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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY: 
MAKING THE CASE FOR CATALYTIC INVESTMENT

The transformation of Africa’s food systems is both 

a necessity and an opportunity. These systems feed 

hundreds of millions of people, generate livelihoods and 

shape ecosystems across the continent. However, they are 

under immense strain from a convergence of crises: rising 

food insecurity, persistent poverty, climate volatility, urban 

transitions and enduring inequality. 

Food systems sit at the intersection of these pressures. 

Although they are a major source of jobs and income, 

especially for women and the youth, they are also a source 

of vulnerability when markets fail or the climate shifts. 

Urbanisation, economic growth and population expansion 

are accelerating the demand for food, but infrastructure 

and policy are not keeping pace. The result is a widening 

gap between what Africa’s food systems could deliver and 

what they currently provide.

Philanthropies can facilitate inclusive 
governance platforms, change 
dominant narratives and promote policy 
environments that enable agroecological 
enterprises to thrive 

Despite these constraints, Africa has exceptional strengths. 

Its ecological and cultural diversity, along with the 

sophisticated local knowledge of its people, offer fertile 

ground for  entrepreneurial innovations to take root and 

transform food systems. Across the continent, producers, 

civil society groups and small enterprises are building 

alternatives including city-region food councils, farmer 

cooperatives, territorial markets and networks that advance 

gender and climate justice. These initiatives demonstrate 

that change is both possible and already underway.

Agroecology provides a coherent and justice-centred 

framework for connecting these efforts, integrating 

ecological science with social and economic justice and 

linking sustainable production with equitable governance. 

It is not a single model but a practical, integrated approach 

that values local context and reduces external dependency. 

For philanthropic organisations, agroecology presents a 

secure, catalytic investment opportunity. Collaboration 

across multiple funders spreads risk and builds collective 

learning, while the resources invested into African-led 

innovations and networks can alter the underlying systems 

shaping food, the climate and livelihoods.

Philanthropy can spark transformation along 

three interconnected pathways:

	❙ Nurturing local innovations (niche level) with 

investment into locally rooted initiatives that test 

and scale viable new ideas in food production, 

processing, distribution and retail. Examples 

include sustainable farming, solar storage, small-

scale processing and seed banks.

	❙ Influencing systems-level change (regime level) 

by tackling food regimes – policies, governance 

arrangements and market rules that perpetuate 

inequality. Investment focuses on supporting 

inclusive governance platforms and knowledge co-

production that reflect the realities of specific city-

regions and local food economies. 

	❙ Changing deeper, long-term structural factors 

and systemic barriers (landscape level), such as 

trade policy, financial architecture and gender 

inequality, require investment in social movements 

and regional advocacy campaigns. Strategic 

investment in regional, pan-African and narrative-

shifting advocacy can help reshape the broader 

political and financial conditions that currently 

constrain transformation. 

We believe the priority entry point for strategic philanthropic 

action is at the regime level. Here, philanthropies can 

facilitate inclusive governance platforms, change dominant 
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narratives and promote policy environments that enable 

agroecological enterprises to thrive. By supporting 

coalitions and governance platforms that can alter the rules 

of the game, catalytic investment can adjust incentives, 

strengthen democratic governance and enable more 

equitable participation across the food system.

All three pathways, however, engage the complexities as 

well as the opportunities in Africa’s food systems. Real 

transformation will depend not on isolated projects but 

on coordinated investments that shift governance and 

create the conditions for agroecological enterprises to 

thrive. 

Catalytic philanthropy can accelerate these changes by 

supporting systems that are nourishing, inclusive, gender 

equitable and resilient to Africa’s urban and climate 

pressures. 

 

What is the AFSTC?

The African Food Systems Transformation Collective (AFSTC) offers the network and expertise to guide strategic 

philanthropic investment along agroecological principles. At the core of the AFSTC is the secretariat – the African 

Climate Foundation (ACF) and the Department of Science, Technology and Innovation and the National Research 

Foundation’s Centre of Excellence in Food Security (CoE-FS), which convenes African researchers, practitioners and 

advocates. The advisory council provides strategic guidance and reflection, informing the secretariat and research 

network. The expert network translates evidence into strategy, strengthens the credibility of agroecological 

transformation and influences food systems development. 

The AFSTC offers a credible platform for philanthropies seeking to support systemic, African-led change in how 

food is produced, traded and governed.
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INTRODUCTION: 
WHY AFRICA’S FOOD SYSTEMS MUST TRANSFORM

Africa’s food systems are at the centre of the continent’s 

most urgent challenges and its greatest opportunities. 

They determine not only what people eat and how they 

earn a living but also the ways in which land and resources 

are managed and African economies develop. However, 

under severe pressure from intersecting crises, many of 

these systems remain locked into patterns that generate 

vulnerability rather than resilience. 

Compounded by constrained public fiscal and institutional 

capacity, unsustainable industrial agriculture and the rise of 

corporate-dominated value chains continue to marginalise 

small food enterprises and accelerate health and climate 

risks. Although these systems include deeply diverse 

local knowledge, innovative enterprises and vibrant social 

movements, chronic hunger, malnutrition and poverty 

remain widespread, even among those who produce and 

trade food. Understanding why this happens requires 

examining the pressures that these systems face and the 

structural conditions that shape how they operate.

Food insecurity and malnutrition

Across the continent, chronic hunger persists even as obesity 

and diet-related diseases rise. More than 852 million Africans 

face chronic food insecurity, and 300 million experience 

hunger.1 With as many as 70% of African households unable 

to afford a nutritious diet, one in three young children is 

stunted, which permanently affects cognitive development, 

health and productivity across generations.2 At the same 

time, non-communicable diseases linked to obesity are on 

the rise, causing an epidemic of diabetes, hypertension, 

heart disease and cancer.3 

The causes are structural: poverty, inequitable access 

to land and markets, and the growing dominance of 

corporations that promote cheap, ultra-processed foods. 

Simply expanding production, whether by increasing yields 

or bringing more land into cultivation, will not resolve these 

failures. The quality, accessibility and governance of food 

systems need to change.

Urban transitions

Africa’s urban populations are growing at an unprecedented 

rate. This rapid urbanisation is changing how people 

access food, increasing reliance on purchased and often 

ultra-processed foods. Although informal markets remain 

critical to food access, they are under-served by policy and 

infrastructure. 

By straining food systems and governance, rampant urban 

transition locks in patterns favouring industrial monocultures, 

imports and ultra-processing. Without deliberate reform, 

the current development trends of urban food systems may 

deepen nutritional and economic inequities.
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Poverty and livelihoods

Food systems are the backbone of Africa’s economies, 

employing the majority of its workforce. But the smallholders 

and informal traders who grow, trade and prepare food 

face volatile prices, inadequate infrastructure and poor 

access to credit. Women are often systematically excluded 

from owning land, accessing finance or participating in 

cooperative structures that connect producers and markets. 

Climate vulnerability

Even though Africa contributes minimally to global 

greenhouse gas emissions, a large share of our own emissions 

comes from food systems and land-use change. At the same 

time, the continent bears a disproportionate share of the 

consequences of global climate change. Droughts, erratic 

flooding and increased temperatures threaten yields and 

supply chains, exacerbating food and nutritional insecurity, as 

well as resulting in direct income loss for food system workers.

Strengthening food systems is clearly inseparable from 

climate adaptation. Ensuring diverse cropping, restored 

soils and resilient infrastructure, and increasing the number 

of local supply networks are as much climate strategies as 

they are development goals.

Environmental degradation

Africa’s growing population, urbanisation and continued 

economic growth are projected to triple food demand 

by 2050, resulting in an increasing reliance on industrial 

models of production. However, they place greater 

pressure on ecosystems by accelerating soil erosion, 

deforestation, biodiversity loss and water stress. 

Reversing these trends requires a shift from extractive to 

regenerative practices.

Structural inequality

Africa’s food systems have been deeply shaped by 

history. Many of today’s inequities are rooted in legacy 

structures that concentrated land, wealth and power in 

the hands of elites. Unequal governance, export-oriented 

trade patterns and dependency on agricultural and 

industrial inputs and foreign exchange value continue 

to influence African food systems. Real transformation 

means confronting these legacies and restoring agency 

to producers and consumers, ensuring fair access to 

resources and reshaping trade and investment to serve 

Africa’s people and environments first.

The pressures of hunger, urbanisation, precarious 

livelihoods, climate change, environmental degradation 

and enduring inequality are interconnected forces that 

shape how current food systems operate.

Addressing them requires coordinated action that links 

local innovations with policy reform and structural change. 

The following sections outline how agroecology provides 

a framework for this transformation, and where catalytic 

investment can enable it.
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AGROECOLOGY: 
A FRAMEWORK FOR JUST TRANSFORMATION

Agroecology offers a coherent framework for transforming 

food systems in ways that are both sustainable and just. 

It brings together ecological science, local practice and 

social movements with the aim of aligning productivity 

with equity. Far more than small-scale local ecological 

agriculture, agroecology is an integrated approach to 

the organisation of food systems that values diversity, 

participation and resilience.

At the practical level, agroecology promotes farming 

systems that respect African landscapes by conserving soil 

and water, reducing chemical dependence and enhancing 

biodiversity. It is guided by established elements and 

principles. The 10 elements of agroecology include 

diversity, synergies, resilience and responsible governance, 

and its 13 principles entail soil and animal health, fairness 

and connectivity. 

Equally, agroecology recognises that tackling ecological 

challenges to achieve strong food systems is inseparable 

from social and economic reform. Fair markets, secure land 

tenure, women’s leadership and participatory governance 

are as integral to agroecology as composting or crop 

rotation. This coherent focus on both ecological and social 

dimensions offers opportunities for change, particularly 

where entrenched systems and historical inequities resist 

equitable transformation.

This approach aligns with food sovereignty principles, which 

assert people’s right to collectively govern how food is 

produced, processed and distributed. It therefore provides 

a pragmatic structure to reorient existing systems, building 

on Africa’s knowledge, enterprise and ecological wealth. 

By supporting initiatives that are aligned with these 

principles, philanthropic organisations can leverage local 

innovation and energy to achieve systemic changes that 

are nourishing, inclusive and gender equitable as well as 

resilient to Africa’s urban and climate challenges. Strategic 

philanthropic investment can incubate agroecological 

innovations and governance arrangements that enable 

rapid adaptation to food systems crises.
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A NEW MODEL FOR CHANGE: 
PHILANTHROPY’S CATALYTIC ROLE IN 
FOOD SYSTEMS TRANSFORMATION 

To achieve lasting change, the current challenges that 

African food systems face demand systemic, coordinated 

action rather than isolated interventions. Philanthropy has 

a unique opportunity to not just fund projects but to also 

support Africans in shaping the future of their food systems.

Experts and practitioners have long deliberated on how 

to steer Africa’s food systems towards greater equity and 

justice. These processes of change rely on many actors – 

from producers and suppliers to policy-makers, researchers 

and investors – each with distinct roles to play. Yet one role 

is often overlooked: the potentially catalytic contribution of 

philanthropy and grant funding. 

Most development and climate finance still supports 

incremental or technocratic approaches, reinforcing industrial 

agriculture and sidelining small producers. Only 3.3% of 

global climate finance reaches Africa, and only a fraction of 

that supports locally led agroecological initiatives.4

To remedy this imbalance, catalytic philanthropy can make 

targeted interventions that enable innovation, strengthen 

institutions and influence the wider flow of resources.

Our multi-level perspective provides a practical framework 

for action. It recognises that transformation occurs across 

three interlinked levels – niches, regimes and landscapes 

– each requiring different kinds of engagement. This 

approach clarifies that what needs to change differs at 

each level. It ensures that investments are made not only 

at the local level to nurture new practices but also at the 

structural level to remove persistent barriers and shift 

dominant power dynamics. 

The strategy is iterative: successful pilot projects provide 

evidence and develop networks to reform incumbent 

systems, while shifts in the meso- and macro-environments 

create fertile ground for these new ventures to take root, 

connect and scale. This approach nurtures a self-reinforcing 

cycle of transformation.

Theory of change

Our theory of change is that systemic transformation is 

achieved by strategically coupling bottom-up innovation 

with top-down system reform. How does this work in 

practice? Catalytic capital plays a valuable role by de-

risking and strengthening a pipeline of strategic pilots. 

These are African-led ventures and community enterprises 

that demonstrate viable, equitable business models aligned 

with agroecological principles. Incubating and networking 

these ventures creates the necessary evidence, alliances 

and governance platforms for stakeholders to tackle the 

status quo – the policies, subsidies and finance flows that 

currently lock in industrial agriculture. 

Systemic transformation is achieved by 
strategically coupling bottom-up innovation 
with top-down system reform

In this way, philanthropy can galvanise change by 

shifting the rules of the game to prioritise equitable and 

regenerative models. At the same time, funding advocacy 

and governance coalitions can reshape the hostile macro-

environment (such as trade policy and climate finance 

architecture) to create a more favourable context for these 

new systems to adapt to crises and thrive. This facilitates 

a virtuous cycle where successful pilots pressure national 

and city-region food systems to change. In turn, systemic 

shifts enable these projects to scale, ultimately moving 

food systems towards resilience and equity. 
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FIGURE 1: PHILANTHROPIC INVESTMENT IN FOOD SYSTEMS TRANSFORMATION

KEY: ICONS AND ISSUE BRIEFS

Landscape (macro, structural level):
Investing in structural reform at the regional 
to continental levels

10–20+ 
years

Niche (micro, local level)
Investing in local innovations at the individual to 
community levels

3–5 
years

Regime (meso, systems level)
Investing in policy and governance change at 
the city-region to national levels

5–10 
years

Brief 1: Extension and Advisory Services for Agroecological Transitions in Africa

Brief 2: Gender and Women in agroecological Transition

Brief 3: Leveraging the Water–Energy–Food Nexus to Support Agroecological transitions

Brief 4: Harvesting Change: Innovative Strategies for Delivering Food Systems Adaptation Finance for Local-level Impact

Brief 5: Livestock Production: The Catalytic Potential of Africa’s Livestock Sector

Brief 6: The Status of Food Storage, Transport and Logistics Infrastructure in Africa: Experiences from Uganda, Kenya and Ghana

Brief 7: Agroecological Territories and Integrated Landscape Approaches to Advancing Food Systems Transitions in Africa

Brief 8: African Indigenous Foodways

Brief 9: Pan-African and Regional Trade and Policy for the Food Systems Transition

Brief 10: Urban Food Environments

Brief 11: Urban Food Governance at the Subnational Scale

Brief 12: Just Food System Transitions

Brief 13: Agrochemicals in Food Production and Processing

Brief 14: Food Processing, Packaging and Storage

Brief 15: Food Retail, Markets and Informality in Africa

Brief 16: Accelerating Silvopastoralism Agroecology and the Resolution of Conflict Between Herders and Farmers in Africa

Brief 17: Agenda for Competition Reform in Africa for Fair Agrifood Systems

Brief 18: Transitions to Sustainable, Resilient and Equitable Fisheries and Aquaculture in Africa

Brief 19: Land Tenure, Land Reform and Agroecological Transition

https://africanclimatefoundation.org/wp-content/uploads/2025/09/801023_H-African-indigenous-foodways-WEB_r.pdf
https://africanclimatefoundation.org/wp-content/uploads/2025/07/801023_B-Gender-and-Women-in-agroeco-WEB-1.pdf
https://africanclimatefoundation.org/wp-content/uploads/2025/07/801023_D-Innovative-financing_WEB-1.pdf
https://africanclimatefoundation.org/wp-content/uploads/2025/07/801023_Q-Competition-regulation-reform-WEB-1.pdf
https://africanclimatefoundation.org/wp-content/uploads/2025/07/801023_I-Pan-African-and-regional-trade-WEB-1.pdf
https://africanclimatefoundation.org/wp-content/uploads/2025/07/801023_S-Land-tenure-regime_WEB-1.pdf
https://africanclimatefoundation.org/wp-content/uploads/2025/07/801023_L-Just-transitions-WEB-1.pdf
https://africanclimatefoundation.org/wp-content/uploads/2025/09/801023_F-Food-storage-transport-and-trade_WEB-1.pdf
https://africanclimatefoundation.org/wp-content/uploads/2025/08/801023_M-Agrochemicals-WEB-1.pdf
https://africanclimatefoundation.org/wp-content/uploads/2025/08/801023_E-Livestock-WEB-1.pdf
https://africanclimatefoundation.org/wp-content/uploads/2025/08/801023_R-Aquaculture-WEB-1.pdf
https://africanclimatefoundation.org/wp-content/uploads/2025/09/801023_N-Food-processing-storage-and-packing-WEB-1-1.pdf
https://africanclimatefoundation.org/wp-content/uploads/2025/08/801023_A-Extension-and-advisory-WEB-1.pdf
https://africanclimatefoundation.org/wp-content/uploads/2025/08/801023_P-Accelerating-silvopastoralism-WEB-1-1.pdf
https://africanclimatefoundation.org/wp-content/uploads/2025/07/801023_C-Leveraging-WEF-nexus-in-agroecological-05-1.pdf
https://africanclimatefoundation.org/wp-content/uploads/2025/09/801023_J-Food-environments_WEB-1.pdf
https://africanclimatefoundation.org/wp-content/uploads/2025/07/801023_G-Ecosystems-and-territorial-approaches-WEB-2.pdf
https://africanclimatefoundation.org/wp-content/uploads/2025/07/801023_K-Subnational-food-governance_WEB-1.pdf
https://africanclimatefoundation.org/wp-content/uploads/2025/09/801023_O-Food-retail-markets-and-informality-WEB-1-1.pdf
https://africanclimatefoundation.org/wp-content/uploads/2025/08/801023_A-Extension-and-advisory-WEB-1.pdf
https://africanclimatefoundation.org/wp-content/uploads/2025/07/801023_B-Gender-and-Women-in-agroeco-WEB-1.pdf
https://africanclimatefoundation.org/wp-content/uploads/2025/07/801023_C-Leveraging-WEF-nexus-in-agroecological-05-1.pdf
https://africanclimatefoundation.org/wp-content/uploads/2025/07/801023_D-Innovative-financing_WEB-1.pdf
https://africanclimatefoundation.org/wp-content/uploads/2025/09/801023_F-Food-storage-transport-and-trade_WEB-1.pdf
https://africanclimatefoundation.org/wp-content/uploads/2025/08/801023_E-Livestock-WEB-1.pdf
https://africanclimatefoundation.org/wp-content/uploads/2025/09/801023_H-African-indigenous-foodways-WEB_r.pdf
https://africanclimatefoundation.org/wp-content/uploads/2025/07/801023_G-Ecosystems-and-territorial-approaches-WEB-2.pdf
https://africanclimatefoundation.org/wp-content/uploads/2025/07/801023_I-Pan-African-and-regional-trade-WEB-1.pdf
https://africanclimatefoundation.org/wp-content/uploads/2025/09/801023_J-Food-environments_WEB-1.pdf
https://africanclimatefoundation.org/wp-content/uploads/2025/07/801023_K-Subnational-food-governance_WEB-1.pdf
https://africanclimatefoundation.org/wp-content/uploads/2025/07/801023_L-Just-transitions-WEB-1.pdf
https://africanclimatefoundation.org/wp-content/uploads/2025/08/801023_M-Agrochemicals-WEB-1.pdf
https://africanclimatefoundation.org/wp-content/uploads/2025/09/801023_N-Food-processing-storage-and-packing-WEB-1-1.pdf
https://africanclimatefoundation.org/wp-content/uploads/2025/09/801023_O-Food-retail-markets-and-informality-WEB-1-1.pdf
https://africanclimatefoundation.org/wp-content/uploads/2025/08/801023_P-Accelerating-silvopastoralism-WEB-1-1.pdf
https://africanclimatefoundation.org/wp-content/uploads/2025/07/801023_Q-Competition-regulation-reform-WEB-1.pdf
https://africanclimatefoundation.org/wp-content/uploads/2025/08/801023_R-Aquaculture-WEB-1.pdf
https://africanclimatefoundation.org/wp-content/uploads/2025/07/801023_S-Land-tenure-regime_WEB-1.pdf
https://africanclimatefoundation.org/wp-content/uploads/2025/08/801023_A-Extension-and-advisory-WEB-1.pdf
https://africanclimatefoundation.org/wp-content/uploads/2025/07/801023_B-Gender-and-Women-in-agroeco-WEB-1.pdf
https://africanclimatefoundation.org/wp-content/uploads/2025/07/801023_C-Leveraging-WEF-nexus-in-agroecological-05-1.pdf
https://africanclimatefoundation.org/wp-content/uploads/2025/07/801023_D-Innovative-financing_WEB-1.pdf
https://africanclimatefoundation.org/wp-content/uploads/2025/08/801023_E-Livestock-WEB-1.pdf
https://africanclimatefoundation.org/wp-content/uploads/2025/09/801023_F-Food-storage-transport-and-trade_WEB-1.pdf
https://africanclimatefoundation.org/wp-content/uploads/2025/07/801023_G-Ecosystems-and-territorial-approaches-WEB-2.pdf
https://africanclimatefoundation.org/wp-content/uploads/2025/09/801023_H-African-indigenous-foodways-WEB_r.pdf
https://africanclimatefoundation.org/wp-content/uploads/2025/07/801023_I-Pan-African-and-regional-trade-WEB-1.pdf
https://africanclimatefoundation.org/wp-content/uploads/2025/09/801023_J-Food-environments_WEB-1.pdf
https://africanclimatefoundation.org/wp-content/uploads/2025/07/801023_K-Subnational-food-governance_WEB-1.pdf
https://africanclimatefoundation.org/wp-content/uploads/2025/07/801023_L-Just-transitions-WEB-1.pdf
https://africanclimatefoundation.org/wp-content/uploads/2025/08/801023_M-Agrochemicals-WEB-1.pdf
https://africanclimatefoundation.org/wp-content/uploads/2025/09/801023_N-Food-processing-storage-and-packing-WEB-1-1.pdf
https://africanclimatefoundation.org/wp-content/uploads/2025/09/801023_O-Food-retail-markets-and-informality-WEB-1-1.pdf
https://africanclimatefoundation.org/wp-content/uploads/2025/08/801023_P-Accelerating-silvopastoralism-WEB-1-1.pdf
https://africanclimatefoundation.org/wp-content/uploads/2025/07/801023_Q-Competition-regulation-reform-WEB-1.pdf
https://africanclimatefoundation.org/wp-content/uploads/2025/08/801023_R-Aquaculture-WEB-1.pdf
https://africanclimatefoundation.org/wp-content/uploads/2025/07/801023_S-Land-tenure-regime_WEB-1.pdf
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Pathway 1: Nurturing local innovations (micro level)
Change at this level is about transforming practice – how food is produced, processed and distributed. Innovation in 

African food systems is already happening, often in small, overlooked places. Small-scale locally adapted agroecological 

projects can include, for example, agrochemical reduction5 initiatives, solar-powered cold-chain innovation6 and novel 

food processing technologies7 that provide value-added products, such as cookies made with milled sorghum. 

Philanthropic investment can nurture and connect initiatives such as these. Small, flexible grants can de-risk 

experimentation, provide the stability needed to build partnerships and document lessons that inform wider practice. 

Investments in networks and knowledge-sharing platforms also help link producers, processors and consumers, 

amplifying learning along value chains. Refining and scaling out local innovations can take place within a relatively 

short time frame of three to five years.

Pathway 2: Transforming regimes (meso level)
Change at this level is about transforming the status quo – the systems of power, policy and finance that influence 

how food systems function at the city-region to national scale. The regime level is where dominant interests are 

entrenched and where decisions about subsidies, market access and research priorities are made. It is also this wider 

ecosystem of institutions and enterprises that inherently resists transformation as it benefits those in power. Changes 

at this level are generally slower than the development of niche innovations, usually requiring a decade or more. 

However, crises can spark more rapid shifts.

We believe that this is the priority entry point for strategic philanthropy to achieve systemic change. This involves 

changing the policies, incentives and regulatory arrangements that sustain inequity. Funding inclusive governance 

structures that respond to territorial contexts,8 enhance extension services9 and leverage the water–energy–food 

nexus10 can create more favourable environments for agroecological enterprises to thrive, supply markets11 and shift 

food environments12 to enable healthier choices. To support changes in the regime-level governance environment, 

funders can empower networks at the city-region and national scales. 

Pathway 3: Adapting to and reshaping landscapes (macro level)
Change at this level is about transforming the underlying conditions that determine whether equitable systems 

can take hold. Landscapes are the enduring socio-economic patterns that shape the environment in which regimes 

operate, and they are often rooted in historical legacies of inequality. These deep-seated systems include profound 

challenges such as gendered inequality,13 debt, conflict and migration, land tenure injustices14 and climate-financing 

gaps. Landscape-level factors shape the operating environment for food enterprises and regimes from the national 

to the regional to the pan-African scale, and change often occurs only over decades. Periods of crisis and upheaval 

can disrupt landscape-level patterns more rapidly, prompting regimes to transform.

At this level, strategic philanthropy can be used to alter the operating environment itself – to change how power and 

resources flow across regions, within countries and between institutions. Because many African countries face similar 

structural challenges and are positioned similarly within global systems, supporting regional and pan-African alliances 

is essential. This empowers networks and advocacy groups15 to raise their collective voice, influence regional and pan-

African trade,16 competition17 and investment policy, and align development financing18 with agroecological principles.

Strategic funding can build the capacity of multi-country alliances and advocacy networks to influence policy and 

resource flows and to articulate African priorities in global forums. Even where philanthropic organisations focus 

on specific countries, impact is strengthened when they also support regional networks that shape the wider policy 

context. Action at this level helps ensure that the broader political and economic environment becomes more 

conducive to systemic change.
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INVESTABLE OPPORTUNITIES: 
THREE PATHWAYS FOR ACTION

The AFSTC framework translates the three catalytic pathways into concrete entry points for funders. 

19 detailed issue briefs explore catalytic philanthropic opportunities across all three levels. Each level represents a specific 

area and scale of intervention, but they all reinforce one another to unlock deep, just food systems transformations. While 

these issue briefs provide a broad overview of key issues, they are not exhaustive. Several potential areas of food systems 

change and innovation have not yet been explored. 

TABLE 1: DETAILED OVERVIEW OF CATALYTIC PHILANTHROPIC OPPORTUNITIES AT EACH LEVEL OF 
TRANSFORMATION

The categories below are not mutually exclusive and there can be some  overlap between levels. The presentation of 

discrete categories is for illustrative purposes.

Level The change 
needed at 
this level

Scale and 
time frame 

How philanthropies 
can act

Case studies Linked issue 
briefs

1. Niche 
(micro, local):

Investment into 
local innovations 
at the individual 
or community 
level over three 
to five years. 
For example, 
sustainable 
farming, solar 
storage, small-
scale processing 
and seed banks.

Investment 
to address 
the isolation 
and lack of 
resources that 
prevent local 
agroecological 
innovations 
from scaling.

Impact 
occurs at the 
individual, 
community 
or district 
level.

Time frame: 
short to 
medium 
term (three–
five years).

Funders could: 

Provide small, flexible 
grants to de-risk the 
experimentation and 
adoption of food value 
chain innovations (e.g. 
solar pumps, irrigation, 
drying, milling, 
packaging, warehousing, 
refrigeration, 
intermediate transport)

Meat Naturally 
(South Africa): supports 
approximately 
1,500 farmers with training 
in sustainable cattle 
farming, grazing and 
herd management, and 
provides mobile auctions 
and abattoirs to improve 
market access

 

Fund grassroots 
initiatives such as seed 
banks, peer-based 
learning and extension 
services

AkoFresh (Ghana): 
provides solar-powered 
cold storage to extend 
crop shelf life, offers a 
mobile app to connect 
farmers to buyers, and 
reduces food losses

Cultivate enterprise 
networks to share 
learnings and to spread 
knowledge and impact

Sorghum and cassava 
processing (Ghana, Kenya, 
Malawi): provides small 
solar-powered drying and 
milling facilities for local 
staples

African Centre for 
Biodiversity (regional): 
provides advocacy 
and training to reduce 
agrochemical use and 
strengthen community 
control over seeds

https://africanclimatefoundation.org/wp-content/uploads/2025/08/801023_E-Livestock-WEB-1.pdf
https://africanclimatefoundation.org/wp-content/uploads/2025/08/801023_M-Agrochemicals-WEB-1.pdf
https://africanclimatefoundation.org/wp-content/uploads/2025/08/801023_R-Aquaculture-WEB-1.pdf
https://africanclimatefoundation.org/wp-content/uploads/2025/09/801023_N-Food-processing-storage-and-packing-WEB-1-1.pdf
https://africanclimatefoundation.org/wp-content/uploads/2025/09/801023_F-Food-storage-transport-and-trade_WEB-1.pdf
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Level The change 
needed at 
this level

Scale and 
time frame 

How philanthropies 
can act

Case studies Linked issue 
briefs

2. Regime 
(meso, systems):

Investment 
tackles policy 
and governance 
change at the 
city-region to 
national levels 
over 10 or more 
years, focused 
on connecting 
stakeholders, 
supporting local 
procurement 
and shifting 
power from large 
corporations.

Investment to 
address unfair 
policies and 
governance 
structures that 
favour large 
corporations 
and exclude 
smaller food 
enterprises 
from decision-
making 
processes.

City-region 
to national 
scale. 
Includes 
multi-
stakeholder 
coalitions.

Time frame: 
medium 
term 
(10 years or 
more). 

Funders could: 

Support city-region 
multi-stakeholder food 
governance initiatives 
to convene and connect 
farmers, processors, 
traders, civil society 
organisations and 
government officials

Seed and Knowledge 
Initiative (Southern 
Africa – Malawi, 
South Africa, 
Zambia, Zimbabwe): 
strengthens farmer-
led seed systems, and 
increases crop diversity

 

Fund resource networks 
promoting territorial 
and ecosystem-based 
approaches and 
silvopastoralism

Amalinda and Gonubie 
Farmers Market (South 
Africa): provides direct-
to-consumer platforms 
for small producers

Support agroecological 
innovation, certification 
and participatory 
guarantee systems

Mbale Good Food 
Council and Parliament 
(Uganda): brings 
farmers, traders and 
officials together 
to improve food 
production, markets 
and governance

Promote the application 
of World Economic Forum 
(WEF) nexus principles to 
technical innovations (e.g. 
solar-powered irrigation, 
milling, refrigeration)

Resilient Municipal 
Markets Fund (ReMark) 
(regional): helps cities 
attract investment for 
urban food markets 
through grants and 
low-interest loans

Finance advocacy to 
establish inclusive and 
place-based governance 
platforms and change 
policies that favour large 
corporations, cartels 
and monopolies, which 
perpetuate the status quo

Participatory Ecological 
Land Use Management 
(PELUM) Network (East 
and Southern Africa): 
promotes agroecology 
through training, 
participatory research 
and advocacy for 
smallholder farmersSupport and promote 

government capacity-
building to govern food 
systems and environments 
at the city-region scale

Support technical and 
infrastructural innovation 
in food markets

Help governments buy 
food from smallholder 
farmers and smaller 
processors instead of 
imports

https://africanclimatefoundation.org/wp-content/uploads/2025/07/801023_G-Ecosystems-and-territorial-approaches-WEB-2.pdf
https://africanclimatefoundation.org/wp-content/uploads/2025/07/801023_K-Subnational-food-governance_WEB-1.pdf
https://africanclimatefoundation.org/wp-content/uploads/2025/07/801023_C-Leveraging-WEF-nexus-in-agroecological-05-1.pdf
https://africanclimatefoundation.org/wp-content/uploads/2025/08/801023_P-Accelerating-silvopastoralism-WEB-1-1.pdf
https://africanclimatefoundation.org/wp-content/uploads/2025/08/801023_A-Extension-and-advisory-WEB-1.pdf
https://africanclimatefoundation.org/wp-content/uploads/2025/09/801023_J-Food-environments_WEB-1.pdf
https://africanclimatefoundation.org/wp-content/uploads/2025/09/801023_O-Food-retail-markets-and-informality-WEB-1-1.pdf
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Level The change 
needed at 
this level

Scale and 
time frame 

How philanthropies 
can act

Case studies Linked issue 
briefs

3. Landscape 
(macro, 
structural):

Investment into 
structural reform 
across regions 
and continents 
over 10 to 
20 years. For 
example, trade 
rules, land rights 
and climate 
finance.

Investment 
to address 
deep structural 
barriers 
including 
legacies of 
inequality and 
unjust land 
systems.

Scale spans 
national, 
regional and 
continental 
levels. Includes 
pan-African 
networks and 
multi-country 
alliances.

Time frame: 
long term 
(10–20 years or 
more).

Funders could: 

Build networks of 
pan-African and 
regional organisations 
advocating for food 
system reform

African Market 
Observatory (East 
and Southern Africa): 
exposes fertiliser market 
domination by large 
importers, reveals price 
inflation, and provides 
data for advocacy to 
strengthen smallholders 
and small and medium 
enterprises

Finance campaigns to 
change regional trade 
rules that disadvantage 
smaller African food 
enterprises

Green Belt Movement 
(Kenya): addresses 
environmental damage 
and land inequality, 
promotes secure 
community land rights, 
and trains communities in 
sustainable farming and 
agroforestry

Resource institutional 
capabilities to regulate 
competition and 
to counter cartel 
behaviour

Conservation Agriculture 
(Malawi): empowers 
women farmers in 
Ntcheu District to adopt 
labour-saving tools, 
and establishes savings 
groups to close gender 
gaps

Mobilise climate finance 
initiatives to support 
agroecology

Adopt and promote 
innovative financing 
approaches that build 
financing infrastructure 
and capacity at the local 
and national levels

Promote and validate 
indigenous African 
foodways and 
biodiversity through 
festivals, media and 
knowledge co-creation

Finance advocacy for 
fairer land governance 
and access for 
communities

Mainstream gender 
equity across all 
initiatives

https://africanclimatefoundation.org/wp-content/uploads/2025/07/801023_I-Pan-African-and-regional-trade-WEB-1.pdf
https://africanclimatefoundation.org/wp-content/uploads/2025/07/801023_Q-Competition-regulation-reform-WEB-1.pdf
https://africanclimatefoundation.org/wp-content/uploads/2025/07/801023_B-Gender-and-Women-in-agroeco-WEB-1.pdf
https://africanclimatefoundation.org/wp-content/uploads/2025/07/801023_L-Just-transitions-WEB-1.pdf
https://africanclimatefoundation.org/wp-content/uploads/2025/07/801023_D-Innovative-financing_WEB-1.pdf
https://africanclimatefoundation.org/wp-content/uploads/2025/07/801023_S-Land-tenure-regime_WEB-1.pdf
https://africanclimatefoundation.org/wp-content/uploads/2025/09/801023_H-African-indigenous-foodways-WEB_r.pdf
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PRINCIPLES FOR TRANSFORMATIVE 
PHILANTHROPY

When philanthropic strategies align with the principles 

of agroecology, they support food systems that are 

sustainable, resilient, inclusive and just, moving beyond 

short-term projects towards flexible, long-term investment 

in systemic change.

	❙ Decentralise power – fund participatory, locally led 

grant-making: philanthropic organisations should 

back locally driven decision-making, and work directly 

with food systems workers, especially women and the 

youth, to co-design and run initiatives that reflect their 

needs and knowledge. By doing so, philanthropies can 

support the principle of subsidiarity and participation 

in agroecology and ensure that interventions are 

context-specific and culturally appropriate.

	❙ Develop territorial approaches – integrate, 

don’t silo: effective philanthropy connects the 

different parts of local food systems rather than 

funding isolated projects. Territorial approaches link 

producers, markets and governance structures in a 

defined area, ensuring that investments are coherent 

and culturally grounded.

	❙  Prioritise systemic change – avoid false solutions: 

funders should avoid narrow technological or market 

‘fixes’ that deliver short-term results but fail to 

alter underlying structures. The focus should be on 

shifting policy, governance and power relations that 

sustain inequality, aiming for deeper reform across 

regimes and landscapes that address the root causes 

of climate change and food insecurity.

	❙ Enhance transparency and accountability: 

participatory grantmaking models, where community 

groups help decide funding priorities, can strengthen 

trust and ensure fairer, more inclusive governance. By 

doing so, philanthropies can uphold the principle of 

participatory governance in agroecology and build 

trust with the communities they serve.

	❙ Fund for the long game: shift from short-term 

project cycles to patient, flexible capital that 

supports systemic change. Prioritise community-

driven initiatives, participatory programme design 

and budgeting, research informed by local and 

traditional knowledge, and enterprise-led innovation 

to ensure sustainability.

By addressing these principles, philanthropies can 

catalyse transformative change in Africa’s food systems, 

aligning with agroecological principles to achieve food 

and nutrition security, environmental health, climate 

resilience and social equity.
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