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Over one third of the population in Liberia
and Sierra Leone are young women and men
between 15 and 35 years. The countries’
populations are expected to increase from five
million in Liberia and eight million in Sierra
Leone today to more than nine million and
thirteen million respectively in 2050 (United
Nations, 2019). Due to limited perspectives in
rural areas, characterized by a high prevalence
of subsistence farming, many youth move to
the cities (FAO, 2020; Statistics Sierra Leone,
2017; UN-Habitat et al., 2017). More than 16 per
cent of Liberian and more than 11 per cent of
Sierra Leonean youth are not in employment,
education or training, and roughly half of all
workers are poor despite being employed
(ILO, 2022). High population growth and ruralurban migration rates coupled with lack of
decent employment perspectives will provide
significant challenges for Liberia and Sierra
Leone to achieve sustainable development
and food security.
Youth can be agents of change in the
transformation of food systems and
sustainable rural development. The very
realization of future generations’ food
security, the sustainable transformation
of food systems and the combat against
unemployment and distress migration all
depend upon the successful implementation
of strategies that make the agri-food sector
more attractive for the youth (Fiedler, 2020).
Investing in youth and empowering young
agri-entrepreneurs to invest responsibly in
agri-food systems is hence fundamental
to achieve many Sustainable Development

Goals. By harnessing innovation, utilizing
new technologies and techniques, and taking
advantage of new opportunities in emerging
value chains, young agri-entrepreneurs can
create thriving businesses and add value to
agricultural production (FAO, 2020).
The unleashing of young women’s and men’s
potential requires active support. On the one
hand, it requires smart policy responses
that will help young investors overcome the
numerous barriers they face – access to finance,
land, information and technical services, to
name but the most crucial ones (Fiedler, 2020).
On the other hand, youth need to be equipped
with the right skills to launch and expand their
businesses, and to engage with larger-scale
agribusiness enterprises as wage workers or as
suppliers in inclusive business models. Third,
youth need to be empowered to be agents of
change that drive, monitor and participate in
policy making and reform.
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FAO’s support to
empower youth to
engage in responsible
investment in
agriculture and food
systems in Liberia and
Sierra Leone
The Food and Agriculture Organization
of the United Nations (FAO) supports
the governments of Liberia and Sierra
Leone, agribusiness investors and youth
organizations to enhance responsible
investment in agriculture with a strong
focus on mobilizing youth’s potential,
by empowering change agents through
enhanced
knowledge,
strengthened
capacities and technical support.

Empowered change agents and
policy dialogue for an enabling
environment

87 youth empowered
to engage in policy
dialogue in Liberia
through sub-national
trainings

Two blended learning
programmes for 30
policy makers,
parliamentarians and
government staff from
Liberia and Sierra Leone
with a strong focus
on youth empowerment

Knowledge, scientific
evidence and increased
awareness

Participatory governance and capacity
analyses in Liberia and Sierra Leone

Empowered youth and
agribusinesses for inclusive
business models (IBM)

90 youth empowered to engage in
inclusive business models in Liberia
Multistakeholder
policy
dialogues in
Liberia and
Sierra Leone

More than 30 agribusiness investors,
government stakeholders & NGOs
empowered on IBM in Sierra Leone
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Generating
knowledge and
evidence
FAO carried out nationwide participatory
governance analyses and assessments
in Liberia and Sierra Leone working
with youth and local authorities on
the ground, as well as with national
government officials, non-governmental
organizations and other key actors,
to understand key challenges young
farmers and agri-entrepreneurs face. The
studies revealed that youth frequently
lack access to factors of production
and services, including information on
markets and prices. For example, strict
conditionalities set by Financial Service
Providers prevent many youth and youth
groups to access loans. On average,
youth also have a limited understanding
of the opportunities provided by
engaging with mid- and larger-scale
agribusiness
through
inclusive
business models. In addition, youth
are often confronted with governance
challenges. Sierra Leone, for example,
requires youth groups to register with
relevant Ministries and Development
Agencies (MDAs) to receive subsidies
and technical support. While such a
registration requirement is positive
per se to encourage the formalization
of youth groups, the FAO assessment
found that youth may be required to
submit multiple registrations and renew
registration yearly with different MDAs,
Unions and other jurisdiction which
the youth groups considered expensive,
time consuming and difficult.
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Empowering key agents
to work for change
In order to respond to these challenges,
FAO has coordinated a multi-dimensional
capacity development and technical support
intervention to empower youth to engage in
responsible agri-food systems investment
in Liberia and Sierra Leone. Octavius Quarbo,
Assistant to the FAO Representative in Liberia,
highlights that “agriculture, youth, there is
no way you can talk about development in
Liberia without those two. That is why we are
trying to ensure that youth is mainstreamed
but also, that they are fully empowered to
ensure that agriculture is sustainable and
more responsible.”
Working with Agro Tech Liberia – a youthled organization – FAO delivered a series
of trainings for young agri-entrepreneurs
and their organizations to strengthen their
capacities to engage with agribusiness
investors and government in Liberia. In total,
87 young women and men were empowered
to engage in policy dialogue through a
series of sub-national trainings, and 90
were equipped with capacities to engage in
inclusive business models. Similarly, FAO has
organized two workshops in Sierra Leone on
inclusive business models, bringing together
a total of 70 participants, in partnership with
Landesa and Solidaridad.
Florence Dorley, former National Consultant
at FAO Liberia, explains that “through this
process, we have been able to address the
capacity development issues, especially
as it relates to training under the different
principles for responsible investment in
agriculture and food systems. We have
been able to train them in organizational
development,
advocacy,
climate-smart
agriculture, and so forth. Before these
trainings, a lot of the youth organizations
who participated didn’t have a clear idea of
how advocacy, especially in the agricultural
sector, looks like. And now from a scale from
one to ten they are at about seven, they have
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a clear picture of how advocacy on agriculture
looks like, they now have that audacity to take
on an issue and move forward, especially on
the participation of the youth dialogue issues.
So we are making some progress and the
impact is visible because after the training a
lot of them were able to restructure, redesign
their different youth organizations.”
At another level, more than 30 policy makers,
parliamentarians and technical government
staff were sensitized and equipped with tools
and knowledge to empower youth as part of
their own programmes and projects through
two blended learning programmes, which
were organized in 2020 and 2021. For instance,
participants learned about the importance
of providing young women and men with
adequate training on responsible investment
and inclusive business models. Joseph D.
Adebodun, Director at the Ministry of Youth
and Sports of Liberia, reflecting upon the
key learnings of the programme, argues that
“it has built up my capacity as a Director, it
has given me the inspiration, the motivation
to look at so many unseen opportunities out
there. Especially when it comes to our training.
I have realized during the past two days
workshop that there is a need for a paradigm
shift from what we used to do, how we used
to conduct our training, so that we change
our training and fashion it towards meeting
today’s reality.”
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Implementing a joint
vision for change
Through these programmes, national
stakeholders have also been supported in
developing a joint vision on critical changes
needed to enhance the enabling environment
for responsible investment in agriculture
and food systems. National action plans were
drafted and validated in multi-stakeholder
policy dialogues in Liberia and Sierra Leone.
In Liberia, an event organized in October
2021 bringing together youth from all 15
counties of Liberia and stakeholders from
the Legislature, the Ministry of Justice and
National Bureau of Concession, as well as
large-scale enterprises, resulted in a series of
commitments structured under three pillars:
(I) A conducive environment for responsible
agricultural investment affecting young
people; (II) Strengthened youth involvement
in policy/decision making processes; and (III)
Linkages between agricultural concessions
and youth agri-entrepreneurs. These were
further discussed and operationalized at the
RAI Multi-Stakeholder Platform in 2022 (see
text box below).

The Liberia RAI MultiStakeholder Platform
The RAI Multi—Stakeholder Platform (RAI
MSP) is a mechanism that brings together
relevant government, non-governmental
and private sector entities to engage in
sustainable collaboration on responsible
agricultural investment. The RAI MSP was
launched in April 2022 under the leadership
of the Ministry of Agriculture and the
National Investment Commission. The RAI
MSP is a direct outcome of FAO’s capacity
development and learning support to policy
makers, parliamentarians and technical
government staff.
The RAI MSP is expected to become Liberia’s
principal forum for inclusive and efficient
policy making on responsible agricultural
investment and give voice to those most
concerned in decisions that affect them (FAO,
2022). Youth is one of the priority issues
covered by the RAI MSP.

In Sierra Leone, a multi-stakeholder dialogue
event organized in April 2022 identified youth
as the first pillar for enhanced responsible
agricultural investment in Sierra Leone.
Commitments include more inclusive
institutions and policies, the establishment
of incubation and demonstration centres,
skills development and support to the
transformation of youth groups into
cooperatives.
In both Liberia and Sierra Leone, all actors –
including FAO – committed to use the action
plans and communiques as basis for their
own programming. Ultimately, strengthened
multi-stakeholder collaboration is expected
to facilitate the implementation of the
recommendations through strengthened
partnerships, coordination and mutual
accountability.
©FAO/Sebastian Liste
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Jonathan Stewart,

mobilizing youth’s potential to
play a critical role in Liberia’s
food security
Jonathan Stewart is the CEO and founder of
Agro Tech Liberia, an organization that has
become a leading voice on youth in agriculture
in Liberia since its creation in 2017. Under the
slogan “rebranding agriculture to the taste of
youth”, the organization supports young agrientrepreneurs and their organizations to thrive
in the agribusiness sector. Their vision is that
youth should not only consider agriculture as
a profitable livelihood opportunity, but also
to see that they have a key role to play in the
future of food security in Liberia.
The capacity development conducted by FAO
provided the youth with an overview of how to
make their businesses responsible as per the
CFS Principles for responsible investment in
agriculture and food systems.

“Young agri-entrepreneurs were trained
on the ten CFS-RAI Principles, and
that gave them an idea on how to do
business which is responsible with the
welfare and well-being of people and the
environment.”
At the same time, they learnt how to use the
CFS-RAI Principles for their advocacy: “Youth
organizations gained the skills they needed
to be able to organize themselves into active
groupings, and develop their advocacy plans
so they can advocate for RAI in Liberia.” They
learned also how to use the CFS-RAI to “hold
actors involved in agricultural investment
accountable for their actions.”
Youth organizations were also trained to be
able to work with other actors in agricultural
value chains through inclusive business
models. “This gave an opportunity to gain
knowledge about the most relevant actors,
mentors, and approaches in the agricultural
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sector with a view of making sure that
youth get the most out of doing agricultural
entrepreneurship.”

For the near future, Mr Stewart is already
looking how to further this process to the
benefit of more youth:

The policy dialogue event, and the eventual
set up of a permanent multi-stakeholder
platform in Liberia, was the culmination of
the learning process for the youth:

“We have set up a network and we are
designing new programs focused on
mentorship and enabling spaces where
the youth can engage in agricultural value
chains. We also have now a platform where
we can interact with policy makers and make
sure that they can contribute fully to food
security”.

“The policy dialogue was so impactful
because it gave the opportunity to
youth to interact directly with the
policy makers. One of the major
outcomes was that the youth were able
to develop a youth national action plan
that was presented to the government
functionaries so that young people’s
aspirations can be seen in the policy
development and concession granting
processes in Liberia in relation to
responsible agricultural investments.”
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Empowered agents,
enhanced collaborative
dynamics and
technical support:
the road towards
youth engagement for
responsible investment
in agriculture and food
systems
FAO’s support to empower youth to engage
in responsible investment in agriculture and
food systems in Liberia and Sierra Leone has
resulted in remarkable outcomes. First and
foremost, this success owes much to the fact
that FAO places the empowerment of change
agents at the centre of its approach. Those
empowered change agents subsequently
take ownership of the CFS-RAI Principles,
determine their own agenda together and
push for more collaborative dynamics and
policy change. FAO and its partners facilitate
these dynamics and provide technical
support while seeking to ensure that the
process is ultimately owned and transferred
to local actors. For example, FAO worked
closely with Agro Tech Liberia, an emerging
youth-led organization, which has become a
strong advocate for responsible investment
among its own constituencies.
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Recommendations
for a sustainable
empowerment of young
agri-entrepreneurs for
responsible agri-food
systems investment in
Liberia and Sierra Leone
While FAO’s support has yielded positive and
substantial impacts, it is critical to further
enhance youth empowerment for responsible
agri-food systems investment in Liberia and
Sierra Leone. Based on commitments made
and lessons learned from other countries,
the following follow-up actions should be
considered.

Use innovative models to
engage young women and men
in policy making processes
Youth are a heterogeneous group and the
interests and capacities of, for example, a
young graduate engaging in agribusiness
transformation and e-commerce in the
capital, and a young family farmer in a remote
region may vary significantly. Engaging
these different sub-groups and making
their voice heard in policy dialogue is a
significant challenge. Lessons learned from
a recent innovative e-governance experience
in Tunisia – the multi-stakeholder think tank
on young agri-entrepreneurs’ investments
(Pôle de réflexion sur l’investissement des
jeunes agri-entrepreneurs (PRIJA)) suggest that
regular open online consultations can be an
efficient tool to receive feedback from young
women and men from various backgrounds
on proposed policy changes (Fiedler et al.,
2022).

Empower youth to organize
themselves in cooperatives and
federations
Providing support to youth to organize
themselves in cooperatives can be crucial
to enhance access to factors of production,
services and markets. Federating youth groups
into broader networks is critical for their
meaningful participation in policy dialogue.
In Senegal, FAO supported existing youth
organizations to identify common challenges
and priorities to sustain concerted action.
Eventually, this process resulted in the creation
of the Confederation of Young Agripreneurs’
Networks of Senegal (Confédération des Réseaux
de Jeunes Agripreneurs du Sénégal), an initiative
to organize support networks between
entrepreneurs at the national level.
In Sierra Leone, a useful step in this regard has
been made by requiring youth groups to register
with the Government to be eligible for subsidies
and technical support. However, processes
should ideally be concerted through a one-stop
registration centre with a publicly announced
registration fee across districts. In addition,
youth and youth groups could receive direct
funding to implement projects autonomously
with intermediary organizations having a purely
supervisory role, which could help empower the
youth groups and make registration with the
government more appealing.

Develop and pilot-test innovative
approaches to promote and
enhance responsible agri-food
systems investment from young
agri-entrepreneurs
Young agri-entrepreneurs require incubation
services, technical support, coaching,
enhanced access to information and finance.
Innovative, country-driven approaches can
provide such support by leveraging on existing
capacities and clustering them into dedicated
12

hubs. The Tunisian Agricultural Investment
Promotion Agency (APIA) has established
such a pilot Agri-Accelerator Hub (APIA, 2021) for
young agri-entrepreneurs with innovative and
responsible investment project proposals with
support from FAO and the National Agricultural
Research Institute (INRAT). By bringing
together APIA’s expertise in incubation and
coaching, innovative territorial development
approaches from INRAT, FAO’s know-how on
RAI and engagement from financial service
providers in the selection of beneficiary
projects, a new support model for young agrientrepreneurs was piloted in Tunisia and is
expected to be scaled up. Building on their
respective and unique business ecosystems,
similar approaches could be piloted in Liberia
and Sierra Leone.

Increase the employability
of young women and men in
agriculture and food systems
Both formal education as well as technical
and vocational education and training (TVET)
programmes need to be enhanced to increase
the employability of young women and men in
agriculture and food systems. Curricula should
strengthen the entrepreneurial capacities of
youth and train them on responsible production
techniques and business models. Liberia, with
its strong tradition of agricultural concessions,
may also wish specific provisions for new
concession agreements or partnerships with

existing ones to establish apprenticeship
and dual study programmes. Dual study
programmes a form of “cooperative and workintegrated education” in which academic
studies are integrated with professional
experiences with the objective of enhancing
graduates’ capacities to meet the demands of
prospective employers (Gerloff and Reinhard,
2019).

Streamline support
programmes for youth
empowerment in agriculture
through a coordinated and
holistic approach
It is essential that youth support programmes
are well coordinated to ensure an optimal
impact. Even though it may seem useful
to provide different types of support to as
many young people as possible, it may be
preferable to provide packages of incentives
to a smaller number of beneficiaries in case
of constrained budgets. By combining loans
with investment subsidies, incubation,
coaching and mentoring services, the chance
of having sustainable returns on investment
in youth may be much higher than through
isolated, scattered efforts (Fiedler, 2020).
Multi-stakeholder fora such as the RAI MultiStakeholder Platform in Liberia could play a
critical role in this regard.
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