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Part two: Neoliberal globalisation, corporate 
agribusiness and free trade agreements: 
Consolidating Africa’s subordination in the 
global food system



This second paper in the series briefly explores the rise of neoliberal globalisation, and 
the emergence of corporate agribusiness, and its impact on consolidating an increasingly 
unequal food system between Africa and the rest of the world.
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The concept of the food regime was developed by Harriet Friedmann 
and Philip McMichael in the 1980s, as a way to examine “the forms in 
which capital accumulation in agriculture constitute global power 
arrangements as expressed through patterns of circulation of food” 
(McMichael 2009: 140; Bekman, 2015). While the first global food regime 
emerged during classical imperialism, led by the British, based on the 
global division of labour in agricultural and industrial production, we 
have seen an entrenching of power by industrialised countries and 
consumers on African agricultural arrangements into the present.

The Uruguay Round of the General Agreement on Tariffs and Trade 
(GATT) started negotiations in 1986 and was finalised in 1994. 
The United States (US), leader of the free market, insisted on 
liberalising international trade and demanded that any new GATT 
agreement include agriculture (Kjeldsen-Kragh, 2007), cementing 
the unequal bargaining power of developing countries (FAO, 
1999). The US also undermined price-stabilising commodity 
agreements negotiated after World War II (Bekman, 2015). 
Developed countries, and in particular the US, have consistently 
pushed to eliminate any public intervention in agricultural 
production – to make it subject only to the free market, 
despite their policies that blatantly distort international trade.  
Many policies of the US and the European Union (EU) use 
escalating tariffs to protect their own industries, thereby 
discouraging investment in processing in sub-Saharan Africa 
(SSA). The World Trade Organisation (WTO), which replaced 
the GATT, with its complicated and unfairly implemented 
subsidy regime, has essentially legitimised geopolitical 

Neo-imperial trade and the rise of 
the neoliberal food regime
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inequality in the global food system between the 
Global North and South (Schanbacher, 2010: 36). 
The US is by far the biggest contributor to the WTO, 
providing over 11% of overall contributions in 2022 
alone,1 therefore, its neoliberal ideology is legitimised 
through the WTO, furthering Eurocentric and Western 
economic and political values (Langan, 2017). 

For the United States, aid and subsidised trade were 
powerful levers to further their sphere of geopolitical 
influence and power (Cochrane, 2003; Friedmann, 1990 
and 2004). Surging productivity in the US, and the 
birth of the temperate breadbasket, were amplified 
by both explicit and implicit subsidies. Explicit 
subsidies allowed exporters to sell in foreign markets 
below domestic market prices. Implicit subsidisation 
relates to the resource intensity and wide-ranging 

environmental costs associated with industrial 
agriculture, including soil degradation; water pollution 
and overdraft; persistent toxicity; biodiversity loss; 
inequalities; and greenhouse gas emissions (Weis, 
2019). As these costs are partly or wholly unaccounted 
for or externalised, they distort the competitiveness 
of industrial foods (Weis, 2010; 2013). This is the case 
in other developed countries within the EU, Japan, 
and others (see Table 1). This has allowed developed 
countries to dump subsidised products, such as 
sugar, milk, and chicken,2 at a below-production cost 
in African markets – products that could otherwise 
be supplied locally or by neighbouring countries 
(Fowler, 2002). These policies have massively distorted 
agricultural production and trade and transformed 
Africa into a net food importer (Watkins, 2003). 

Source: https://www.hinrichfoundation.com/research/article/protectionism/agricultural-subsidies/ 
(original data source: OECD Data Agricultural Policy Monitoring and Evaluation 2020 Reference Tables)

Ranked by spend as a % of Gross Farm Revenue
1. Norway – USD 3.03 billion 57.6%
2. Iceland – USD 223.2 million 54.6%
3. Switzerland – USD 6.16 billion 47.4%
4. Korea – USD 20.8 billion     46.1%
5. Japan – USD 37.6 billion  41.3%
6. Philippines – USD 7.3 billion 27.1%
7. Indonesia – USD 29.4 billion 23.3%
8. European – Union USD 101.3 billion 19.0%
9. Israel – USD 1.5 billion 17.4%

Ranked by Total Spend (% Growth Farm Revenue)
1. China (12.1%) USD 185.9 billion
2. European Union (19.0%) USD 10 1.3 billion
3. United States (12.1%) USD 48.9 billion
4. Japan (41.3%) USD 37.6 billion
5. Indonesia (23.3%) USD 29.4 billion
6. Korea (46.1%) USD 20.8 billion
7. Russia (9.2%) USD 7.9 billion
8. Philippines (27.1%) USD 7.3 billion
9. Turkey (13.5%) USD 6.7 billion

Table 1: Total estimated agricultural supports in 2019

1.  https://www.wto.org/english/thewto_e/secre_e/budget_e/budget2022_member_contribution_e.pdf
2.  https://mg.co.za/article/2017-11-10-00-eu-chicken-dumping-starves-africa/
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Commodity import and export in Africa

The traded volumes as well as the net trade 
position vary substantially between sub-regions 
on the continent, given the inherent differences in 
agroecological zones that affect production potential. 
Imports are driven largely by Northern Africa, followed 
by Western and Eastern Africa. Exports are more 
evenly spread out between Northern, Southern, 
Western, and Eastern Africa. Overall, Northern Africa 
is a significant and growing net importer. Central 
and Western Africa are also net importers, although 

traded volumes are much smaller, with more in 
Central Africa. Southern Africa has been close to parity 
between imports and exports, and Eastern Africa, 
which had largely been a net exporter, has in recent 
years become a net importer (FAO and AU, 2021). 

Today, emphasis continues to be on commodities 
yet, Africa’s agricultural exports are dominated by 
only a few product categories, with the top five 
being cocoa; edible fruits and nuts; coffee; tea; and 
spices. Fish and edible vegetables and roots make 
up 53% of all agricultural exports, and the top 12 

Figure 1: Africa’s agricultural imports and exports, constant unit values (USD 1 000, Year 2000) 
Source: FAO and AUC, 2021 (original data from FAOSTAT, 2020)



product categories make up 80% of all agricultural 
exports (FAO and AU, 2021).3 Most of the exports 
are destined for extra-regional markets, with the 
exception of some crops, such as tobacco; fats and 
oils; sugar; and beverages, which are mostly exported 
intra-regionally (FAO and AU, 2021). The share of 
manufactured goods in intra-African exports is about 
45%, with primary commodities accounting for a 
third (Luke, 2020). This is partly why there has been so 
much interest by African governments in the African 
Continental Free Trade Area Agreement (AfCFTA).  

Africa is a net food importer of five key food 
product categories: cereals; animal and vegetable 
fats and oils; sugars and sugar confectionery; 
dairy products, birds’ eggs, and natural 
honey; and meat and edible meat offal.

But these figures fail to recognise the significant 
role smallholder farmers play in producing the food 
consumed in SSA. Smallholder farmers in Southern 
Africa account for between 70% – 90% of food 
consumed in the region, most of which is produced by 
women.4 These figures also do not capture informal 
cross-border trade, which is substantial in the region. 

Therefore, these figures distort the 
realities on the ground, and misrepresent 
the agency and superior and adaptive 
capacity of smallholders in producing 
food, particularly in risk-prone areas

8   A F R I C A N  C E N T R E  F O R  B I O D I V E R S I T Y

3. This includes (in decreasing order): cocoa; edible fruit and nuts; coffee, tea and spices; fish, crustaceans and other aquatic invertebrates; edible vegeta-
bles; tobacco; oil seeds and fruits; animal and vegetable fats; sugar and sugar confectionary; beverages, spirits and vinegar; cotton; and prepared meat, 
fish, crustaceans and other aquatic invertebrates

4. https://www.weforum.org/agenda/2018/03/women-farmers-food-production-land-rights/; https://docs.wfp.org/api/documents/WFP-0000133644/
download/?_ga=2.110529805.988830941.1668178874-661821750.1667387908

The rise of neoliberal globalisation was accompanied 
by the emergence of corporate agribusiness, 
particularly in the US, which saw the advent of global 
agribusiness giants such as Cargill and Continental 
(Bekman, 2015). Shifts in industrial demands, to meet 
the needs of a growing industrial livestock industry, 
and replacing traditional commodity crops such as 
sugar with high-fructose corn syrup, have seen the 

exponential adoption of hybrid maize production. 
The invasion of corporate agribusiness through unfair 
and artificial markets accelerated the elimination of 
small producers in much of the Global South, with 
many turning to low-wage jobs in agricultural or retail 
corporations, leading to massive food imports and food 
expenditure in developing countries (Bekman, 2015). 



The food regime following the Cold War period 
brought about an almost complete linkage of 
agricultural production to agribusiness. But as pointed 
out, the neoliberal era must be understood as the 
radicalisation and institutionalisation of this tendency 
at a global scale. (Bekman, 2015: 835). Corporate 
concentration in the agricultural supply chain has 
continued to deepen over the years, strengthening 
this linkage. A crucial component of this has been 
the Green Revolution, which formed the basis for 
the patenting of gene technologies and constructs, 
linked to the second Green Revolution, which is 
connected to the WTO’s Trade-Related Aspects of 
Intellectual Property Rights (TRIPS) Agreement. 

In 2009, China surpassed the US as Africa’s largest 
trading partner, but very little of this trade was in 
agricultural products initially. In 2012, China’s foreign 
direct investment (FDI) surpassed that of the US (See 
Figure 2). Over the past two decades, China has been 
the single largest financier of African infrastructure – 
financing one in five projects and constructing one in 
three, mainly in transport, shipping, and ports (52.8%), 
as well as energy and power (17.6%). Rail links and ports 
have facilitated the export of raw materials such as 
the rehabilitation of roads in Angola, the Abuja Rail 
Mass Transit System in Nigeria, the rehabilitation of 
the Lagos-Kano in Nigeria, and a railroad in Mauritania 
(Chen et al., 2007). Repayment of the loans is generally 

Figure 2: Chinese FDI vs US FDI to Africa
Source: China-Africa Research Initiative. http://www.sais-cari.org/chinese-investment-in-africa 
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guaranteed by natural resources being made available. 
Trade with China has also brought cheap agricultural 
equipment and farm-related products to Africa, 
with increasing technical and technological transfer 
of knowledge from China to Africa in the form of 

agricultural aid (Buckley et al., 2017). The verdict 
on the impact of China’s increasing role in driving 
infrastructural and agricultural development in Africa 
is undetermined and requires further investigation. 
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Trade relationships between Africa and the rest of the world are highly 
asymmetrical and dramatically skewed in favour of developed countries. 
In particular, the EU’s Joint strategy and Post Cotonou Partnership 
Agreement5 have entrenched power imbalances and exacerbated 
Africa’s commodity dependence. We are witnessing relentless efforts 
to establish Economic Partnership Agreements (EPAs) (reciprocal FTAs) 
between the EU and Africa, as the principal trade policy instruments 
with Africa, and to include areas like investment, competition policy, 
and intellectual property rights (SEATINI, 2022). To have reciprocal 
trade agreements between extremely unequal regions and 
countries will have extremely negative impacts on the region and 
its people.6 Table 2 illustrates the various FTAs that exist between 
African countries and other countries and economic trading blocs. 
Following Brexit, and the decision by the United Kingdom (UK) 
to leave the EU, we have seen several EPAs coming into force 
between the UK and African countries, including Cameroon, 
Ivory Coast; Mauritius, Seychelles, and Zimbabwe (i.e. the 
Eastern and Southern Africa (ESA) trade block);  Egypt, Ghana, 
Kenya, Morocco, Botswana, Eswatini, Lesotho, Mozambique, 
Namibia, South Africa (as part of Southern Africa Customs 
Union and Mozambique (SACUM) trade bloc); and Tunisia.7

Aggressive free trade 
agreements in Africa

5.  The Cotonou Agreement is the overarching framework for EU relations with 
Africa, Caribbean and Pacific countries

6.  Civil Society Position on the EAC-EU EPA, which was following by its succes-
sor, the Post Cotonou Agreement

7.  https://www.gov.uk/guidance/uk-trade-agreements-in-effect
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The Africa Caribbean Pacific European EPA Negotiations 
were launched 20 years ago, in 2002, under the 
Cotonou Partnership Agreement. In Africa, the Southern 
African Development Community (SADC) is the only 
regional economic community (REC) to sign and ratify 
the EPA.8 Despite the hesitancy, the EU has continued to 
aggressively push for deeper and more comprehensive 
EPAs with other RECs and individual countries. 

In the Economic Community of West African States 
(ECOWAS)9 only Nigeria had signed the regional EPA, 
leading to Ivory Coast and Ghana moving towards 
respective bilateral EPAs, under the principle of 
variable geometry. Ghana started tariff liberalisation 
in 2020 and implemented the first tariff cuts in July 
2021, while for Ivory Coast, liberalisation started 
officially on 6 December, 2019. In the East African 
Community (EAC),10 only Kenya and Rwanda signed 
the regional EPA, seeking to be able to start to 
implement the EPA without all countries in the 
region, also under the principle of variable geometry, 
and essentially unilaterally implementing the EPA 
in the EAC. The EU and Kenya have moved towards 
implementing a bilateral EPA. Only Cameroon signed 
the EPA between EU and the Economic Community 
of Central African States (ECCAS),11 and has entered 

into a provisional application of the EPA, with tariff 
liberalisation commencing in 2016. Mauritius, 
Seychelles, Zimbabwe, and Madagascar of Eastern 
and Southern Africa (ESA5)12 signed the regional 
EPA in 2009 and it has been provisionally applied 
since 2012. In 2017, the final country in the ESA5, 
Comoros, signed the regional EPA (SEATINI, 2022).

8. The 16 Member States of SADC include: Angola, Botswana, Comoros, Democratic Republic of Congo, Eswatini, Lesotho, Madagascar, Malawi, Mauritius, 
Mozambique, Namibia, Seychelles, South Africa, Tanzania, Zambia and Zimbabwe.

9. The 15 ECOWAS Member States include: Benin, Burkina Faso, Cabo Verde, Ivory Coast, The Gambia, Ghana, Guinea, Guinea-Bissau, Liberia, Mali, Niger, 
Nigeria, Senegal, Sierra Leone, and Togo.

10.  The six Member States of EAC include: Burundi, Kenya, Rwanda, South Sudan, Tanzania and Uganda.
11. The 11 Member States of ECCAS include: Angola, Burundi, Cameroon, Central African Republic, Chad, Democratic Republic of Congo, Equatorial Guinea, 

Gabon, Republic of the Congo, São Tomé and Príncipe
12. The 5 ESA States include: Comoros, Madagascar, Mauritius, Seychelles and Zimbabwe

12   A F R I C A N  C E N T R E  F O R  B I O D I V E R S I T Y
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Source: Luke (2020), original data from WTO RTA database (2020) and UNCTAD, Handbook on Duty-Free Quota-Free and Rules 
of Origin (2017). https://blogs.lse.ac.uk/africaatlse/2020/07/27/why-trade-matters-for-african-development/   

Table 2: Africa’s free trade agreements



In 2007, the EAC Member States decided to negotiate the EPA with the 
EU as a bloc. In May 2013, the EU imposed a deadline to conclude the 
negotiations. Countries that did not sign or ratify the EPA by 1st October 
2014 were to be removed from the list of beneficiaries of the Duty-Free 
Quota Free market access to the EU.13 This put tremendous pressure on 
the EAC Partner States, in particular Kenya, as all other EAC Member 
States are Least Developed Countries (LDCs) and therefore would 
continue to access the EU market under the Everything but Arms 
(EBA) preference scheme. Thus, for all countries except Kenya, the EPA 
would have significantly more costs than benefits.14 Kenya, however, 
as a non-LDC country, would be unable to access the EU market on 
this provision. The EU’s new Market Access Regulation 1528/2007 
would impose a tariff of 12% (Most-Favoured Nations) or 8.5% 
(Generalised System of Preferences) on several key exports for 
Kenya, including fresh-cut flowers and fish.15 As a result of this 
pressure, Kenya signed the EPA to maintain its Duty-Free Market 
Access. Rwanda also signed the EPA, but is yet to ratify it.16

The case of the EU-EAC Economic 
Partnership Agreement

13.  Civil Society Position on the EAC-EU EPA https://www.bilaterals.org/IMG/pdf/
cso_position_paper_on_eac-eu-epa.pdf

14.  https://www.theeastafrican.co.ke/tea/oped/comment/the-epa-with-eu-
rope-is-bad-news-for-the-entire-region-even-kenya--1353196

15.  Civil Society Position on the EAC-EU EPA https://www.bilaterals.org/IMG/
pdf/cso_position_paper_on_eac-eu-epa.pdf

16.  Civil Society Position on the EAC-EU EPA https://www.bilaterals.org/IMG/
pdf/cso_position_paper_on_eac-eu-epa.pdf

14   A F R I C A N  C E N T R E  F O R  B I O D I V E R S I T Y
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The EAC-EU EPA was highly contentious, as it sought to 
liberalise 82.6% of its trade with the EU over a period 
from 2015 to 2032.17 Civil Society groups in the region 
have been calling for the highly inequitable EPA to be 
scrapped, as it would have considerable implications 
for EAC Member States including: loss of revenue; 
jeopardising existing local industries and discouraging 
development; putting agricultural production and food 
security at risk in the region, and undermining South-
South Cooperation and regional integration in Africa. 

In terms of agricultural production and food 
security, the EPA would expose the region to an 

inflow of EU-subsidised agricultural products. 
Extensive liberalisation, facilitating production 
geared for export almost exclusively, met with 
highly subsidised imports, will deepen the need for 
further importation of food in the region, and the 
continent – further skewing data and narratives 
and reinforcing the image of Africa being ‘unable 
to feed itself’ – while trade distortions undermine 
the regions’ production and adaptation capacity. 

Beyond this, EPAs come with strings attached, as 
mentioned above, ensuring that national policies 
are geared towards the EU’s interests, which greatly 

17.  Civil Society Position on the EAC-EU EPA https://www.bilaterals.org/IMG/pdf/cso_position_paper_on_eac-eu-epa.pdf
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affect agriculture. Article 3 of the EU-EAC EPA 
specifies the need to conclude, within five years upon 
entry into force of the EPA, negotiations in areas 
of services; investment; government procurement; 
trade and sustainable development intellectual 
property rights; and competition policy. Essentially, 
this reduces the EAC Member States’ policy space 
to promote their own development agenda and 
will have extremely negative impacts on the 
agricultural and food system of the countries.18 

This is clearly the case regarding the aggressive 
push for plant variety protection (PVP) laws based 
on the highly restrictive International Union for the 
Protection of New Varieties of Plants  (UPOV) 1991, 

being bound to these EPAs. UPOV 1991 imposes 
extreme limitations on smallholder farmers in regard 
to the use of farm-saved seed and the functioning 
of farmer-managed seed systems. It is oriented 
towards privately owned seed and the consolidation 
of seed markets and monopolies (Correa et al., 2015; 
ACB, 2017; ETC Group, 2022). Across the continent 
we have seen efforts at the national and regional 
levels to establish UPOV-based systems, despite the 
inappropriateness of these systems to African seed 
and agricultural systems (ACB 2022; ACB, 2018a and 
2018b). This is extremely concerning in the context of 
Africa, where farmers’ diverse and adaptable seed is 
essentially being replaced by corporate seed, centring 
on agribusiness and focusing on commodity export. 

Linked to this is the opening of markets to genetically 
engineered (GE) seed and crops; for example, Kenya, 
which had previously banned GE crops, has gone 
even further, now giving the green light to genome 
editing, synthetic biology, and other dangerous, 
corporate-owned techno-fix technologies such 
as RNAi cassava – despite cassava being a vitally 
important food security crop throughout Africa.19 
Although at the time of writing, this decision has been 
challenged by peasant farmers in the High Court in 
Kenya. Other agricultural technologies are also being 
offered as innovations, including digitisation and 
robotics, which are reminiscent of rural surveillance 
systems and tied to the various EPAs and FTAs taking 
place between developed countries and Africa.20 

18.  Civil Society Position on the EAC-EU EPA https://www.bilaterals.org/IMG/pdf/cso_position_paper_on_eac-eu-epa.pdf
19.  https://acbio.org.za/gm-biosafety/push-back-against-risky-unsafe-rnai-gm-cassava-cultivation-kenya/
20. ACBIO 2022, The changing nature of the Kenyan seed sectors and impacts on small scale farmers and their seed systems: Lessons from the potato 

industry’

16   A F R I C A N  C E N T R E  F O R  B I O D I V E R S I T Y
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The EPAs will have dire impacts on Africa and has implications for 
sub-regional and continental integration, particularly the AfCFTA 
agreement. The EPAs are essentially deepening the divisions 
between African countries and making trade policy harmonisation 
even more difficult. This also goes against the principle of 
variable geometry, with a country signing an FTA with a third 
party.21 EPAs will have an impact on Africa’s development 
aspirations. It is difficult to understand the motivation for 
African countries to enter into such unequal trade relations. 

There is an inherent contradiction between the Post Cotonou 
Agreement and the EPAs. For example, the Post Cotonou 
Agreement aims to support Africa to transition out of 
commodity dependence, yet the EPAs are aggressively 
pushing for African countries to open their markets to 
industrial products from the EU, ensuring that agricultural 
exports are geared to European markets, and constraining 
the policy tools available to Africa to promote their own 
development pathway (SEATINI, 2022). The EPAs create FTAs 

The impact of EPAs on African 
economies, integration  
and aspirations

17   A F R I C A N  C E N T R E  F O R  B I O D I V E R S I T Y

21. The Principle of Variable Geometry is provided for in all the Treaties 
establishing the RECs. For the EAC, Article 7.1(e) of the EAC Treaty states 
that: “the principle of variable geometry allows for progression in 
cooperation among groups within the Community for wider integration 
schemes in various fields and at different speeds”.
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between two starkly economically unequal regions 
– Africa and Europe – and should be immediately 
discontinued. While countries have signed and 
ratified the EPAs to maintain duty-free market 
access, the EPAs have stirred major policy changes 
of great concern to farmers and communities, and 
local agricultural and food systems, and threaten 
production and food security in these countries.22  

Despite the shameful, abusive neo-colonial nature 
of trade agreements between Africa and the West,  

which is driving predatory policy change in Africa 
and other developing regions, to access developed 
countries’ markets, these are largely ignored and 
not discussed at international negotiations. The 
discourse continues to centre on neoliberal trade to 
drive growth – but what growth, for whom, and for 
whose benefit? Trade agreements of this form infringe 
on a country’s sovereignty and right to develop, 
and to develop in its own interests, reifying colonial 
relationships between Africa and the rest of the world.

22.  Civil Society Position on the EAC-EU EPA https://www.bilaterals.org/IMG/pdf/cso_position_paper_on_eac-eu-epa.pdf
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