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Abstract: Understanding the dynamics of food production is critical to improving food security.
This is particularly important in regions that rely on subsistence agriculture with little adaptive
capacity to climate change. Sorghum plays an important role in food security in some of the poorest
parts of the world. This article reviews the literature to identify and examine the major factors
affecting sorghum production in three major production regions. Factors were not categorized ex ante
but rather determined from the review. Ten major factors were identified as having notable impacts on
sorghum production: climate change, population growth/economic development, non-food demand,
agricultural inputs, demand for other crops, agricultural resources scarcity, biodiversity, cultural
influence, price and armed conflict. This synthesis revealed that (1) multiple factors simultaneously
affect sorghum production; (2) the effect of each factor is greatly influenced by the magnitude and
certainty of one or more other factors; and, (3) factors differ in relevance and degree with regard to
geography. Generally, improved agricultural inputs, population growth/economic development and
climate change have substantial influence on sorghum production. However, local dynamics likely
go beyond these broad trends and more exhaustive, locally-focused studies are needed for actionable
planning purposes.

Keywords: food insecurity; global agricultural; sorghum; climate change; adaptation; subsistence
production

1. Introduction

Food production per capita over recent decades has been rising globally, except in Africa [1].
There is a global rise in demand for crops, and a further demand increase of 59–98% is expected by
2050 [2]. Yield gaps are a concern. They may be due to extreme weather, crop diversification, amount of
inputs used, farm management, and pests and diseases [3].

With population growth, meat consumption is projected to go up by 40% from 2000 to 2050 [4],
as increased affluence will drive up the demand for animal products and other food types (Figure 1).
Climate change affects soil and water resources, because higher water temperatures may lead to water
quality reduction [5], and flood-plain agriculture might be affected by increasing floods. Water scarcity
is expected to affect nearly two billion people by 2025 [4] and become a bigger problem in urban areas
with increasing global warming [6]. The Food and Agriculture Organization (FAO) estimates that,
by 2050, over three billion tons of cereal will be used for food and non-food purposes [7]. The growth
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of meat consumption and the biofuel market will place an increased demand on grains that are
traditionally used for food and feed [4,8]. Crop production for animal feed is more energy wasteful [4],
as almost 95% of food energy available to mankind is lost when diets do not directly utilize cereals
(that is, eating meat of animals fed on cereals as opposed to eating cereals directly) [9].
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There have been impressive successes with respect to improving yields through biotechnology but
these triumphs have been limited to rich northern hemisphere countries [11]. Traditional crop varieties
have a range of resistance to different pests and diseases, and farmers prefer to grow an aggregate
of varieties on their land to combat local pests and diseases [4], but in some regions armed conflict
disrupts food production through destruction of land and human fatalities [12]. Low crop production
increases food imports [13] and the regions that depend on food imports are largely susceptible to
international markets’ price fluctuations [14].

The effects of these factors are not globally homogenous and depend on and affect the
environmental, socio-economic and political conditions of a particular area. More specifically,
food production varies in each of the study regions and is associated with their natural environment,
socio-economic resources and population size, and therefore the ability to secure a reliable and
abundant food supply depends on those factors [3].

There is no recent comprehensive assessment of factors affecting sorghum production at the global
level. The last one, conducted by the International Crops Research Institute for the Semi-arid Tropics
(ICRISAT), and the Food and Agriculture Organization of the United Nations, dates to 1996 [15].
There are some studies that take a limited regional focus and look at multiple crops [16,17], particularly
in Sub-Saharan Africa and South Asia, due to the challenges these regions face. Previous work on
sorghum has focused on those regions as well [18]. Similarly, recent work has considered climate
change impacts on a crop [19]. This review more holistically assesses the issues impacting sorghum
production. Its approach is broader than one taken by a recent review article on the challenges facing
roots, tubers and bananas [20], which aimed at determining where to target investment in order to
improve yields. Considering very different production regions in the analysis allows for a more
comprehensive assessment of the breadth of challenges sorghum faces and its potential.

Thus, the aim of this review is to examine the existing literature in order to identify the primary
drivers of sorghum production in key production regions, and to develop insights into how the
dynamics of these factors determine the level of sorghum production in an area. The major regional
factors that impact global sorghum production are synthesized for each region and conceptually ranked
based on their interrelatedness and effects on sorghum production at the country level. The results
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show that improved agricultural inputs, population growth/economic development and climate
change have substantial influence on sorghum production although at varying degrees of certainty
depending on the country and/or region.

This study can provide insights on the differences between major global sorghum production
systems and describe the influence of various factors on production within countries to better
understand the challenges faced in vulnerable parts of the world that are highly dependent on
sorghum. Figure 2 outlines the key variables known to play significant roles in global crop production.
The results of this assessment can be helpful to policymakers interested in promoting sustainable
sorghum production in the future, and to researchers interested in focusing on specific critical factors
affecting sorghum production.
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2. Sorghum

Sorghum is the fifth most produced grain globally. This two-meter tall plant from the grass
family is often grown in regions that have high temperatures and lower rainfall. In wetter regions,
its production is lower than that of more lucrative crops such as Oryza sativa (rice) and Zea mays (maize).
Sorghum is a particularly essential crop in Africa, second to maize, as the staple grain for millions of
people [21]. Although it is mainly consumed as a grain, sorghum is also prepared into a wide variety of
other food products such as porridges, breads, lactic and alcoholic beverages, and weaning meals [21].

2.1. Crop Growth Requirements

Sorghum is a warm short cycle annual, adapted to withstand higher average temperatures than
most other cereal crops [9]. After germination, average temperatures between 24 ◦C to 27 ◦C are ideal
for best yields. Low temperatures can be limiting to sorghum growth [22] and most plants will die
when exposed to below freezing temperatures [23]. Sorghum is often grown in regions that get between
350–700 mm of precipitation annually [21]. As a predominantly rain-fed crop, its yield depends largely
on its drought resistance. The ideal soil moisture during germination ranges between 25% and 50%
of field capacity [24] and the sorghum plant can survive flooding events as it is more tolerant of wet
soils [21,23]. Sorghum is often grown in shallow to medium deep or light to medium-textured soils
and/or medium to deep soils of high-water capacity after the rainy reason [22].
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Sorghum yield is partly determined by the varieties of cultivars and the cultural practices of the
region. For example, over many generations, most African sorghum farmers have selected varieties
that cater to their environmental conditions and food preferences, thus the actual number of distinct
traditional sorghums on the continent could range into the thousands [25]. Since sorghum is not only
a food crop, varieties are chosen to meet specific uses. For example, in some stress areas low-yield,
high resistant varieties are grown for straw in addition to grain [26] while cultivars with low amounts
of tannins are preferred as staple grains [9]. When increased production is required, farmers often
extend into marginal lands as opposed to intensive production of the existing acreage.

2.2. Sorghum Diversity

Sorghum is a very genetically diverse crop both in cultivated and wild species [27], with the
Sorghum bicolor ssp. bicolor as the majority bearer of commercial varieties. Sorghum’s five races are
known as bicolor, guinea, caudatum, kafir and durra. The greatest variation within the sorghum genus
is found in Ethiopia-Sudan (northeast Africa) where it is likely to have originated [28] (Figure 3).
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Durra is the oldest and most drought-tolerant of the five races, originating in Ethiopia and later
evolved in West Asia, where it remained widespread in semiarid areas [25,30]. In Africa, durra is
found in the region from the Horn of Africa/East Sahel to the West. Guinea sorghum is widely adapted
in the wetter West Africa (western Nigeria to Senegal) and the caudatum race is associated with the
Chari-Nile speaking Africans of the eastern savannah [30] and largely extends from eastern Nigeria,
Chad and western Sudan [25]. Kafir is mainly grown in areas from Tanzania to South Africa. The high
variation in sorghum is evident in the fact that over 18 subspecies were at one time recognized by
scientists [25].

Sorghum diversified according to local ecological conditions and the desired crop uses through
selection and hybridization with wild sorghum [28,31]. Due to the highly variable climate in
the production regions, adaptable varieties were either developed or imported from other areas,
which brought about inter-variety crossbreeding at the local level [32]. In a comparison study over a
26-year period (1976–2003), researchers found that sorghum genetic diversity in Niger has undergone
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minimal losses with variation driven by the cultural identity of the farmers [32]. In another similar
study done in southern Somalia, it was found that the high genetic diversity in 20 accessions of
landraces sampled was quite possibly due to the deliberate actions of farmers to satisfy their needs [33].
Both studies suggest that farmer practices play a large part in the dynamics of genetic diversity of
crops [34,35], particularly in regions where subsistence farming is practiced.

Sorghum varieties in the Sahel have often been used as ex-situ collections to promote variability in
farms. A study showed that for many of the major subsistence crops, genetic diversity is being
maintained on farms that utilize traditional landraces and wild varieties [35]. There is a large
unexploited variability in sorghum genetics in relationship to plant type, grain type, adaptability and
yield capacity. Sorghum’s genetic potential has been overlooked and it is far less developed than that
of other major crops [25]. This will likely change, as many of the known global breadbaskets, rice lands
and corn belts, may become more suitable for sorghum production due to climate change [25].

2.3. Global Sorghum Production

Sorghum is grown all over the world (Figure 4). In Asia, the major growing nations are China,
Pakistan, India, Korea and Thailand. In Sub-Saharan Africa, sorghum has significant presence in
38 countries. It is grown in the United States and Mexico in North America and Argentina, Nicaragua,
Peru, Uruguay, Honduras, Brazil, Colombia, El Salvador, Guatemala, Haiti and Venezuela in South
America. It is also grown in the European countries of France, Italy, Spain, Romania and Albania [36]
and produced in Australia. More than 90% of total global sorghum harvested areas are in Africa and
Asia [36,37], with Africa accounting for 61% of the area and 41% of production and Asia accounting for
22% of the area and 18% of production [37]. Over 61 million metric tons of sorghum were produced in
2013 with the top producers (in amount) being the United States, Nigeria, Mexico, India and Sudan.
The majority of sorghum production was in Africa (41%), followed by the Americas (38%) and then
Asia (18%) (Table 1). Remarkably, Israel, Jordan, France and Italy have historically had the highest
yields on relativity small cultivated areas [36].

Sustainability 2019, 11, x FOR PEER REVIEW 5 of 18 

landraces sampled was quite possibly due to the deliberate actions of farmers to satisfy their needs 
[33]. Both studies suggest that farmer practices play a large part in the dynamics of genetic diversity 
of crops [34,35], particularly in regions where subsistence farming is practiced. 

Sorghum varieties in the Sahel have often been used as ex-situ collections to promote variability 
in farms. A study showed that for many of the major subsistence crops, genetic diversity is being 
maintained on farms that utilize traditional landraces and wild varieties [35]. There is a large 
unexploited variability in sorghum genetics in relationship to plant type, grain type, adaptability and 
yield capacity. Sorghum’s genetic potential has been overlooked and it is far less developed than that 
of other major crops [25]. This will likely change, as many of the known global breadbaskets, rice 
lands and corn belts, may become more suitable for sorghum production due to climate change [25]. 

2.3. Global Sorghum Production 

Sorghum is grown all over the world (Figure 4). In Asia, the major growing nations are China, 
Pakistan, India, Korea and Thailand. In Sub-Saharan Africa, sorghum has significant presence in 38 
countries. It is grown in the United States and Mexico in North America and Argentina, Nicaragua, 
Peru, Uruguay, Honduras, Brazil, Colombia, El Salvador, Guatemala, Haiti and Venezuela in South 
America. It is also grown in the European countries of France, Italy, Spain, Romania and Albania [36] 
and produced in Australia. More than 90% of total global sorghum harvested areas are in Africa and 
Asia [36,37], with Africa accounting for 61% of the area and 41% of production and Asia accounting 
for 22% of the area and 18% of production [37]. Over 61 million metric tons of sorghum were 
produced in 2013 with the top producers (in amount) being the United States, Nigeria, Mexico, India 
and Sudan. The majority of sorghum production was in Africa (41%), followed by the Americas (38%) 
and then Asia (18%) (Table 1). Remarkably, Israel, Jordan, France and Italy have historically had the 
highest yields on relativity small cultivated areas [36]. 

 
Figure 4. Global sorghum output under rain-fed conditions for the year 2010. Source: [38]. 

Table 1. Global sorghum production by tonnage (in millions) per region. 

Region 2000 2005 2010 2013 2015 
World 55.8 59.6 60.0 61.3 63.5 
Africa 18.4 24.8 24.7 25.7 24.8 

N. C. America 18.0 15.7 15.9 16.4 17.2 
South America 4.9 5.3 6.2 6.8 5.5 

Asia 11.3 18.2 10.5 8.7 8.0 
Europe 0.7 0.5 0.7 1.1 0.9 

Oceania incl. Australia 2.1 2.0 1.6 2.2 2.1 
Source: [10,39]. 

Figure 4. Global sorghum output under rain-fed conditions for the year 2010. Source: [38].



Sustainability 2019, 11, 2135 6 of 18

Table 1. Global sorghum production by tonnage (in millions) per region.

Region 2000 2005 2010 2013 2015

World 55.8 59.6 60.0 61.3 63.5
Africa 18.4 24.8 24.7 25.7 24.8

N. C. America 18.0 15.7 15.9 16.4 17.2
South America 4.9 5.3 6.2 6.8 5.5

Asia 11.3 18.2 10.5 8.7 8.0
Europe 0.7 0.5 0.7 1.1 0.9

Oceania incl. Australia 2.1 2.0 1.6 2.2 2.1

Source: [10,39].

Sorghum can thrive in both temperate and tropical climates as it has a high photosynthetic
efficiency [25]. In the drier ranges, it is commonly replaced by pearl millet (Africa, India) or foxtail
millet (India, China), and in the wetter ranges by maize [30]. Sorghum has a short maturity period and
the highest food production per unit of energy spent [25]. It can be grown under different conditions
(rain-fed, irrigated, seedling transplanting or rationing), making it suitable for both subsistence and
commercial farming. Post-harvest, its versatility allows the whole plant to be consumed/utilized for a
variety of uses (broom-making, firewood, animal feed, fuel, food) and prepared in a number of ways
(boiled, cracked, malted, baked and popped) [25].

Global sorghum production increased by 25% between the 1960s and 1980s [37]. In the 1980s,
two thirds of production was from developed countries. Production in Asia has been increasing.
By 2008, Asia accounted for one quarter of global production [37]. Since the 1980s, sorghum-cultivated
areas have remained constant, save for a slight decline in developed countries [37]. In the last half
decade, globally, sorghum cultivated areas have been reduced by 5% [40] down to 44 million hectares
between 2006 and 2008 [32]. Importantly, developed countries account for only 8% of the area but are
responsible for 22% of global production due to high yields [37].

Sorghum Production Challenges

Globally, sorghum still remains below its yield potential. The reasons lie in its traditional
reputation as a coarse grain used primarily as animal feed and dubbed ‘the poor man’s food’,
reserved for low income populations [25]. Sorghum is difficult to process into food-quality form,
unlike other cereals. Although its nutrient composition does not largely differ from maize or Triticum
aestivum (wheat), brown sorghum has tannins that inhibit the assimilation of nutrients during digestion
and the crop has general low digestibility [25].

Due to market deregulation, price support policies for sorghum have often been greatly reduced
or just simply eliminated in favor of subsidies for maize, rice and wheat [37]. Between the 1980s to
the mid-2000s, sorghum production declined largely due to policy measures in Asia, North America
and Europe affecting both supply and consumer preferences [37]. The global sorghum price is mainly
determined by the demand for sorghum feed. As the largest feed exporter, the United States dictates
the global price trends [37]. In the 1980s, the establishment of hybrids and new drought resistant
varieties increased yields and the export price of sorghum declined. Briefly in 1984, the price increased
when sorghum demand went up as a result of the trade ban on maize from the former U.S.S.R.; but in
the following years, up until 2000, the price continued to decline due to decreased demand in United
States, the former U.S.S.R. and China because of changes in policy, wheat surpluses and increases in
India’s production [37]. After 2000, prices rose as a result of the growing biofuel industry, the demand
for sorghum in the manufacture of bio-ethanol and the shortage of maize feed grain in Europe.

Because sorghum is often grown as a subsistence crop, its local price can be relatively insulated
from the world price. There is evidence, however, that in urban markets there is a long run relationship
between world and domestic consumer prices, but domestic prices do not adjust fast to changes in
world prices [41]. Thus, subsistence production countries are shielded from global price shocks, but it
may make them more vulnerable to droughts and other climate change impacts. This appears to have
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been the case in Niger in 2006, for example [42], and may explain why sorghum prices were highly
volatile in Africa and central America between 2000 and 2012 [43]. Sorghum is one of the few crops for
which price volatility has increased in recent years [44]. The literature on impacts of climate change on
sorghum yields indicates that there will be substantial yield reductions and increased volatility from
West Africa and Botswana to India [45–47]. It is likely that sorghum production will face intensified
challenges in the future, and populations who depend on sorghum as a staple will have to confront
increased food insecurity.

3. Sorghum Production: A Regional Assessment

Africa, North America and Asia are the top sorghum producing regions (see Table 1). In Asia,
production is dominated by China and India, while in North America, the United States and Mexico
are the top producers. In Africa, Nigeria and Sudan are leading producers of sorghum. This review
focused on Nigeria and Burkina Faso (ranked first and third in African production, respectively) that
partly lie in the west Sahel, a region well known to suffer from food insecurity. An understanding of
the characteristics of sorghum production in this part of the Sahel relative to other strong sorghum
producing regions can provide valuable insights on what factors to consider to improve production
and secure food supply.

3.1. Sorghum in Asia

The introduction of sorghum to Asia is not well documented, though the crop is believed to have
first reached India late in the second century and then spread to China, most likely through the Mongol
conquest [30]. Sorghum production in Asia was stagnant at 20 million tons from the 1960s to the early
1990s [48]. Although sorghum yields had increased, they were offset by the decline in cultivated areas
which shifted to more economically valuable crops like rice, maize and wheat [48]. In mainland Asia,
sorghum is used in India, Burma, Pakistan and China for the production of roti (flatbread), porridge,
starch, and as input in alcoholic beer manufacturing. However, its use as animal fodder has rapidly
increased over the last five decades as the demand of animal products has expanded in the region [48].
Additionally, the growing urban populations’ demands for fruits and vegetables have begun to have
impacts on sorghum cultivation areas [30]. Current yields of sorghum in Asia are closer to global
averages, with cultivation concentrated within India and China [37]. Global production increased
by 51% from 1960 to 2009, mostly through improvements in breeding technology. Overall, though,
Asia’s fraction of the total global production has decreased [40].

3.1.1. India

In 2000, India was the second largest producer of sorghum (after the United States), holding the
largest cultivated area [49], but the country now ranks 5th behind Mexico, Sudan and Nigeria [50].
Sorghum is the country’s third most important crop, and is grown on 11 million hectares, mainly in
the semiarid regions [49]. It is believed that sorghum was introduced from East Africa (Somalia to
Mozambique) by 1000 BC on board dhows as seamen provisions [25]. Currently, India accounts for
over 70% of the total sorghum production on the continent and has four times the cultivated area of all
other Asian countries combined [48], yet it has yields below the Asian average [51].

The sorghum race grown in India is the drought tolerant durra, and improved varieties have
been developed over the decades [25]. Sorghum is cultivated during the rainy kharif (June–October)
and post-rainy rabi (September–January) seasons with over 90% of production purely rain-fed [48].
Kharif sorghum, a yellow grain, is grown on over 53% of the production area and it accounts for 63%
of production. Kharif sorghum is high yielding, though it generally has a lower market price than
the white grain, rabi, that dries under warmer weather and has a higher quality but lower yield [30].
Kharif is mostly grown in the states of Maharashtra, Karnataka and Madhya Pradesh, but, due to
rain-induced molding, it tends to be less profitable than the rabi [49]. Grain mold significantly reduces
both yield and quality of sorghum and is greatly influenced by environmental factors such as rainfall,
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temperature, pH, humidity and the type of storage structure [52]. Most of sorghum production uses
minimal agricultural inputs [30]. Only a small amount of sorghum is irrigated, usually forage sorghum
in the semiarid temperate states of Punjab, Haryana and western Uttar Pradesh [37]. Sorghum’s major
advantage in India is its ability to withstand the black-cotton soils (vertisols) that are clayey and often
difficult to farm due to the highly fluctuating water tables [25,53].

Cultivated areas declined annually by 3% since the 1980s as sorghum was replaced by
sunflower, soybeans and cotton [37]. Affluence drew populations to consume more wheat and
rice, whose extended keeping quality and easy preparation were preferred [54]. The low demand for
sorghum in traditional uses is reflected in its low market price relative to other crops, and it is only in
a few select rural areas where sorghum demand increases with increased income [48], indicating that
sorghum is generally considered an inferior good in India.

Vegetarianism is widespread in India, however there is a significant majority (74%) of the
population who eats poultry and mutton. With the increase in purchasing power and population
growth, meat consumption and feed demand are forecast to keep increasing [49]. Although research
has found advantages in using sorghum in poultry feed, the grain is still considered a second-best
option in animal feed due to its traditional reputation, low palatability and digestibility, damage-risk
during storage, and limited seasonal availability. Thus, sorghum is often used when maize is rationed
or too expensive [49]. In the urban and peri-urban areas, the demand for fodder by the dairy industry
is high and farmers often sell sorghum stalks as animal feed [30].

In India, the price of feed sorghum is 5–15 % lower than that of maize, and it has been suggested
that increasing this difference could boost its attractiveness in the feed industry. However, the selling
price of rainy season sorghum is often dictated by the quality of the grain, which can decrease from
deterioration during storage [37,49]. Producer prices for sorghum are higher in India than anywhere
else in the world as consumers are willing to pay for higher quality post-rainy season grain [37].

Alcohol production in the country creates a demand for damaged grains as the alcohol distillation
technology can utilize blackened sorghum grains unlike the feed and food sectors. Sorghum alcohol
generates the least pollution and, unlike molasses-based batches, produces sulphate-free alcohol. Also,
byproducts can be used as animal feed [49]. To a smaller degree, sorghum is used in starch production,
however, this tends to happen only when there is a shortage of maize. Maize is preferred as sorghum
is abrasive and causes grinding machinery wear and tear [49].

3.1.2. China

China is the eighth global producer. It uses sorghum for human food (30%), animal feed
and alcoholic beverages [48,50,54,55]. Sorghum was introduced through the spreading of Indian
cultivars, during the silkworm trade or directly from the eastern coast of Africa by returning Chinese
seamen [25,54]. China follows India in cultivated area and production. Between the 1930s and 1950s,
sorghum was grown as a traditional cereal on 10 million hectares, but the production area drastically
declined to about 2 million hectares by 1990 [48] and then further to 0.6 million hectares by 2008 [37].
However, production has remained constant due to the impressive increases in yields that are nearly
four times those of India.

Since the 1970s, there has been a shift away from sorghum production for human consumption,
which decreased by two million tons in 1990. This corresponded to a decrease in sorghum area,
and area increases in the more profitable maize [37]. Instead, sorghum has gained popularity as
animal fodder, and in recent years the country has invested in research on improved cultivars for
this purpose [48]. Still, in the semiarid and arid rural areas, sorghum remains a major part of the
population’s diet [48]. China is also a major exporter of sorghum grain [48]. The major commercial use
of sorghum in China has been the production of a popular alcoholic beverage, Baijiu [30].
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3.2. Sorghum in North America

The major growing countries in the continent are the United States and Mexico. Sorghum was
officially introduced in the mid-nineteenth century as ‘guinea corn’ that arrived from West Africa
during the slave trade [54]. Sorghum production is primarily targeted towards animal feed. The United
States and Mexico are the major consumers of feed sorghum [30], accounting for 80% of total
global production.

3.2.1. United States

Benjamin Franklin, who cultivated sorghum seeds off an imported broom, was the first to record
the use of sorghum in the United States [56]. In the nineteenth century, ‘broomcorn’ was utilized as a
raw material in broom manufacturing. Sorghum was first grown on the eastern coast, spreading to the
west coast by 1900 [25]. Sweet sorghum was introduced in the mid-1800s and used to produce syrup,
but due to the rise of corn syrup, production of sorghum syrup never became large-scale. Sorghum
syrup today is still used in rural villages in the south [57]. In the early 1900s, sudangrass (a type
of sorghum grown primarily as fodder) was introduced and used for animal feed throughout the
country [25]. The United States is the most significant producer of this crop, accounting for 17% of
world production on only 6% of global cultivated area [37]. The grain is mainly grown in the variable,
low-rainfall plains in the central and southern parts of the country, in Texas, Missouri, Nebraska and
Kansas, and most of it is exported to Mexico and Japan [25,53].

In the sorghum belt (South Dakota to South Texas), sorghum is mainly grown in dry areas on
ultisols and mollisols soil types [53]. In Texas, sorghum is grown in drylands under irrigation as an
annual often rotated with cotton, corn, soybean, wheat and peanuts. In the 1940s, the southern states
accounted for nearly two thirds of the country’s production [57]. Sorghum area declined starting in
the 1980s, due to changes in agricultural support policies that favored drought-tolerant maize varieties
over sorghum [37]. Surprisingly, yield improvements in sorghum have outweighed other cereals in
the United States [25]. Any further increases in sorghum production in the United States will depend
on the introduction of new varieties tolerant of early and mid-season cold temperatures that cause
cold stress during emergence [58].

Currently, nearly 40% of domestic sorghum is used in the production of ethanol [56]. Sorghum is
also grown for commercial seed production for the domestic and export markets [59].

3.2.2. Mexico

Mexico ranks second in global sorghum production [50]. Sorghum is the third largest crop in
area and value after maize and cotton, contributing to 10% of total production [59]. The changes
associated with sorghum production have been termed the country’s second ‘Green Revolution’ [25].
This revolution came in the form of a 2772 percent increase in sorghum production between the late
1950s to early 1980s with over 1.5 million hectares planted [25]. Prior to 1953, there was no record of
the existence of sorghum in Mexico. Sorghum’s minimal water requirement compared to maize and
wheat mean the crop is a good fit in the large dry lands of Mexico [25]. Sorghum is mainly grown
during the spring-summer season (April to September), in the dry states of Tamaulipas, Guanajuato,
Sinaloa, Michoacán and Jalisco [59]. Sorghum is cheaper to produce, has higher yields, and is more
reliable under low rainfall events than maize [25].

Sorghum was initially used as animal feed in Mexico due to the higher cost of maize, but now
there is a growing demand for food-quality sorghum varieties to make tortillas (a staple round flat
bread), breakfast cereal, starch and European barley beers [25,57]. In the 1980s, the implementation
of the North American Free Trade Agreement caused increased maize imports by Mexican livestock
producers and this discouraged sorghum imports from the United States [60]. In the early 1990s,
sorghum feed use declined as more livestock producers began to use maize as animal feed. By the
mid-1990s, however, this trend was reversed in part due to Mexico’s reduced support for maize and
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water constraints in maize irrigation. In recent years, the fast-growing population has increased the
demand for sorghum, and both domestic production and imports have increased [60].

3.3. Sorghum in the Sahel

Sorghum was introduced through the expansion of barter trade in North Africa after it was
domesticated in the Sahel by 2000 BC and it became a staple. In this region, the main race is the guinea,
due to its diversity and adaptability to local challenging environmental conditions [31]. Urban dwellers
within the Sahel have begun to introduce more imported rice into their diets due to its affordability
and fast cooking property, yet, in the rural areas, sorghum remains a substantial part of the diet [54].
Another major challenge is the infestation of the parasitic weed, striga, and bird and pest intrusion
pre-harvest [30]. Pest and disease control require greater agricultural inputs, such as herbicides or
improved seed varieties, and since sorghum is mostly grown as a subsistence crop, this is not an
affordable option [30,37,53]. Sorghum culture in this region is done on sandy oxisols and alfisols that
are deficient in nitrogen and phosphorous and low in organic matter. Generally, in Africa, sorghum is
consumed as porridge or fermented beverages [25].

3.3.1. Nigeria

Despite uncertainty over the location of first domestication of sorghum, researchers agree that
early varieties of sorghum were present in West Africa, where it is commonly referred to as guinea
corn, by the medieval period [61]. Nigeria accounts for up to 40% of total sorghum production in
Africa (70% in West Africa) and is the third largest producer after the United States and India [62,63].
Sorghum is the most important cereal food in the northern states, contributing to about 73% of total
caloric and 52% of the per capita protein intake [64,65]. Crops are grown under farming systems
with unimproved inputs and traditional tools [66], with irrigation employed along the main river
systems [67]. Besides food, sorghum is used as livestock feed, house thatching and in the beverage
and baking industries in Nigeria [66].

Sorghum production in Nigeria surpasses all other crops [66] and has the potential to be viable
and profitable [64]. Production is negatively affected by climate challenges and institutionally-induced
price volatility [65]. The shrinking of Lake Chad over the past decades has put a strain on the livelihood
of 40 million people whose food and income depend on subsistence farming [68]. Sorghum farmers
have been faced with trading regulations that raise fees and restrict access to agricultural inputs,
high transportation costs and export bans [65,69]. This is further exacerbated by recurring militant
insurrections which continue to affect sorghum production in the dominant cultivation region of
northeastern Nigeria [68].

In 2009, nearly 70% of sorghum was used domestically as food and 30% as animal feed, while less
than 1% was formally traded internationally. Commercial sorghum production was driven by
industries such as beverage (malt and beer) and biofuel [70]. Sorghum and corn were exclusively used
in beer manufacturing, even after the ban on barley imports was lifted in 1999. However, the popularity
of corn and soybeans resulted in declining sorghum production across all production regions [63].
Nigeria has been self-sufficient in the past, but recently, sorghum imports from the United States have
been necessary to meet local demand in the northeastern areas because of conflict [71]. Farmers are
still optimistic because of increasing prices, rising demand from regional markets in Niger, Chad,
Mali and Burkina Faso and from the beverage industry, and the committed input support of private
sector industrial consumers [71].

In the north, informal cross border trading is known to exist between Nigeria, Chad and Niger,
with Niger and Chad largely on the receiving end [63,70]. Traditional transportation through donkey,
pick-up vans and trucks is typical. This method is expensive, but due to poor road conditions,
limited rail service and route bottlenecks, there are no alternatives [72]. A lack of farmer-to-market
connectedness and the self-consumer nature of production have led to a poorly developed sorghum
value chain [70].
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3.3.2. Burkina Faso

Burkina Faso is the continent’s third top producer of sorghum (after Nigeria and Sudan) [73].
Nearly 90% of the population depends on rain-fed cereal production, 44% of which is sorghum [74].
Notably, Burkina Faso’s cereal production grew by one million tons between 1986 and 2005
and the country was the first among Sahelian countries to have a cereal surplus, and the most
successful in agricultural development [75]. Sorghum is primarily grown in the Guinea-savannah
and Sudano-savannah regions [74]. Most of sorghum production comes from Boucle du Mouhoun
and northern regions, small percentages come from the Hautes Bassins, and the Central Western
and North-Central regions [76]. Although breeding strategies have been successful, most of the
sorghum produced is from traditional cultivars, which are more adapted to the rainfall variability of
the region [74].

White sorghum is used for food products while red sorghum is used primarily to brew the local
beer, dolo, and is only used in food preparation if white sorghum is in shortage [77]. Sorghum is
frequently found away from dwellings on high-altitude fields or areas with low fertility and is often
intercropped with cowpeas, sesame and groundnuts [78] to conserve soil moisture and reduce risk
of total crop failure. Mineral fertilizers are also commonly used to maintain soil fertility [77]. Due to
low variable rainfall and high evapotranspiration rates, soil fertility is a major agricultural constraint.
Soils are highly weathered, have poor physical structure, and low clay and organic and nutrient
content [77,79]. Thus, crop yields are soil-limited in Burkina Faso due to the level of soil infertility and
its low capacity to regenerate [78].

Although it is profitable to village and regional wholesalers, less than 50% of sorghum is sold in
the markets [80]. Burkina Faso and Niger are predicted to have rapid population growth, especially in
water-stressed areas, and this future rise in demand is a significant concern [79]. However, unlike in
Niger, it is feared that variety erosion is in fact occurring in Mali and Burkina Faso largely due to
competition from cash crops [81].

4. Discussion

Ten main factors were identified to have notable impact on sorghum production within the
major sorghum-producing regions considered in this review: climate change, agricultural input,
population/economic growth, biodiversity, agricultural resource scarcity, other crop demand, price,
non-food demand, cultural influence and armed conflict.

These factors varied in their importance in different regions. In order to synthesize these factors
and conceptualize their differences, Figure 5 was developed. It shows a comparison of each factor’s
influence on sorghum production in the six countries within the three topmost sorghum producing
regions. A graph for each country shows each of the ten factors as colored bars whose height represents
their magnitude of influence as very low (VL), low (L), medium (M) and high (H). This ranking
was developed from assessments made from the previous sections’ description of sorghum growth
requirements and accounts of sorghum production characteristics within each country.
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4.1. Influence of Factors

The effects of climate change, a relevant factor within all regions, are often greatly mitigated
by investments in agricultural inputs such as improved crop varieties, irrigation and machinery.
Where rain-fed production is more prominent and/or there is a minimal or complete lack of agricultural
inputs, climate dependency and lack of adaptive capacity cause a higher influence of this factor.

The importance of population and economic growth varies with the type of production and
sorghum grown. Subsistence production, where human consumption is the dominant end-use, is the
most directly impacted by this factor. Conversely, for sorghum feed production, the influence of this
factor lies in changes in urban dietary preferences that expand or reduce consumption of cereal and/or
animal products. This factor’s influence would be largely variable in emerging market economies,
and it would be dependent on the dynamics of their respective growth patterns.

Regions with relatively high use of sorghum in meat, alcohol and biofuel production are
significantly influenced by non-food demand. Dietary preferences and food policies are likely to
affect this factor’s influence as trends towards more meat-based diets and alternative fuel crops
(e.g., maize) increase. Surges in non-food demands may be trivial to overall sorghum production when
the bulk of production targets direct human consumption.

Investment in well-established, improved agricultural inputs generates high sorghum yields
and has historically driven the substantial difference between the productivity of developed and
developing countries. Traditional domestic production suffers from low yields due to climate and
natural resource dependency. Inputs in the form of favorable policies, trading governance, and robust
markets may cause variability in the impact of this factor in countries that do not just produce sorghum
for domestic production but are involved in trading it.

As sorghum is often treated as secondary to other grains, it is susceptible to changes in the
demand and supply of these crops. Sorghum production is strongly impacted by surpluses in
maize, a preferred crop both as feed and in ethanol production. This consequently affects exports.
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Increases in fruit/vegetable consumption generate similar effects. However, the harsh climate and
lack of agricultural inputs mean low competition from other crops in low-cost subsistence sorghum
production areas.

Improved agricultural inputs can help counteract the effects of land and resource scarcity and
reduce the impact of this factor. In developing regions, there have been attempts to introduce
intercropping and fertilizer applications. Drying of the sorghum grown in semi-arid lands may
force increased imports and reduce domestic sorghum production. Rapidly growing urban areas in
emergent economies will begin to encroach on available cultivated areas, pushing agricultural lands
into more marginal areas, further perpetuating resource scarcity.

Biodiversity is a relatively less prominent factor for improved sorghum varieties. In subsistence
production areas, however, spatially and genetically increased diversity among traditional sorghum
cultivars improves yield, helps mitigate the impacts of a variable climate and caters to different use
preferences. High biodiversity in sorghum alone does not offset other negative impacts and can have
an overall minimal influence. Culture is only relevant in dominantly subsistence sorghum production
areas. Outside of these, the extent of the influence of culture is largely unknown.

The market price of sorghum is a relevant factor among countries that export the crop on an
international scale and is in part dictated by the policy-induced price changes of major exporters.
Where domestic formal and informal trading of sorghum is dominant, global price is a less influential
factor. Lastly, the effect of conflict plays a negligible role at a global scale, but in a selection of
developing regions it is an occasional concern, and in the drier regions central to sorghum production
its effects can be devastating.

4.2. Overall Ranking of Factors

Among all the examined factors, improved agricultural inputs, population and economic growth
and climate change appear to be the most influential globally. Improved agricultural inputs increase
sorghum productivity and can even lessen the negative effects of other factors. In the rural areas where
subsistence sorghum is grown, population growth will mostly likely drive an increase in demand and
therefore production, while for urban populations demand may decrease as food preferences change.
Climate change is a threat, mostly to countries that rely on rain-fed farming and lack adequate adaptive
capacity, for example via agricultural inputs. It is important to remember that localized factors such as
culture and even conflict cannot be ignored when considering strategies to improve production in low
yield areas.

The findings of this global review are similar to the findings of previous local research.
According to Omoro [82], traditional production methods, low technological adoption, environmental
constraints and policy impediments are major reasons behind low sorghum production among
small-scale farmers in Kenya. In a study on the climate-resilience of sorghum cultivars, Tack et al. [83]
suggested the need to genetically increase heat resilience in sorghum varieties as a response to extreme
heat events in the United States. For poorer countries like Malawi, agricultural inputs such as fertilizer
and post-harvest (residual) management can generate economic benefits even with increases in future
climate variability [84]. Traditional inputs will not be a long-term solution for sorghum food supply if
populations in those countries continue to rapidly grow, and technological advances are needed.

5. Conclusions

The review approach taken in this study confirms that multiple factors affect sorghum production,
and that these factors interact with each other and present regional differences. At the global scale,
two major traits of sorghum production are: (i) there is very high variability in yields, and (ii) great
similarities exist among countries at equivalent developmental stages. It may be decades before
sorghum attains a more prominent status as an international cash crop and it will likely continue
to be grown on subsistence farms. It is clear that the dynamics of the major factors affecting global
sorghum production go beyond this global assessment and more exhaustive, locally-focused reviews
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would be needed for actionable planning purposes. Understanding the roles played by more regional
factors—such as biodiversity, culture and conflict—in each sorghum-growing region is essential and
requires more locally-focused investigations.

Specifically, more detailed investigations that consider local and global agricultural and trading
policies as well as market structure could provide further insight on regional production trends. Also,
there is some uncertainty in the level of a factor’s influence that stems from its interactions with other
known or unknown factors. This uncertainty is more likely to be captured through a quantitative
approach at the local level and should be encouraged in future analyses. An assessment of the critical
factors affecting sorghum production in localized settings is the first step in addressing the challenge
of how to modify and improve critical factors to secure satisfactory production particularly in the more
vulnerable regions.

From a policy perspective, the main implications of the study are that (i) since sorghum production
is more volatile in areas that have less capacity to adapt to climate change, and since sorghum yields
will be affected by climate change, policy interventions should target more at-risk areas; (ii) the
interventions would have to be place-specific, consider the factors discussed in this review, and avoid
a top-down approach. Possible activities would include facilitating seed exchanges, developing new
varieties, and introducing crop insurance schemes; (iii) since in large parts of the world, sorghum is a
staple of the poorest of the poor, monitoring of sorghum production may helpful as an early indicator
of food insecurity, and ensure that interventions to avoid malnutrition and famine occur promptly.

Future research directions include more micro and meso-scale studies, to better understand
issues such as households’ division of labor in sorghum production, and the role communities play in
promoting or hindering production and spreading races and varieties.
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