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1 Africa’s smallholder farmers Executive summary

Executive summary

Most Africans depend on small-scale 
farming systems as the primary 
source of their livelihoods. Yet they 

are marginalised and often do not produce 
enough to enable their families to have 
sufficient food to eat throughout the year. 
Smallholder farmers are also particularly 
vulnerable to climatic and economic shocks. 
Despite these challenges, the agriculture 
sector has been neglected by national 
governments and international donors over  
a sustained period. While development aid  
to Africa has increased by 250 per cent since 
the early 1980s, the allocation to agriculture 
has halved.

Since the turn of the century, however, attention has  
begun to shift back to agricultural development, and 
particularly to smallholder farming communities. Persistent 
chronic hunger and poverty in most low-income countries, 
increased awareness of climate change and the spike in 
global food prices in 2008 motivated donors to increase 
political and financial commitments to smallholder farming, 
especially in Africa.

An international consensus has emerged that more and 
better aid and political support is needed to revitalise 
agricultural livelihoods in Africa; small-scale farming systems 
must be prioritised, along with smallholder farmers’ ability to 
access local and international markets. In addition, there is 
a growing awareness that women smallholder farmers face 
particular constraints and need special support. 

However, many donors have focused on short-term inputs 
and productivity increases and risk sacrificing long-term 
gains by their failure to address farming knowledge and 
skills, the right to land and natural resources, and the ability 

of smallholder farmers to exercise their rights and influence 
agriculture policy and research decision-making. 

The experience of the NGOs who make up the African 
Smallholder Farmers Group (ASFG) is that access to 
decision-making, markets, knowledge, science and 
technology, assets and equal opportunities can turn farming 
into a viable livelihood for millions more smallholder farmers 
across the continent. 

While convinced that this approach can transform 
livelihoods, the members of the ASFG acknowledge that 
one of the key challenges lies in scaling up their activity. 
This process can be lengthy and complicated, and requires 
effective planning and management. Robust monitoring and 
evaluation systems must also be developed.

Despite recent improvements, official development aid 
for African agriculture, targeted at marginalised farmers, 
should be increased significantly to reverse the impact of 
years of under-investment. More importantly, the focus of 
agricultural aid needs to change. 

Aid policies should integrate approaches that build the 
resilience of vulnerable farmers to sudden onset weather 
and economic shocks, but also help them to adapt farming 
practices to the impacts of gradual climate change and 
ensure the long-term sustainability of agricultural production. 
This approach should entail far greater aid allocations to 
participatory technology development, drawing on agro-
ecological sciences and public extension services.

Policies also need to pay stronger attention to the crucial 
role that self-mobilisation can play in fostering agricultural 
development. Farmer and community organisations can act 
as a vehicle in disseminating new technologies, knowledge 
and resources, and they can also be used as a springboard 
for other community development activities. Finally, policies 
need to foster institutional collaborations that will help scale 
up successful approaches that have turned farming into a 
viable livelihood. 
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2 Africa’s smallholder farmers Introduction

Introduction

Agriculture is the lifeblood of African 
economies and societies – more  
than half a billion Africans, or some  

65 per cent of the population (more than 
80 per cent in some countries), depend on 
small or micro-scale farming as their primary 
source of livelihood. While this number 
includes pastoralists and the landless, the 
great majority of these are smallholder 
farmers, 80 per cent of whom farm less  
than two hectares.

These households make most of their living from growing 
crops or keeping livestock on small plots of land – a 
precarious and insecure practice. Households are deeply 
vulnerable to climate and economic shocks, primarily 
because they lack access to power, assets and markets. 

Yet the experiences of the ASFG show that, with the 
appropriate financial, technical and social support, the 
majority of small and micro-scale producers can increase 
their production and their incomes in ways that are 

ecologically and economically sustainable – thereby 
increasing their economic viability and resilience to 
unexpected shocks caused by climate change or changes  
in markets.1  

A number of studies, drawing on evidence from small farms 
across the world, have shown that small multi-crop farms 
are more efficient than large mono-crop farms. Under the 
right conditions, small farmers can produce between two 
and ten times more per unit of land than large estates.2 

This report is organised in four sections. The first outlines 
how donors and governments have neglected marginalised 
farmers in the past. The second section describes how 
the food and climate crises have spurred on new initiatives 
intended to address this neglect and assesses whether 
these can transform the livelihoods of smallholder farmers  
in Africa. The third section showcases successful 
approaches that have improved access for marginalised 
farmers, especially women, to decision-making, knowledge 
and technology, assets, markets and equal opportunities. 
The fourth section makes key recommendations to the  
UK government.

1 Creating and increasing diversity plays a key role in promoting resilience against 
unfavourable and uncertain ecological and/or economic conditions. Strategies 
for enhancing diversity can include planting a range of crops (and often different 
varieties of the same crop) as a safeguard against drought, pests or diseases 
and as a way of achieving more balanced and varied diets. Such strategies may 
include introducing new elements into the production base such as a kitchen 
garden, livestock or planting trees and shrubs, which can provide a protection 
against soil erosion, increase nutrient take-up and availability and provide fruits, 
fuel, fodder, and so on. Several studies have proven that diverse small farms are 
more resilient to droughts, floods and market crises than conventional farms.

2 Peter Hazell et al, Is There a Future for Small Farms? Synthesis Paper, London: 
Overseas Development Institute, November 2006; Jules Pretty et al, Resource 
Conserving Agriculture Increases Yields in Developing Countries, Environmental 
Science and Technology, Vol 40, No 4, 2005; Jules Pretty, The Sustainable 
Intensification of Agriculture, Natural Resources Forum, Vol 21, 1997; Peter 
Rosset, The Multiple Functions and Benefits of Small Farm Agriculture, Oakland: 
Institute of Food and Development Policy, September 1999.
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3 Africa’s smallholder farmers Neglect of marginalised farmers

Smallholder farmers have not been given the support they 
need to flourish. Donors and governments have neglected 
this group, both through their approach to agriculture, and 
the dramatic decline in public finance allocated to support 
agricultural livelihoods. 

National and international policies have often perpetrated 
the view that the exodus of marginal farmers – either to 
work on ‘more productive’ farms elsewhere in the rural 
economy, or to migrate to cities – is an inevitable part 
of economic development and, if not to be encouraged 
outright, should at least not be discouraged. Equally, African 
governments often do not give agriculture a high priority and 
tend to view rural areas as sources of political and economic 
patronage rather than as a focus for development efforts. 

Scientific research has generally been mono-disciplinary in 
its approach, mainly focusing on single crops. As such, it has 
failed to adequately address the complexity and diversity 
of small-scale farming systems. Farm extension services, 
which should engage with the needs of smallholder farmers 
and serve as a link to the scientific community, are under-
funded and under-staffed and have failed to move beyond  
a top-down technology transfer approach.  

In addition, donors and African governments have favoured 
giving support to those groups and areas which in the short 
term are most likely to produce rapid yield increases through 
investing in established (and often proprietary) agricultural 
technologies and exporting to overseas markets. This can 
be effective, but when pursued alone results in a huge loss 
of potential for the majority of farmers as the approach has 
led (in some cases explicitly and in others implicitly) to a 
differentiation between ‘viable’ and ‘non-viable’ farmers. As 
a result, the only support available to many remote, marginal 
or disadvantaged smallholder farmers is humanitarian aid if 
and when they face a food crisis.

Following these assumptions, donors and governments 
have reduced public financial support for smallholder 
agriculture since the 1980s, relying instead on the private 
sector to provide services and markets. Furthermore, they 
have failed to protect the land rights of smallholder farmers 
or to ensure a more equal distribution of land. This approach 
has failed to increase smallholder farmer incomes across 
Africa.3  

Donors and governments have failed to prioritise policy  
and legal changes, financial support and institutional 
innovations that would turn small-scale farming systems into 
a commercially viable livelihood in the longer term. Instead, 
they have assumed that agricultural growth in favourable 
areas will be sufficient to generate more employment in 
agriculture (and the non-farm rural economy) and produce 
more food – which will compensate for the lack of progress 
made in disadvantaged areas and by marginalised farmers. 

However, there is little evidence to suggest that most 
African economies can provide sufficient or viable 
alternative sources of livelihood for those who move 
out of family agriculture. Although parts of rural Africa 
do have some options for economic development (e.g. 
minerals, tourism, intensive agriculture and, in a few places, 
manufacturing and service industries), these are unlikely to 
absorb more than a fraction of those currently engaged in 
farming. 

Equally, some of these activities, such as mineral extraction 
and logging, may well undermine long-term livelihood 
opportunities through damaging local natural resources. 
At the same time, most smallholder farmers are poorly 
equipped to transfer to other sectors of the economy, 
lacking the skills, education or networks required for 
successful migration.

1. Neglect of marginalised 
farmers

3 The Independent Evaluation Group of the World Bank, in its evaluation of the 
World Bank’s agricultural programmes in sub-Saharan Africa between 1991 and 
2006, has criticised these failures.
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The more likely outcome is that disadvantaged areas 
and social groups will fall further behind, due to the lack 
of resources invested in improving their viability and 
resilience to sudden or slow-onset shocks. Social support 
mechanisms that anticipate and avert crises, rather than 
merely responding to them, should be considered a viable 
and legitimate option for disadvantaged areas – even if this 
blurs the traditional boundaries between development and 
humanitarian aid. 

The remarkable neglect of African agriculture is reflected in 
the sharp decline in overall funding for the sector over three 
decades, by both donor agencies and African governments. 
In the words of Andrew Natsios, former director of USAID, 
agriculture had ‘basically been defunded by all donor 
agencies and all of the international banks’. In his view, this 
reduction was ‘perhaps the most devastating mistake made 
by the northern countries and the international financial 
institutions in the past 15 years’.4 While development aid to 
Africa has increased by 250 per cent since the early 1980s, 
the allocation to agriculture has halved.5  

According to OECD DAC figures, between 1991 and 2002 
donor assistance to African agriculture declined in both 
absolute and relative terms, from around 17 per cent of 

Official Development Assistance (ODA) in 1980-1984, to 
around 8 per cent of ODA between 1995 and 1999. This 
figure declined further between 2002 and 2007 to around 
7 per cent of ODA.6 Roughly a third of this aid has gone to 
sub-Saharan Africa. This general trend has been reflected 
in the UK government’s aid budget. In 2007, ODA for 
agriculture reached a low of 2 per cent of total aid, or less 
than a third of its proportion to overall aid in 2002/3. The 
share of agricultural aid to sub-Saharan Africa has seen the 
greatest absolute decline, from £10 million in 1996/7, to £3 
million in 2005/6.7 

This dramatic decline in support has undermined the 
prospect of African countries halving the number of 
people who live with hunger, and meeting the remaining 
Millennium Development Goals.8  

In Africa, governments have equally neglected the sector, 
with average spending on agriculture for 31 African 
countries in 2003 at 5.6 per cent of total budgets. In 2004, 
African governments signed the Maputo Declaration, 
committing their countries to increase budget expenditure 
on agriculture and rural development to 10 per cent within 
five years. By early 2010, just seven countries had reached 
this target.9 

4 Andrew Natsios, quoted in the Report of the All Party Parliamentary Group on 
Agriculture and Food for Development, Why No Food for Thought?, London: UK 
Parliament, 2010.

5 Lydia Cabra, Funding Agriculture: Not How Much But What For, London: 
Overseas Development Institute, 2007.

6 Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development, Aid Statistics, 
www.oecd.org/dac/stats.

7 Organisation for Economic Co-Operation and Development, Measuring Aid to 
Agriculture, Paris: OECD, November 2009. 

8 Some African countries have made considerable progress. Ghana notably has 
already met this target and Congo, Ethiopia, Mozambique and Nigeria have all 
made progress in reducing hunger levels.  

9 CAADP, How Are Countries Measuring Up to the Maputo Declaration?, 
Johannesburg: NEPAD, 2009.
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2.1 Drivers of the new agriculture 
agenda
Three interlinked developments have contributed to push 
agriculture and smallholder farmers back on the international 
development agenda. The combination of persistent 
chronic hunger and poverty in most low-income countries, 
the realisation that poor farmers will be disproportionately 
vulnerable to climate change, and the spike in global food 
prices in 2008 have motivated donors to ratchet up their 
political and financial commitments to smallholder farming, 
especially in Africa.   

Donors have revised their earlier assumptions about 
pathways out of poverty in rural areas and biases against 
agriculture. This revision is in line with research showing that 
recent declines in the poverty rate in developing countries 
have been due mainly to falling rural poverty.10 More than 80 
per cent of the decline in rural poverty has been attributed 
to better conditions in rural areas, rather than out-migration 
of the poor. Furthermore, evidence has consistently shown 
that agricultural growth is highly effective in reducing 
rural poverty.11 This evidence has in part spurred a new 
commitment by donors to rethink their assumptions and 
review spending priorities.

A further push for new initiatives to support small-scale 
farming systems came in the aftermath of an increase 
in world food prices of more than 50 per cent between 
mid-2007 and mid-2008, following on the heels of a 24 per 
cent increase in 2007. In Africa alone this price increase is 
estimated to have pushed an extra 24 million people below 
the hunger threshold. In one year, higher food prices undid 
most of the progress that had been made, over more than a 

decade, in reducing the proportion of people living in hunger 
in Africa, which had declined from 34 per cent in 1990-2002 
to 30 per cent in 2003-2005.12 

Inevitably the poorest people and those living in rural areas, 
most of whom make their living from farming, were the 
most affected, since both groups spend a higher proportion 
of their total income (in many instances in excess of 70 per 
cent) on acquiring food.13  

These price fluctuations pushed the problems of food 
security and the stability of food supplies to the forefront 
of the global political agenda. They have shown that a 
reliance on international markets to address hunger is not 
appropriate. In the 1960s, Africa was a net exporter of food. 
Fifty years later, the continent imports a quarter of its food.14 

The longer-term structural threat posed by climate change 
has also refocused donor attention on the needs of African 
smallholder farmers. Climate change is already affecting 
the reliability, frequency and volume of the rains on which 
most African smallholder farmers depend. Analysts suggest 
that a large number of African countries have already 
experienced shortages of rain and significant changes in 
weather patterns since 1990.15 These changes have serious 
consequences in a continent that is highly reliant on rain-fed 
agriculture and where water storage facilities, for agricultural 
or domestic use, are minimal or non-existent.16  

The impact of changing rainfall patterns and increasing 
temperatures is predicted to worsen in the coming years. 
The Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change17 predicts 
that some African countries could see yields from rain-fed 
agriculture decline by up to 50 per cent by 2020, and a joint 
study by the FAO and the International Institute of Applied 

2. Smallholder farmers 
back on the radar

10 International Monetary Fund, World Economic Outlook Database; Financial 
Systems and Economic Cycles, Washington DC: IMF, 2006.

11 X Diao, et al, The Role of Agriculture in Development: Implications for SSA, 
Washington DC: IFPRI, 2006; P. Hazell and X Diao, The Role of Agriculture and 
Small Farms in Economic Development, paper presented at The Future of Small 
Farms Research Workshop, Wye College, June 26-9, 2005; World Bank, World 
Development Report 2008: Agriculture for Development, Washington DC: World 
Bank, 2008.

12 Food and Agriculture Organisation, The State of Food Insecurity in the World, 
Rome: FAO, 2008. While the proportion of hungry people in Africa fell in this 
period, the actual numbers grew by about 20 per cent, to an estimated 212 
million (although almost three-quarters of this increase occurred in the conflict-
torn Democratic Republic of Congo).

13 Timothy Williams, Fluctuating Food Prices: Causes, Challenges, 
Opportunities, London: Commonwealth Secretariat, 2009.

14 Food and Agriculture Organisation, Food Outlook Preview, Rome: FAO, 2009.

15 J. Schmidhuber and F. Tubiello, Global Food Security under Climate Change, 
Proceedings of the National Academy of Sciences, Vol 104, No 50, 2007; and 
Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change, Climate Change: Impacts, Adaption 
and Vulnerability, Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2001.

16 For example, Ethiopia has just 38 cubic metres of water storage capacity per 
inhabitant, compared to more than 5,000 in Australia.

17 Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change, Change 2007, Mitigation, 
Contribution of Working Group III to the Fourth Assessment Report of the IPCC, 
Geneva: IPCC, 2007.
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6 Africa’s smallholder farmers Smallholder farmers back on the radar

Systems Analysis (IIASA) concludes that the developing 
world will ‘experience an 11 per cent decrease in cultivable 
rain-fed land, with consequent decline in cereal production… 
Some 29 African countries face an aggregate loss of around 
35 million tons in potential cereal production.’18 

Analysts suggest that marginalised farmers will be the 
greatest losers from the effects of climate change. For 
historical and political reasons, those who are most 
vulnerable to climate change have been pushed to the least 
fertile and most fragile lands. People living on marginal lands 
have long been exposed to many kinds of environmental 
change and have developed valuable knowledge and 
adaptive strategies. However, the magnitude of future 
hazards may exceed their adaptive capacity. Their ability to 
farm will be directly affected by climate change, through 
changing temperatures and rainfall patterns, ‘freak’ weather 
conditions (storms and droughts) and secondary effects 
such as pest and disease outbreaks. These marginalised 
farmers are the most vulnerable and least able to cope 
with these impacts, given their lack of assets and power to 
influence decisions.  

2.2 Will new initiatives benefit Africa’s 
marginalised farmers? 
Since the turn of the century, a number of new initiatives, 
both in Africa and internationally, have been undertaken 
in response to the developments set out in the previous 
section. The most important of these include:

• the Comprehensive African Agricultural Development 
Programme (CAADP) in 2003

• the Global Donor Platform on Rural Development in 2006

• the FAO Voluntary Guidelines on the Right to Food in 
2006

• the Alliance for a Green Revolution in Africa (AGRA) in 
2007

• the European Union’s Advancing African Agriculture 
communiqué in 2007

• the World Bank World Development Report on 
Agriculture for Development in 2008

• the UN High Level Task Force on the Global Food Crisis in 
2008

• the International Assessment of Agricultural Knowledge, 
Science and Technology for Development (IAASTD) in 
2008.

All of these initiatives recognise, to different degrees, 
that more and better aid and political support is needed 
to revitalise agricultural livelihoods in Africa. To achieve 
this aim, there is a growing consensus that small-scale 
farming systems must be prioritised, along with smallholder 
farmers’ ability to access local and international markets. In 
addition, the reports recognise that women smallholders 
face particular constraints and need special support. 

However, most of these interventions fail to put farmers in 
the driving seat for their own development. They focus on 
short-term or quick-fix interventions such as food, seed and 
fertiliser subsidies or handouts, or research to develop seed 
varieties that are unaffordable for most farmers. Only the 
IAASTD19 and FAO guidelines20 emphasise the need to give 
smallholder farmers the necessary knowledge and skills, the 
right to land and natural resources, and the ability to exercise 
their rights and influence agriculture policy and research 
decision-making.

18 Gunther Fischer, Mahendra Shah, Harrij van Velthuizen and Freddy 
Nachtergaele, Global Agro-Ecological Assessment for Agriculture in the 21st 
Century, Rome: FAO and IIASA, 2001.

19 International Assessment of Agricultural Knowledge, Science and Technology 
for Development, Agriculture at a Crossroads, Washington DC: Island Press, 
2009. Key IAASTD recommendations include the need for scientists to work 
more closely with local communities, giving a higher profile to traditional and 
agro-ecological practices in science education, and focusing bio-technologies on 
local priorities of farmers.

20 The Food and Agriculture Organisation has developed agreed Voluntary 
Guidelines, which provide advice to states in 19 areas of government policy. The 
guidelines can help develop comprehensive strategies to progressively realise 
the right to food by respecting this right in government’s own actions and by 
regulating the actions of third parties. There has been a growing number of legal 
cases around the world where the right to food has been upheld and enforced in 
court, with landmark judgements in India and Nigeria. See Food and Agriculture 
Organisation, Voluntary Guidelines to Support the Progressive Realization of the 
Right to Adequate Food, Rome: FAO, 2004.
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Will the UK government 
help or hinder 
smallholder farmers in 
Africa?

The previous UK 
government set out its 
vision for the future of 
Africa’s agriculture sector in 
a 2009 White Paper, 
‘Eliminating World Poverty: 
Building our Common 
Future’. The document 
identified the key problems 
facing the African farming 
sector, and set out how it 
planned to address these, 
as part of its overall aim to 
‘promote economic 
recovery and greener 
growth’ across all areas of 
the developing world.

The White Paper 
recognised the importance 
of revitalising agriculture in 
low-income countries, and 
stated that it would ensure 
food and agriculture were 
given the ‘highest global 
attention’. According to the 
Labour government, the 
farming sector in Africa 
could act as a key driver of 
economic growth. It 
planned to increase the 
sector’s contribution to 
growth mainly through 
focusing on increasing 
yields – underpinned by a 
vision to double agricultural 
production in Africa within 
20 years. 

While the White Paper 
highlighted the importance 
of focusing research and 
other interventions on 
subsistence and 
smallholder, especially 
women, farmers, and of 
‘inclusive and 
environmentally 
sustainable’ patterns of 
growth, the government’s 
stated priority actions and 
spending commitments 
often failed to reflect these 
concerns. 

Firstly, the government 
largely ignored the  
negative impact of trade 
liberalisation on the local 
markets of smallholder 
farmers. Secondly, a 
prioritisation through 
research spending on silver 
bullet technologies, rather 
than low-cost farmer-led 
solutions, ignored the 
efficacy of developing 
indigenous crops that could 
build resilient local farming 
systems. Thirdly, a plan to 
work through institutions 
such as the World Bank 
ignored the poor track 
record of many 
international institutions in 
improving agriculture-
based livelihoods of 
subsistence and 
smallholder farmers in 
Africa. 

A coalition towards 
international 
development? 

Changes in the UK 
government to a 
Conservative/Liberal 
Democrat coalition in May 
2010 may change the policy 
landscape for international 
development. The policy 
announcements of the 
incoming government 
contain welcome 
statements regarding 
commitment to 
international development 
and maintained aid targets. 

However, we would urge 
the new UK government to 
build in a much stronger 
acknowledgement of the 
role of agriculture and 
smallholders in poverty and 
hunger reduction than is 
currently in evidence. To 
date, the statements of the 
incoming Secretary of State 
for International 
Development, Andrew 
Mitchell MP, have yet to 
highlight the role of 
agriculture in reducing 
poverty and hunger. In the 
May 2010 work programme, 
the UK coalition 
government does not 
mention agriculture in its 
18-point international 
development agenda. The 
coalition states that as part 
of its support to meet the 

Millennium Development 
Goals, spending priorities 
will focus on programmes 
to improve water, 
sanitation, healthcare and 
education. The document 
refers to the need for 
increased DFID focus on 
results and emphasis on 
accountability and 
transparency, particularly 
upward to the UK taxpayer. 

The Conservative Party’s 
Green Paper on 
International Development 
does make reference to the 
importance of agriculture 
for development. However, 
the focus on productivity 
increases and wealth 
creation tends to sideline 
the issue of sustainability, 
the role and importance of 
smallholder farmers, in 
particular women, and the 
need to build farming 
systems that are resilient to 
unavoidable future climate 
change in developing and 
low income countries. 

The African Smallholder 
Farmers Group would 
encourage the new 
government to recognise 
the importance of 
revitalising agriculture and 
to implement the 
recommendations at the 
end of this report. 

The DFID White Paper and a new coalition government:

7 Africa’s smallholder farmers Smallholder farmers back on the radar
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3. Making vulnerable 
farmers viable – 
approaches that work
The following section identifies a number of approaches, 
based on the experience of farming communities across 
Africa that have been supported by members of the ASFG.  
It highlights types of action that have proven to be effective 
in substantially strengthening the livelihoods of poor 
rural small-scale farming communities across Africa. The 
approaches all address one or more of the exclusions which 
lie at the root of the marginalisation of smallholder farmers. 
They show how access to decision-making, markets, 
knowledge, science and technology, assets and equal 
opportunities can turn farming into a viable livelihood. 

3.1 Access to decision-making
If farmers are to drive their own development and determine 
their own future, rather than be passive recipients of 
aid programmes, they need to be able to engage in the 
decisions that affect their lives and influence the policies 
and practices that impact them. The empowerment of 
communities and individuals is often as important as any 
measurable gains in productivity or incomes.  

What is the problem?
Smallholder farmers are often isolated from governance 
structures and are rarely represented in local or national 
fora; for example, in national farmers’ associations or local 
government. They are frequently disadvantaged by policies 
and practices that do not take their needs into account, and 
are unaware of information and support that could help them 
move out of poverty. Existing local institutions can  
be unaccountable to poor farmers and subject to control  
by local elites. 

Individual, smallholder farmers lack the power to lobby for 
investments in infrastructure or services that could help 
them increase their incomes, such as improvements to rural 
roads, market facilities and extension services. Government 
investment tends to be skewed towards export-oriented 
and high potential areas to the exclusion of less favoured 
areas and small-scale food crop farming. Local laws may 
disadvantage poorer farmers, for example by levying 
frequent taxes on taking produce to market, or restricting 
access to forest resources or common-property land that is 
vital to poor farmers’ livelihoods. 

Smallholder farmers often have little say in the design and 
implementation of aid programmes such as agricultural 
research agendas and emergency recovery interventions. 
This lack of input has meant that programmes are often 
poorly focused or irrelevant to their needs. They may be 
unaware of their rights or unable to fight for them, thus 
losing access to land or other productive resources. For 
example, women may be unable to inherit land from their 
parents or even their husbands, and farmers with traditional 
usufruct land rights do not have legal documents to establish 
and secure these rights. 

Approaches that work
Increasing farmers’ voices and influence through social 
mobilisation and empowerment is the cornerstone of all 
other development efforts, as it is through this process 
that people can come together to identify the constraints 
they face and identify opportunities to improve their lives. 
Social mobilisation requires building local capacity to 
analyse problems, organise together and plan actions. It also 
requires building linkages between smallholder farmers and 
institutions at all levels. By organising into groups, farmers 
can improve access to many of the resources they need 
(such as tools, seeds, advice, credit or access to markets) 
and can also improve their negotiating position, both in the 
market place and in the political arena. This organisation can 
bring tangible benefits such as equitable access to water 
or land, but also broader ones such as developing a more 
vibrant civil society which is able to hold governments (and 
other decision-makers) to account.  

Empowerment processes will vary with social and 
development contexts. It is not just a matter of establishing 
new farmers’ or community organisations or allowing 
smallholder farmer representatives at policy meetings, 
but of facilitating local people to organise and influence 
through social structures that meet their needs. In some 
cases, bringing individuals together to interact with other 
interested and influential parties – for example, bringing 
together farmers, traders and other intermediaries in the 
market chain – may catalyse greater empowerment. In 
other cases, strengthening the capacity of community-
based organisations (CBOs) to represent the interests of 
all community members, including the poorest, is central 
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North Darfur, Sudan, is an 
area affected by drought 
and conflict and more often 
associated with 
humanitarian aid than 
long-term development 
processes. However, since 
1998, communities have 
been mobilising to reduce 
their vulnerability and 
increase their self-reliance. 

Villages or groups of 
women set up Village 
Development Committees 
(VDC), or Women’s 
Development Associations 
(WDA), to plan and manage 
their development 
activities. There are now 
about 130 of these 
committees in the El Fashir 
District, of which around 50 
were set up spontaneously 

– when people in other 
villages heard about the 
VDCs/WDAs and wanted to 
establish them in their own 
villages. As the number of 
VDCs and WDAs has 
increased, networks have 
been established (VDC Net 
and WDA Net) to bring 
together the experiences of 
the individual organisations 
and to develop new 
projects, train new 
committees, seek funding, 
and negotiate with national 
and international agencies. 
As conflict in the region has 
escalated, the importance 
of local management and 
ownership of development 
activities has come to the 
fore – development 
activities can continue even 
if it is increasingly 
dangerous for outsiders to 
travel in the region. The 
WDAs currently have about 
25,000 individual members 
and the VDCs cover about 
38,000 households, or 
about 20 per cent of the 
region’s population.

The VDCs and WDAs 
manage a range of 
participatory technology 
development activities and 
encourage members to 
reflect on the problems 
they face and their causes, 
in order to set priorities and 
select appropriate 
responses. Activities 
include encouraging farmer 
experimentation in 
sustainable agricultural 
practices, improving 
provision of grain storage 
(which helps stabilise local 

grain prices and provide a 
safety net for the poor) and 
supporting local extension 
agents and paravets to 
provide affordable advice 
and services. Women have 
been trained in food 
processing techniques, 
improving family nutrition 
and opening up new market 
opportunities. Many of the 
WDAs have constructed 
their own centres, which 
they manage themselves. 
These act as a focal point 
for their activities and give 
them a new-found status in 
their communities. 

The networks have linkages 
with traditional and local 
government institutions. 
They are gradually 
increasing in confidence 
and self-reliance and have 
been able to approach 
decision-makers and lobby 
for resources. For example, 
the North Darfur State 
Forest Corporation has 
supported the 
establishment of two 
community nurseries in El 
Fashir and the Ministry of 
Animal Resources in North 
Darfur has given official 
recognition to the work of 
paravets. The Darfur 
networks have raised over 
US$1 million from UN 
agencies to support their 
development initiatives. 
Setting up community 
structures has empowered 
people to determine their 
own future by influencing 
decisions that affect their 
lives.21

Building community structures in Sudan

21 For more information, please contact Practical Action (www.practicalaction.org).
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Men from Umm Bronga village in North Darfur working 
together to construct a dam. Photo courtesy of Practical Action
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to implementing development plans and negotiating with 
government institutions for resources. There is often a 
need for processes that target women, as they frequently 
have the least access to resources, information or social 
networks that allow their voices to be heard. 

The Darfur case study demonstrates how poor farmers have 
been able to organise and increase their access to decision-
making processes. Strengthening social mobilisation has 
unlocked their confidence and capacity to make a difference 
to their lives so that they continue to press for changes 
beyond the initial project objectives.

3.2 Access to markets
Access to regular buyers who pay fair and stable prices 
motivates marginalised rural households to diversify and 
invest more of their labour and available capital in market-
oriented farming and processing activities, thus increasing 
their food security and overall income. 

What is the problem?
Many of Africa’s most marginalised rural populations 
live in areas that are cut off from main roads or transport 
infrastructure, and therefore potential consumers of their 
farming output. They lack access to the finance, and the 
organisational, business, marketing and technical skills, as 
well as to the information and technology that could help 
them meet the quantity and quality requirements of buyers 
such as supermarkets, agricultural processing enterprises, 
wholesalers or export firms. This is compounded by the 
very small sizes of their individual land holdings – the result 
of unequal land distribution – and their insecure land tenure 
arrangements. Therefore, too often farmers who try to sell 

their surplus remain susceptible to the vagaries of farm-gate 
traders who offer below-cost prices, or localised markets 
that can become saturated very quickly if too many local 
producers try to sell the same produce at the same time.

Donors – including the UK – and African governments have 
recognised this, but their focus until recently has been 
on connecting ‘viable’ farmers – who live near transport 
infrastructure and farm larger tracts of land – to export 
markets for high value food or cash crops. This approach 
provides a simplified solution to market access and there 
has been a complete neglect of the development of 
local staple food markets. Thus, after two decades of 
oscillating between leaving local staple food markets almost 
entirely to ‘market forces’ (as prescribed by market-driven 
development dogma) and misdirected, ad hoc and corrupt 
state intervention, smallholder staple food producers remain 
unconnected to potential consumers. As a result, prices of 
food staples remain unaffordable to poor consumers and 
non-viable for poor producers. 

Approaches that work
A number of institutional approaches, involving collaboration 
between communities of farmers and organisations in 
the private, public and voluntary sector, have successfully 
managed to connect food and cash crop producers 
to buyers that pay fair prices, thus transforming their 
livelihoods. 

The following two case studies provide examples of 
how connecting smallholder producers to local markets 
has helped them to increase their incomes and end their 
dependence on food aid and subsidies. 
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Cassava is a staple food 
crop across much of East 
Africa, and is especially 
important for providing 
food during the ‘hungry 
season’. In the Nakasongola 
District of Uganda, local 
varieties had been so badly 
affected by the combination 
of drought and Cassava 
Mosaic Virus (CMV) that the 
region had become a 
perennial recipient of 
emergency food aid. 

To exit this cycle of 
dependence on food aid, 
500 farmers started 
replicating a range of 
CMV-resistant varieties, 
obtained from a local 
research station. Through 
selective breeding, they 

managed to increase their 
yield six-fold, and as a 
result expanded the 
average area they planted 
with cassava almost 
10-fold. While this 
increased food security, 
there was a real threat that 
local market prices would 
collapse and thus 
undermine their income. 

To prevent this from 
happening, two new 
processing facilities were 
set up in the area producing 
chipped cassava and 
cassava flour, which were 
lobbied for by the 
Nakasongola District 
Farmers Association. While 
these have been slow to 
come to full capacity, they 

currently purchase around 
a quarter of farm output 
and offer farmers the 
opportunity to add value on 
their farms by offering 
higher prices for washed 
and peeled tubers. A recent 
evaluation has shown that 
for every dollar invested by 
the farmers, they have 
received 19 dollars in 
return. 

In Kenya, farmers in a 
relatively ‘high potential’ 
area close to Nairobi 
switched from producing 
cut-flowers and 
conventional vegetables to 
traditional varieties of leafy 
vegetables, which can be 
quickly prepared and have 
a high nutritional value. 

These are short-cycle crops 
(that can be cut more than 
once in their growth cycle) 
that are grown on small 
irrigated beds. To provide a 
regular supply to 
supermarkets in Nairobi, 
farmers stagger planting. 
The contracts with Uchumi 
and Nakumatt 
supermarkets in Kenya 
have been negotiated by 
the partner organisation 
Farm Concern International. 

A bunch of vegetable 
leaves retails at Ksh. 20.00 
while the farmer is paid 
Ksh. 10.00. To address the 
issue of farmers not being 
able to wait 60 working 
days to be paid for their 
produce, the organisation 
has set up a system where 
farmer groups are paid on 
delivery and these funds 
are recovered when the 
supermarket settles the 
accounts. 

Farmers started off by 
planting an average of only 
0.1 acres with these crops 
– now most have almost 
trebled the amount of land 
under cultivation with 
indigenous vegetables, with 
an average gross margin 
per acre of US$5,274, 
compared to US$1,213 for 
the conventional produce 
they grew before. They 
have managed to reduce 
their costs partly by using 
less fertiliser and pesticide, 
as indigenous vegetable 
varieties are less 
susceptible to pests and 
diseases than conventional 
crops.22

Developing markets for local food varieties in Uganda and Kenya

22 For more information, please contact FARM-Africa (www.farmafrica.org.uk).
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Two farmers in a field of newly grown African indigenous vegetables in Kenya. Photo courtesy of 
FARM-Africa
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In Guruve district in 
northern Zimbabwe, a 
Participatory Market 
System Development 
(PMSD) approach is 
transforming the 
livelihoods of marginalised 
livestock farmers. 

In 2005, local farmers, 
buyers, suppliers of inputs 
and services, community-
based organisations, and 
relevant government 
departments were brought 
together in a series of 
participatory market 
mapping workshops, to 
identify key opportunities 
and constraints in the 
livestock market chain. 

Farmers participated in the 
process through ‘Market 
Opportunity Groups’, which 
continue to meet on a 

quarterly basis. These 
groups are made up of four 
or five lead farmers who 
represent other farmers at 
regular meetings with 
buyers to negotiate prices 
and discuss livestock 
purchasing logistics. This 
increased collaboration has 
led to developments 
benefiting both farmers and 
buyers, such as pre-
arranged market days.

Linkages were established 
with two agribusiness 
companies – a supplier of 
seeds for fodder and cattle 
feed, and a veterinary drugs 
firm. The latter worked 
closely with the 
government’s Department 
of Livestock Production and 
Development to train 800 
lead farmers to qualify as 

paravets. These 
community-based vets, 
who each serve around 20 
farmers, ensure that 
services reach poor farmers 
who would otherwise be 
unable to access drugs, 
training and advice. 

Including lead farmers and 
paravets in the market 
chain has been an effective 
solution to the problem of 
improving access to 
livestock healthcare, which 
has brought mutual 
benefits to all: farmers have 
seen improvements in 
incomes by producing 
healthier cattle; buyers are 
able to access a higher 
quality product; paravets 
have increased status, role 
and incomes; and the drugs 
company has developed its 

market for drugs and 
healthcare training.

Joint action plans aimed at 
tackling blockages in the 
system have been drawn 
up by stakeholders involved 
in the market mapping 
workshops, and are being 
taken forward by an Interest 
Forum consisting of 
farmers, buyers, policy 
makers and paravets, which 
is facilitated by the Lower 
Guruve Development 
Association.

Transforming relationships 
is key in the pursuit of more 
efficient market chains that 
benefit the poor. The PMSD 
approach has been 
instrumental in creating an 
environment of trust and 
optimism among 
participants. A main driver 
in the process was the 
buyers’ early commitment 
to pay more for larger, 
healthier animals. 

As a result of this approach, 
cattle prices increased by at 
least 8 per cent in real 
terms between 2005 and 
2008, leading to improved 
incomes for 20,000 
livestock farmers and their 
families – over 100,000 
people in total. In addition, 
the prevalence of livestock 
disease reduced by 20 per 
cent, and the number of 
cattle being sold for 
slaughter doubled during 
the same period. This 
approach is now being 
replicated in four other 
districts in Zimbabwe’s 
Mashonaland Central 
Province. 23

Transforming livestock markets in Zimbabwe

23 For more information, please contact Practical Action (www.practicalaction.org).

Farmers with their cattle in Guruve District, Zimbabwe. Photo courtesy of Practical Action
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3.3 Access to knowledge, science and 
technology
Ongoing access to knowledge, science and technologies 
is vital if farmers are to increase agricultural production in a 
sustainable way without undermining the ecosystems on 
which they depend. The impacts of climate change, growing 
pressure on natural resources and changing economic 
conditions mean that farmers will need the skills to adapt 
their farming systems in order to make the best use of 
scarce resources and to cope with future risks. 

What is the problem?
Despite the scientific advances that resulted in large 
increases in agricultural yields since the 1960s, the impact 
of these technologies has been uneven with poor farmers in 
the less-favoured areas unable to benefit as much as those 
in high potential areas. Research and development agendas 
often emphasise new research rather than dissemination 
of existing knowledge and have rarely prioritised the 
needs of smallholder farmers. For their part, smallholder 
farmers are often excluded (due to their marginalisation – 
geographically, economically and politically) from external 
sources of information that could enable them to try out 
new approaches. Such farmers do generate many effective 
innovations themselves, but there are limited opportunities 
to share these more widely. 

State-funded agricultural extension services were significantly 
reduced throughout the 1980s and 1990s with the rollback of 
agricultural spending, leaving a gap in services that urgently 
needs filling. Where extension services still remain, they are 
often constrained by lack of funds and poor farmers may not 
access them due to a lack of knowledge about their services, 
physical remoteness or low social status, especially among 
women and ethnic minority farmers. Recently, policy makers 
have recognised the need to revive extension systems and 
increase access to technologies, with plans to link more 
closely with the private sector. However, the low purchasing 
power of smallholder farmers and high transaction costs 
mean that private provision of extension services is only 
a partial solution as it is often not profitable, especially in 
remote, hazard-prone areas. There is also little incentive for 
the private sector to promote information or technologies 

that cannot be sold, even if they would benefit farmers (for 
example, in seed selection, or in soil and water conservation). 

Even where technologies are available and promoted, they 
are not necessarily appropriate for local conditions: they may 
be designed for high potential areas and not work well under 
local agro-ecological conditions. They may require inputs 
that farmers cannot afford or access to resources such as 
labour or secure land tenure which poor farmers may not 
have. They are often not economically and environmentally 
sustainable, for example relying on inputs whose prices 
may rise (such as chemical fertilisers) and that do not 
help farmers to cope with erratic climatic conditions and 
environmental degradation. Overall, technology promotion 
has tended to focus on a limited range of options and on 
short-term production increases. Less attention has been 
paid to future risk factors and long-term environmental and 
social consequences.  

Smallholder farmers have little influence on agricultural 
research agendas, and local knowledge and skills 
are often discounted by the research establishment. 
Although farmers’ groups may be invited to participate in 
national research agenda meetings, these rarely include 
representation of smallholder farmers from remote, less-
favoured areas. Also, their effective influence on research 
is limited if they are not also enabled to understand and 
engage with the research processes. 

The result is that smallholder farmers miss out on many 
existing technologies that could enable them to increase 
their production significantly and increase the resilience of 
their farming systems. In addition, their knowledge of local 
agro-ecological conditions and biodiversity and their skills 
of farming under difficult climatic conditions – which are 
likely to become more prevalent with the impacts of climate 
change – are not fully recognised and do not feed into formal 
research. 

Approaches that work
There is growing recognition of the need for participatory 
approaches to extension that are sensitive to the needs, 
agro-ecological conditions and cultural repertoires of 
smallholder farmers, and particularly women farmers.24 
Such approaches not only act as a conduit for adapting 

24 International Assessment of Agricultural Knowledge, Science and Technology for Development, Agriculture at a Crossroads, Washington DC: Island Press, 2009.
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(and mixing) technologies to specific circumstances, but 
can also provide very useful communication mechanisms 
between farmers and scientists, allowing farmers not only 
to experiment with different technologies, adopt them and 
make choices, but also to be involved in setting agendas and 
identifying research priorities.

The following case studies demonstrate how supporting 
farmers to innovate and strengthen their linkages to 
extension service providers and researchers can help 
increase productivity and incomes while also building more 
resilient farming systems and developing farmers’ own 
technical capabilities for the future.

small farmers report.indd   14 02/07/2010   12:18



15 Africa’s smallholder farmers Making vulnerable farmers viable – approaches that work

‘The absence of community 
vets would be terrible. We 
would be helplessly 
watching as the animal dies. 
[Paravets] are available in an 
emergency. They are near, 
they are “doctors in the 
house”, offering a very good 
service and they also give 
us the option to pay later.’ 
Mrs Lajina Lerkorpita, 
Bendera village, Baragoi, 
Samburu district, 2008 

In Samburu district, 
northern Kenya, the training 
of community-based 

animal health workers has 
helped to fill a huge gap in 
extension services and 
enabled more people to 
access vital information 
and services to protect their 
livestock. 

Semi-nomadic pastoralism 
is the main source of 
livelihoods in Samburu, 
where almost half the 
population of about 200,000 
are classified as absolutely 
poor. Access to animal 
health services is very 
limited, with two vets and 

between five and 10 
technicians for the whole 
district (which has 
estimated livestock 
numbers of over 2.2 
million). Over the past 10 
years, local people have 
been trained as paravets by 
NGOs in partnership with 
the Kenya government. 
About 100 were still 
practising in 2009, more 
than five years after they 
were trained. They charge 
for their services and some 
have developed this into 
their main occupation while 

others work part time. Local 
livestock keepers rate the 
quality and relevance of 
service of both paravets 
and government services 
as good, but rate the 
availability of paravets as 
much better (66 per cent 
rated good, 5 per cent poor) 
than that of government 
staff (3 per cent rated good, 
73 per cent poor). Paravets 
are also more flexible in 
charging and providing 
treatment on credit in 
emergencies.25

Paravets in Kenya

25 For more information, please contact Practical Action (www.practicalaction.org).

Paravet treating a goat, Namuruputh village, Northern Kenya. Photo courtesy of Practical Action
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In the Matopo area of 
Matabeleland South, 
Zimbabwe, the adoption of 
conservation agriculture 
techniques is helping 
farmers to increase their 
yields and conserve natural 
resources. This approach 
focuses on building 
farmers’ knowledge and 
skills, using resources they 
have available and inputs 
that can be obtained locally.

Many farmers are single 
mothers or from families 
affected by HIV/AIDS with 
small farms of 0.5 to 1 

hectares. They have been 
trained in conservation 
agriculture, a system of 
farming based on principles 
of minimum soil 
disturbance; maximum soil 
cover; mixing and rotating 
crops; precise planting 
operations; and efficient 
use of labour, time, seeds 
and fertiliser. Farmers use 
open-pollinated varieties of 
seeds, with liquid manure, 
mulch or legumes. By 
intercropping and rotating 
maize with drought-
resistant indigenous crops, 
nutrients build up over 

time. Crop residues are 
used as mulch to trap 
moisture in the soil, control 
weeds, and maintain cooler 
soil temperatures.

Many farmers lack draught 
power and so they find this 
technique less labour 
intensive than ploughing. 
Although digging planting 
holes is hard work when 
first preparing the land, 
holes can be dug over 
several months before the 
rainy season, and families 
are often helped by 
members of the 

community. Once the holes 
are dug, they only need to 
be retouched for the next 
planting season. 

Since adopting this 
approach, farmers are 
reporting increases in 
yields of sorghum, millet 
and maize, from an average 
of about 0.5 metric tonnes 
to between 3 and 4 metric 
tonnes per hectare. Yield 
increases have been 
observed over three years, 
despite adverse climatic 
conditions.26

Conservation agriculture in Zimbabwe

 
 
26 Project run by Dabane Trust and Zimbabwe Project Trust. For more information, please contact Christian Aid (www.christianaid.org.uk).

A group of widowed farmers apply precise conservation agriculture techniques by hand in time for impending rains. Photo courtesy 
of Christian Aid
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3.4 Access to assets

What is the problem?
Smallholder farmers often remain at subsistence level 
through lack of or insufficient access to assets. These 
include natural resources such as land and water, inputs 
such as improved seeds, planting material and livestock, and 
financial capital, for example credit. This limits their ability 
to turn farming into a viable livelihood and increases their 
vulnerability to weather and economic shocks and stresses. 

Farming livelihoods are based on the availability of natural 
resources. Access to land (whether through private 
ownership or recognised usufruct rights) is critical for 
a secure agricultural-based livelihood and unequal land 
distribution is a major impediment to increased agricultural 
productivity. Security of land tenure depends on the 
distribution of power in custom or law – women in particular 
often lack access to land. Lack of secure access to land can 
in turn prevent access to other resources such as credit. 

Approaches that work
A diversity of assets is essential if very poor smallholder 
farmers are to become more resilient to weather and 
economic shocks, or to raise their incomes beyond 
subsistence levels, which would enable them to diversify 
into cash crops that are more profitable. The case studies in 
this section focus on assets that can provide critical triggers 
for change, enabling smallholder farmers to grow or work 
their way out of poverty. 

Without access to land and security of tenure, smallholder 
farmers cannot make investments that would improve their 
productivity and the sustainability of their farming. Improved 
access to water is equally essential to open up new 
cultivation possibilities and will become increasingly critical 
with climate change. 

To fully use the available land and water, farmers need 
other assets. Access to good quality seed and other 
planting material suited to local conditions is very important 
to address hunger and poverty and is central to enabling 
small-scale farming communities to pursue their livelihoods 
and realise their right to food security. In many cases, 
different varieties are needed that diversify local production 
(minimising risk) and that are early maturing and/or drought 
resistant and able to withstand the challenging and changing 
climates in which many farmers have to survive. 
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Limited availability of good 
quality seed is a key 
constraint repeatedly 
identified by farmers in 
rural areas in many 
countries. Open-pollinated 
seed varieties are in decline 
in favour of hybrids, which 
are often less suited to local 
conditions. 

A number of initiatives that 
have addressed this issue 
through sustainable local 
seed production have 
resulted in improved access 
to appropriate, affordable 
and timely seed. Technical 
training enables seed 
multipliers to produce 
significant quantities of 
certifiable open-pollinated 

seed; however, seed 
production skills must be 
developed alongside 
improving connectivity in 
the supply and marketing 
chain. Local seed producer 
groups are at the core of 
this approach, with a focus 
on facilitating the 
establishment of 
sustainable links with 
national seed associations, 
seed companies, regulating 
institutions and gene banks. 
In order to scale up impact, 
emphasis is placed on 
organisational 
development, whether that 
be seed grower 
associations in Zambia or 
seed producer co-ops in 
Ethiopia. This has led to 

tangible impacts including:

Availability of quality seed 
has increased: At Lode 
Hitosa in Ethiopia for 
example, the local seed 
co-operative estimates that 
up to 50 per cent of the 
23,000 households now 
have access to improved 
wheat, teff and bean seed 
(sufficient to sow at least 
0.25ha). The local 
Agricultural Office credits 
the initiative with tripling the 
proportion of land planted 
with improved seed (from 
less than 3 per cent in 2006 
to somewhere near 10 per 
cent in 2008 – equivalent to 
around 4,000ha). Yields 
from improved seeds are 
double those traditionally 
used in the area. In Zambia, 
production from three 
associations is reaching at 
least 10,000 households.

Seed growers’ income: 
Incomes have risen 
markedly for individuals 
involved. In Ethiopia and 
Zambia, incomes from seed 
growing are in the order of 
Birr 10,000 (approx £600) 
and ZMK 2,000,000 (approx 
£250) respectively: figures 
are two to three times the 
average household income. 

Food security: Across the 
regions involved food 
insecurity reduced – in 
Ethiopia this also linked to a 
reduction in food aid. 
Increased production from 
a limited area of land was 
important in this change, 
with the period that ‘own 
production’ lasted 

increasing between two to 
three times in farming 
households. This change 
was attributed to a 
combination of increased 
availability of improved 
varieties (diversity in the 
range of crops consumed 
also increased) and 
increased sales that 
enabled households to 
purchase more food. 

Farmer organisation: Seed 
growers are now organised 
in viable farmer-owned 
organisations and are 
making good profits. In 
Ethiopia, this is further 
scaled up via work on a 
regional level with co-
operatives in districts 
(Unions) such that more 
than 500 tons of quality 
seed was produced in 2008. 
In Zambia, the potential to 
scale up is being pursued 
through federations of seed 
growers’ associations who 
are more able to work at 
policy level to address 
issues – such as the current 
bottleneck in supply of 
basic seed from research 
stations – which is currently 
limiting ability for local 
associations to develop and 
grow to their potential.

These initiatives focused on 
integrating the non-formal 
seed sub-sector with the 
formal sector and with 
farmer groups; this has 
proved critical to ensure the 
independence and long-
term sustainability of rural 
seed supply systems that 
have impacts outside the 
immediate area.27

Improving quality seed supply – developing viable community seed 
businesses in Ethiopia and Zambia

27 For more information, please contact Self Help Africa (www.selfhelpafrica.org).

Monde Kangil – a member of Kamasika Seed Growers 
Association, Kaoma in Zambia – shelling groundnut seed for 
sale. Photo courtesy of Self Help Africa
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The potential of livestock assets to transform lives in Rwanda

‘The main benefit of my 
goats so far is manure. It is 
enabling me to grow more 
food: cabbages, carrots, 
green peppers, maize and 
sunflowers. Once my family 
has eaten, I share my 
vegetables with my 
neighbours, and still have a 
surplus to sell. I will also sell 
my goats’ kids when they 
are old enough.’ 
Hosea Ngiruwonsanga, 
farmer, Rwanda

Livestock is a productive 
asset on the farm, playing 
an important role in 
providing protein and 
income from the production 
and sale of milk, meat, eggs 

and offspring. Manure can 
be utilised through 
composting as a very 
cost-effective fertiliser and 
soil conditioner, revitalising 
soil quality, fertility and its 
water retention capacity. 
Livestock ‘assets’ are also 
often seen as ‘walking 
banks’ to be sold in times of 
financial crisis to fund 
health care and education 
costs in particular. The 
following case study shows 
how increased access to 
livestock increases the 
capacity of smallholder 
farmers to generate food 
and income.

In Rwanda, vulnerable 
families, including genocide 
survivors, widows, orphans, 
people with disabilities and 
people living with HIV/AIDS, 
are acquiring productive 
assets in the form of 
livestock through the 
government’s ‘One Cow Per 
Poor Family’ programme. 
These groups are provided 
with an integrated package 
of assistance, starting with 
participatory training that 
strengthens the social 
structures and gender 
equity of the group. At the 
same time, the groups are 
given in-depth training in 
sustainable organic 
agriculture, concentrating 

on vegetables, maize and 
beans for human 
consumption; energy and 
protein forages (plants and 
trees) for livestock; trees for 
firewood and construction, 
using home-made compost 
for fertiliser, and welfare 
friendly livestock husbandry 
and housing that allows for 
good livestock management 
and manure and urine 
collection for soil fertility. 
Seeds and planting material 
are procured and shared 
within groups and with 
other groups.

Farmers are given livestock 
once adequate forage and 
housing are in place and 
approved. Cross-bred dairy 
cows or locally sourced 
meat or dairy goats and/or 
beehives are placed, 
depending on farm size and 
farmer preference. Group 
members receive ongoing 
support, training and 
mentoring that enable 
livestock, groups and farms 
to be healthy and 
productive. 

A recent evaluation found 
that over 88 per cent of 
farmers involved in the 
programme had increased 
their income through milk 
sales and by growing more 
vegetables using 
composted manure. All 
farmers commit to passing 
on the benefits they 
receive, such as their cow’s 
first-born heifer and the 
new skills that they have 
learned to others, thereby 
multiplying the impact of 
the programme.28

28 For more information, see www.sendacow.org.uk/our-work and click on Foundation Series.

Joselyne Ingabire of the Avega Agohozo Widows Group in Rwanda. Photo courtesy of Send a Cow
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3.5 Access to equality for women

What is the problem?
Women marginalised farmers face specific challenges 
and barriers, and their efforts to produce enough food for 
themselves and their families have not been supported 
sufficiently by donors or governments. According to the 
FAO, women farmers in Africa make up 33 per cent of the 
work force, and they provide 70 per cent of agricultural 
labour and 60-80 per cent of the labour required for 
household food consumption; 100 per cent of the 
processing of basic food stuffs; 90 per cent of the labour 
required to source domestic water and wood fuel; 80 per 
cent of the labour for food storage and transport; 90 per 
cent of hoeing and weeding work; and 60 per cent of the 
harvesting and marketing services.29 

Despite these contributions, the role of women as 
producers and champions of food security is often ignored. 
Women farmers face systematic discrimination in private 
and public life – most notably, they do not have equal right 
to land – and they have unequal access to assets such as 

credit, skills training, technology, productive labour (given 
their care role in the family), and therefore they do not enjoy 
equal economic opportunities. 

Furthermore, policies do not recognise the multiple 
roles that women play – as producers, members of 
the community, and mothers and carers for the family. 
Interventions often fail to reach women marginalised 
farmers and if they do, they are often not targeted to 
address these women’s specific needs or their material 
realities.30

Approaches that work
With the right support – which acknowledges women’s 
multiple roles and recognises the vital role that poor rural 
women play in the fight against hunger – women farmers 
can provide sufficient food for themselves, their families 
and the community. The case study below shows that 
by supporting women marginalised farmers to mobilise 
themselves, women can work together to access inputs and 
credit, and make their voices heard by decision-makers.

29 World Bank and Food and Agriculture Organisation, Gender in Agriculture 
Source Book, Washington: World Bank, 2009; and Food and Agriculture 
Organisation, Gender Equality in Agriculture and Rural Development, 2009. 

30 Rebecca Kent, Mairi MacRae and Ruchi Tripathi, Unheard Voices, Women 
Marginal Farmers Speak Out: A Zambian Case Study, London: Concern 
Worldwide UK, 2009.
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Women farmers groups

In 2006, Liberia’s first 
‘Women for Development’ 
group was formed by 17 
people (13 marginalised 
women and four men) 
looking to rebuild their lives 
after the civil war. Members 
were provided with 
cutlasses, wheelbarrows, 
watering cans and other 
tools, as well as pineapple 
and cassava sticks to plant. 
The group was also 
provided with some money 
which members used to 

buy peanuts and beans. 
They planted these in a 
shared community garden 
and took turns to tend to 
this larger plot, as well as 
defining their own 
workplan, constitution and 
training needs. At harvest 
time, the members 
gathered 200kg of beans, 
having planted just 10kg, 
while 40 bags of peanuts 
were also gathered. The 
group decided to sell half of 
the peanuts (20 bags) and 

180kg of beans, with the 
rest being held back for 
their own needs. Each 
member was given a small 
percentage of the proceeds, 
which was used to pay 
school fees and hospital 
bills. The balance was 
invested back in the group, 
expanding its livelihood 
activities. This was the start 
of a virtuous cycle – each 
year, the group has 
managed to plant more, 
which means that members 

harvest more and can in 
turn plant even more in 
future seasons. Their 
achievements have helped 
to demonstrate to the wider 
community the benefits 
that women marginalised 
farmers can bring. By late 
2009, there were 26 
‘Women for Development’ 
groups in Liberia – all led by 
women marginal farmers 
themselves.31

31 For more information on the work in Liberia, please contact Concern Worldwide (www.concern.net).

A rural women’s group in Sierra Leone. Photo courtesy of Concern Worldwide UK
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3.6 Scaling up 

What is the problem?
This report has, thus far, highlighted a range of NGO 
approaches that have proved successful at supporting 
marginalised farmers to become more economically viable. 
It is clear, however, that if these approaches are to achieve 
significant, lasting change, then they must be scaled up.

However, NGOs are often accused of adopting a 
small-scale, ‘project’ approach, which achieves limited 
demonstrable impact and potentially undermines long-term 
sustainability. In recent years, increasing emphasis has 
been placed on the need for NGOs to develop successful 
approaches that can be ‘taken to scale’ in order to expand 
their impact. For organisations working in the field of 
agriculture, the issue of scaling up has become particularly 
relevant in the wake of the 2007/8 food crisis, which 
has led to a reversal in progress towards the Millennium 
Development Goal on hunger. 

Scaling up does not simply mean increasing the number 
of beneficiaries or the geographical coverage of an 
intervention, but also refers to a more complex process of 
systemic change, which may involve new actors, sectors 
and linkages, and often requires institutional learning and 
reform. Scaling up can be achieved through a number of 
different strategies; such as working through government, 
increasing collaboration with other organisations, or 
adopting new technologies or models of working. It is often 
important to facilitate linkages between the local level and 
national levels – an area in which NGOs/civil society can 
have a role alongside government. Scaling up is all about 
achieving a significant and sustainable impact. It is critical 
to think how activities or processes can be self replicating 
– enabling spontaneous spreading and uptake of ideas and 
addressing barriers that may prevent this.

While the benefits of scaling up are evident, the reality 
presents a number of challenges. Scaling up demands a 
change in the ‘mindset’ of an organisation, moving from 
a small-scale, project approach to a broader, institutional 
approach, which challenges the systems and structures 
that determine the distribution of power and resources 
within societies. Scaling up also requires changes in the 

institutional capacity of the organisation, in order to ensure 
the establishment of the management structures, financial 
and human resources required to support and sustain large-
scale interventions, while at same time maintaining quality. 

The scaling-up process can be lengthy and complicated, and 
requires effective planning and management. In addition 
to strengthening their institutional capacity, organisations 
also need to ensure ‘buy-in’ from other actors if scaling up 
is to be successful. This requires the adoption of robust 
monitoring and evaluation systems that can demonstrate 
the effectiveness and feasibility of approaches, as well as 
efforts to attract recognition and support in order to increase 
the organisation’s profile and credibility. It also requires 
lobbying and advocacy with government, and engaging 
in effective networking and strategic collaboration with a 
range of actors. It should also be recognised that, given the 
specific circumstances under which successful small-scale 
interventions operate, not all approaches are amenable to 
scaling up.

Approaches that work
With political support, an enabling policy and legislative 
environment, and the right balance of institutional capacity, 
financial and human resources, scaling up is possible. One 
such example is the Lead Farmer Programme in Malawi, 
which started small but has grown rapidly in a short period 
of time. Critically, the approach received government 
buy-in from its inception. Complementing (yet challenging) 
the government’s own extension efforts, it relies on low 
levels of overhead costs; it builds on communities’ own 
knowledge and experience; it strengthens community 
linkages; and provides a unifying influence by encouraging a 
spirit of voluntarism and community service. Its fundamental 
premise is that peer-generated learning is efficient, effective 
and transformational. 

Some of the approaches highlighted in this report have 
shown how, through establishing strategic partnerships 
with a range of actors, most notably with government 
institutions, successful small-scale initiatives to support 
marginalised farmers can be scaled up to achieve far greater 
impact. The Lead Farmer approach described opposite 
provides one example of how a small-scale initiative has 
become a national strategy.
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The Lead Farmer Programme in Malawi

In Malawi, the only 
organisation with sufficient 
numbers of personnel on 
the ground to reach farmers 
in the remotest of locations 
is the Ministry of 
Agriculture and Food 
Security. Recognising this 
as an opportunity, FAIR, a 
rural livelihoods initiative 
supported by three NGOs, 
identified Mzuzu 
Agricultural Development 
Division (MZADD) as a 
partner for scaling up an 
approach which had been 

proven to make optimal use 
of locally available 
resources as a substitute 
for expensive and 
inaccessible chemical 
fertilisers – namely 
compost-making. 

In 2002, FAIR supported 
MZADD in a compost-
making competition, which 
targeted some 200,000 
farmers in three districts. In 
the first year of the 
competition, over 120,000 
compost heaps were made. 

This was to be superseded 
in the following year, by a 
record-breaking 1.2 million 
compost heaps. 

On the back of this success, 
MZADD, with the support 
of FAIR, launched the Lead 
Farmer Programme, which 
was designed to identify 
innovative and successful 
farmers with the aptitude 
and commitment to work 
with their communities 
towards the ultimate goal of 
increasing productivity. 

Lead Farmers were to 
perform three functions: 
impart their knowledge of 
local conditions, constraints 
and solutions to Follower 
Farmers; teach Follower 
Farmers a simple set of 
technologies that would 
conserve the natural 
resource base; and provide 
community-based fora for 
sharing knowledge and 
information. 

Since 2004/5, over 150 Lead 
Farmers have been trained 
in three districts in the 
north of Malawi, each of 
whom trains approximately 
100 Follower Farmers. To 
date, approximately 15,000 
farmers have been trained 
in sustainable agricultural 
techniques and 
technologies, which are 
providing them with viable, 
and more sustainable (both 
economically and 
environmentally) 
alternatives to chemical 
fertilisers. The national 
figure is much higher.

The success of the Lead 
Farmer approach has had a 
ripple effect. Initially, it was 
adopted by other NGOs in 
the Northern Region, and 
then by the Ministry of 
Agriculture and Food 
Security through its 
divisions elsewhere in 
Malawi. It has now been 
adopted throughout 
Malawi.32

32 For more information, please contact Find Your Feet (www.fyf.org.uk), the Norwegian Development Fund (www.utviklingsfondet.no) or Self Help Africa (www.
selfhelpafrica.org).

Lead farmer Florence Kaluba (right) with one of her many ‘follower’ farmers – Rhoda Chavora. 
Photo courtesy of Self Help Africa

 Africa’s smallholder farmers Making vulnerable farmers viable – approaches that work

small farmers report.indd   23 02/07/2010   12:18



24 Africa’s smallholder farmers Recommendations

The experiences of the African Smallholder Farmers Group 
working with African farmers who are excluded from access 
to decision-making, markets, knowledge, science and 
technology, assets and equal opportunities have helped us 
to identify constructive ways in which government, donor 
and NGO policy and practice need to be changed in order to 
address their needs. 

Official development aid for African agriculture, targeted at 
the specific needs of smallholder farmers, should be scaled 
up, to reverse the impact of years of under-investment. Even 
more importantly, the focus of aid for agriculture policy and 
practical interventions needs to change. 

Aid for agriculture policies should integrate approaches 
that build the resilience of vulnerable farmers to sudden 
onset weather and economic shocks, but also help them to 
adapt their farming practices to the impacts of slow onset 
climate change. These include temperature rises, changes 
in rainfall and shortening of growing seasons. This will 
entail far greater aid allocations to participatory technology 
development, drawing on agro-ecological sciences and 
public extension services.

Policies should pay stronger attention to the crucial role 
that self-mobilisation can play in fostering agricultural 
development. Farmer and community organisations 
can act as a vehicle in disseminating new technologies, 
knowledge and resources and build the confidence of 
farmers to influence decisions that affect them. They 
can help members obtain better prices from buyers – 
through collective bargaining power and through reducing 
transaction costs and making supply chains more effective 
– and they can also be used as a springboard for other 
community development activities. Finally, policies need 

to foster institutional collaborations that will help scale up 
successful approaches that have turned farming into a viable 
livelihood. 

The new UK government, through the Department for 
International Development, should:

1. Commit to increase the relative and total amount 
of aid targeted at the needs of vulnerable farmers 
in Africa, to compensate for past under-investment and 
to take account of the additional costs of climate change 
adaptation. The increase should be based on a long-
term vision and commitment of resources and should be 
phased in as the environment for investment in recipient 
countries is improved.

2. Focus agriculture aid allocations and policy dialogue 
in Africa on:

a. safeguarding the natural resources on which 
vulnerable farmers depend through increased funding 
for soil and water conservation;

b. integrating climate risk analysis, participatory disaster 
risk reduction approaches and adaptation strategies 
into all agricultural programming;

c. promoting innovative approaches, systems and 
institutions to scale up and diffuse existing sustainable 
technologies and farmer innovation. In particular, aid 
allocations should focus on training and recruiting 
women extension workers, retraining extension 
workers to improve their technical, communication and 
facilitation skills and supporting locally-based extension 
systems;

4. Recommendations 
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d. delivering agricultural marketing services and 
innovations that enable vulnerable farmers to link their 
produce to local markets; 

e. encouraging research projects that include vulnerable 
farmers in the development of drought-resistant 
cropping systems and livestock breeds;

f. facilitating self-mobilisation by local farming 
communities, especially in remote regions, to 
empower them to influence decisions that affect their 
livelihoods. 

3. Provide support for agriculture across all DFID 
country programmes 

 This support would help to scale up successful initiatives 
and models and promote learning and sharing with other 
donors.

4. Pursue a sector-based approach to agriculture 
for development 

 This approach would help to reduce the current 
fragmentation, high duplication and high transaction 
costs of agricultural aid programmes. It should place 
marginalised agricultural producers, traders and  
labourers as the starting point and not only the target 
of agricultural policy, and will allow developing country 
governments to take the lead within a comprehensive 
policy framework. This is important in a sector where 
coordination among affected and interested parties is 
critical. It will also set a global example of best practice  
to other donors in the run-up to the 4th High Level Forum 
on Aid Effectiveness in 2011.

5. Encourage a joined-up response to the challenge

 Ensure a balance of support between national 
governments on the one hand and civil society 
organisations such as community-based and farmers’ 
organisations and NGOs on the other. While renewed 
attention needs to be given to service provision by 
the public sector, civil society organisations have a 
vital role to play in articulating a vision for rural life that 
can underpin policy, articulating the demands of rural 
communities, holding public agencies accountable for 
their performance and developing innovative approaches 
to service provision themselves. 

 In addition, NGOs can play an important role in facilitating 
the linkages between local communities and middle tiers 
of government and other service providers, and also in 
facilitating the linkages between these middle tiers and 
national policy and practice. 

6. Effectively influence international aid policy

 Work with the World Bank, FAO, EU, UN High Level Task 
Force on Food Security, the G8 and the Donor Platform 
on Rural Development to encourage them to commit to 
increase relative and absolute amounts of aid targeted 
at vulnerable farmers in Africa, and to re-orient their 
agricultural policies and allocations to respond to their 
needs.
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The African Smallholder Farmers Group is a network of international NGOs who are committed to creating an enabling 
environment for marginalised farmers across Africa.
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