or other means, AGRA creates 
an institutional framework that promotes and attempts to 
enshrine its one-sided approach to the Green Revolution 
in local legislative processes. Thus, in pointing to the insti-
tutional frameworks within these countries, AGRA merely 
legitimises itself. Both in Burkina Faso and Ghana, AGRA 
helped draw up new laws that facilitate the authorisation 
and merchandising of synthetically produced fertiliser and 
industrial seed. In Ghana, AGRA did so despite knowing 
that small-scale food producers were opposed to such 
laws.17

Human rights: No evaluation of binding requirements
Civil society organisations have time and again insisted 
that AGRA projects funded by the BMZ and KfW respect 
fundamental human rights, such as the right to food and 
a healthy environment. These calls necessitate that the 
review processes analyse adherence to the BMZ’s imple-
mentation guidelines18 and concept19 on human rights, 
which the KfW also views as binding.20 In the evaluation, 
only one question refers to human rights. The evaluators 
then answer this question by simply saying that local 

Small-scale food producers have hardly any freedom of choice
in AGRA projects, which instead encourage dependency.
Photo: Jan Urhahn, Rosa-Luxemburg-Stiftung
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consultations have been conducted. However, other than 
the mention of local consultations, at no point in the entire 
review is there any explanation of how human rights in 
general, and which human rights laws specifically, were 
systematically examined and strengthened. It follows that 
there was little more than lip service paid to human rights 
by the BMZ and KfW-financed AGRA projects.

AGRA makes farmers more vulnerable
When its projects come to an end, AGRA’s system of access 
to and distribution of external industrial inputs via village-
based advisors (VBAs) is prone to collapse. The mid-term 
review acknowledges this weakness, calling into question 
the economic and social sustainability of projects. AGRA’s 
deployment of VBAs stimulates systematic dependencies, 
beginning with the fact that VBAs rely on external industrial 
inputs. AGRA projects thereby facilitate farmers’ reliance 
not only on the inputs recommended by its projects, but 
also on the companies that produce and distribute them. 
As soon as AGRA and its funders can no longer guarantee 
supplies, it is highly likely that farmers will no longer be 
able to access the very inputs on which they previously 
relied. This demonstrates AGRA’s tenuous approach, while 
its system also exposes farmers to supply chain bottle-
necks and price fluctuations, with potentially devastating 
effects on agricultural production and household income. 
In light of the COVID-19 pandemic and Russia’s war on 
Ukraine, prices for industrial inputs have increased drasti-
cally, further signifying the economic unsustainability of 
this approach.

Farmers’ freedom to choose their seed is restricted
Farmers who participate in AGRA projects in Burkina Faso 
and Ghana are offered training in the use of agro-industrial 
inputs.21 Farmers are advised to use seeds and synthetic 
fertilisers that are adapted to the market demand.22 
Additionally, in some instances, VBAs promise farmers 
free access to these inputs. The training, and highly subsi-
dised or free distribution, is aimed almost exclusively at 
promoting the use of industrial inputs. Organic fertiliser 
and locally-produced seed scarcely feature at all. This 
means that farmers have no freedom of choice and are 
limited to a range of external industrial inputs offered 
by AGRA. The mid-term review lauds project-enabled 
industrial seed companies for penetrating new regions.23 
However, because new markets for their products have 
been created, this means that profit ultimately flows only 
to seed companies and other suppliers of industrial inputs.

Over-indebtedness: problems related to AGRA’s 
approach are disregarded
Previous AGRA-internal reviews have already well-doc-
umented the problem of over-indebtedness, as credit is 
needed to acquire external agro-industrial inputs  – and 
this one is no exception. The mid-term review also notes 
that over-indebtedness is a widespread phenomenon 
among farmers, in particular in Ghana, where 41 % and 
33 % of rice and cassava farmers respectively have great 

difficulty repaying their debts.24 Nonetheless, over-indebt-
edness is considered a common problem by the review, 
rather than a consequence of AGRA project participation. 
Astoundingly, the farmers surveyed have not even been 
asked whether they see a connection between AGRA’s 
projects and over-indebtedness.25 Therefore, the assertion 
that the project bears no relation to debt overload cannot 
be substantiated.

Claims of AGRA’s success remain unsubstantiated
The mid-term review claims that the yields of farmers that 
participated in the programmes increased by between 
50 % and 100 %, contributing to an improvement in overall 
income and nutrition.26 However, the claim that AGRA’s 
interventions led to increased yields, higher incomes, and 
improved food security cannot be verified. The review 
even concludes that the data used is «neither reliable nor 
useful».27 Control group data at the time of the project’s 
inception, for example, is insufficient or non-existent, 
meaning that it is impossible to verify the claims about 
increased incomes. The review neglects to mention 
the outcome indicators defined at the beginning of the 
funding process, which were supposed to be used to 
determine whether the objectives of the project were met. 
Furthermore, with only 40 interviewees per project, and 
an even smaller control group (20 interviewees in Ghana, 
none in Burkina Faso),28 the review is based on a small 
data set, implying that the findings cannot be taken as 
representative of a three-year project, and can deliver very 
little trustworthy information, if any. With such a limited 
analysis, it is impossible to draw reliable conclusions 
about developments in yields and incomes across the 
entire target group, which constitutes 880,000 small-scale 
food producer households across all four projects.

Although the time span of the evaluation can be jus-
tified by the short duration of the projects themselves, it 
represents the repeat of a previous error that occurred in 
the evaluation of Mathematica29 commissioned by AGRA 
in 2021, which only covered five years. In so doing, it ig-
nored the fact that AGRA had already been operational 
since 2006, signifying that the poor benchmark results 
have been of its own making since the beginning. Draw-
ing on longer-term data from the Food and Agriculture Or-
ganization of the United Nations (FAO), Timothy A. Wise30 
demonstrates that AGRA fails to reach its presupposed 
goals. The FAO data for Burkina Faso from 2004–2006 and 
from 2016–2018 show that while rice and maize farming 
massively expanded during the period in which AGRA’s 
projects received funding, yields increased only marginal-
ly. Instead, the farming of important staples such as millet, 
cassava, and sorghum declined. In the 2021 Mathematica 
review, AGRA reported disappointing results in both coun-
tries across almost all sectors. The evaluation of projects 
funded by the KfW, which draws on its own small data 
sets, astoundingly reaches more positive conclusions, al-
though these  – as mentioned above  – are by no means 
sufficiently substantiated.
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Demands directed to the BMZ

  The BMZ should immediately end its 
financial and political cooperation with AGRA.  
The German government should avoid being 
misled by the few changes made in the new AGRA 
strategy paper for 2023–2027. It should phase out 
its political and financial support for AGRA projects 
based on the review. Although the BMZ has stated 
that it has no plans to fund future projects, the 
prudent course of action would be to immediately 
cease its current commitments to AGRA projects.

  Because of the Green Revolution’s profound 
systematic false approach – especially with regard 
to poor small-scale food producers  – the BMZ 
should rule out any form of financial and political 
support for Green Revolution projects. The BMZ, 
however, continues to adhere to outdated principles 
of the Green Revolution,  for example, by supporting 
the «Feed Africa: Food Sovereignty and Resilience» 
initiative run by the African Development Bank 
(AfDB), the One Acre Fund, or the Global Alliance 
for Food Security (GAFS). 

  Instead, the BMZ should refocus its devel-
opment policy on agroecology and the right 
to food, underpinning all projects with clear 
milestones and measurable targets. The German 
government should present a comprehensive 
action plan in support of agroecology in the current 
legislative period, and free up significantly more 
funds for agroecological approaches. Additionally, 
the BMZ should strengthen the coalition of inter-
national donors supporting the FAO’s Scaling Up 
Agroecology Initiative.

  We call on the BMZ to provide relevant 
support to the United Nations Committee on 
World Food Security (CFS), which is not only the 
legitimate international forum to discuss issues on 
global food security, but also recognised by civil 
society.

Summary: Exit AGRA, enter the transformation
to agroecology
Commissioned by the BMZ and KfW, the mid-term review 
of the first phase of AGRA projects in Burkina Faso and 
Ghana (2017–2021) once again demonstrates that AGRA is 
incapable of reaching its projected goals. The results of the 
study «False Promises» 31 published in 2020 and those of 
the analysis of AGRA’s own evaluations from 2019/202032 
published in 2021, provide ample evidence that AGRA has 
not reached its projected goals in any of its 13 priority 
countries – including Burkina Faso and Ghana. Similarly, 
the most current BMZ/KfW review, published in 2022 and 
conducted in Burkina Faso and Ghana, is unable to demon-
strate that agricultural yields and the incomes of small-
scale food producer households have risen significantly if 
debt repayments and investments are taken into account. 
Furthermore, the 2022 review reveals no reduction in 
hunger and poverty quotas in both project countries, 
despite AGRA’s promises. Similarly, there is no evidence 
that the target group, namely, 880,000 small-scale food 
producer households across the four KfW-funded projects, 
was even reached, let alone that their economic situation 
has improved.
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Endnotes

AGRA’s package for the Green Revolution contains pesticides, 
synthetic fertiliser, and most of the time hybrid seed.
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