
Isolina Boto, Head of the CTA 
Brussels Office and coordinator 
of the Briefings, welcomed the 
participants and introduced this 
Briefing part of a series of policy 
dialogues which take place every 
two months to discuss topical 
issues of relevance to the African, 
Caribbean and Pacific countries. 
She stressed the importance of 
participatory research and innovation 
and its potential to be of great 
use to smallholders by increasing 
their productivity, sustainability 
and resilience. In that context 
the participation of agricultural 
researchers, farmers and leaders of 
African farming organizations to this 
Briefing on farmer-driven research is 
very important. 

Xavier Verboven, President, ACP 
Follow up Committee, European 
Economic and Social Committee 
(EESC), reinforced the importance 
that this form of research can play 
in the wider subjects of building 
capacity and resilience. He explained 
that one of the fundamental 
functions of the European Economic 
and Social Committee is that it 
serves as an advisory link between 

civil society and the decision-makers 
of the European institutions. To this 
extent the EESC makes consultations 
and coordinates with civil society 
organizations within ACP countries.  
He noted that the last regional 
meeting of the EESC organized in 
Dakar, Senegal had the opportunity 
to discuss the problem of resilience 
and food security in the region. It is 
a topic which will remain of utmost 
importance in the continuing work of 
the committee.

Bernard Rey, Deputy Head of 
Unit/Food security, DG DEVCO 
also stressed the importance the 
topic has for DEVCO. Nutrition and 
food security figures prominently 
in the Agenda for change and 
in development cooperation in 
general. His remarks highlighted the 
importance that farmer-led research 
plays in areas of the research 
that the Commission funds. He 
expressed hope that in the future 
activities linked with research and 
innovation, correspond with the 
political priorities of the commission 
in this domain. He stressed that 
continued support of these initiatives 
would ensure farmers practicing 

Isolina Boto Xavier Verboven Bernard Rey

1

Brussels  
Development 
Briefing no. 34

Brussels, 14 November 2013
 
On 14 November, 2013, CTA organized 

the 34th Brussels Development 

Briefing – part of a series of bi-

monthly development briefings on 

ACP-EU rural and agricultural issues.  

More than 140 participants gathered 

in Brussels to discuss the challenges 

and opportunities of agricultural 

transformation in Africa.

Partners in the Briefing: 

- CTA

- European Commission  
(DG DEVCO & DG AGRI)

- ACP Secretariat

- INSARD

For more information on the 

Brussels Development Briefings visit  

www.brusselsbriefings.net

Farmer-driven research to improve food 
and nutrition security Drivers of Success for

http://brusselsbriefings.net/


sustainable agriculture will be better 
able to respond to the nutritional 
needs of their respective populations 
and ensure the resilience of their 
societies in the face of food crises. 
He ensured that research into food 
and nutrition security will remain 
at the centre of numerous financial 
instruments made available at the 
continental, regional and local levels 
by the Commission. 

Marianne Meijboom, Coordinator 
of INSARD (Including Smallholders 
in agricultural research for 
development), and co-organiser of 
this Briefing noted the timeliness of 
the briefing  as it coincides with the 
International Farm Innovation Day 
to be held on the 29th of November. 
Ms. Meijboom explained that 
INSARD is an EU funded project 
which seeks to involve a broad 
range of African and European 
civil society organizations (CSO) 
in influencing the formulation and 
implementation of agricultural 
research in African as to make it 
more relevant for small shareholder 
farmers. INSARD believes that 
agricultural research is important for 
wider food security if it can respond 
directly to the needs as smallholder 
and vulnerable food insecure 
people. She lamented that much 
agriculture research is carried out 
in isolation for smallholder famers 
and neglects to incorporate local 
insights and innovations. CSOs can 
play a brokering roll to bring farmers 
and researchers together. She 
ended her remarks by stressing that 
“organizations should do researchers 
with farmers not for farmers”.

Michael Hailu, Director of CTA, 
stressed the critical need for greater 
research and innovation. He noted 
that the current food production 
system is putting heavy demands 
on natural resources such as 
water, nutrients and land leading 
to unsustainable production. Also 
the negative impacts of climate 
change, such as the more frequent 
and sever occurrence of weather 
events is also putting greater stress 
on  economically impoverished 
communities. He called for the 
development of new environmentally 
friendly methods of sustainable 
intensification.  Mr. Hailu noted that, 
although smaller-holder producers, 
especially in Africa, provide most of 
the food that is produced, traditional 
research has largely neglected this 
group and particularly the critical 
role of women within this social 
structure. For a long time agricultural 
research has been linear. This has 
not taken into factor the cultural 
and social differences among local 
communities. Neither the current 
models of national nor international 
research systems could integrate 
farmers in the research process. Both 
systems tend to focus on improving 
productivity but not necessarily take 
a complete value change approach.

He highlighted that both ICT 
for agricultural and knowledge 
management programmes are 
supporting development by using 
various tools and approaches to help 
increase the capacities of farmers’  
groups to enable them to engage 
in multi-stakeholder processes 
including research processes. CTA 

is also working with the regional 
educational agricultural networks 
mostly in Africa and business schools 
to integrate value chain approaches 
in educational curriculum. 

Panel 1: Approaches 
and instruments 
for ARD to be 
more responsive to 
smallholders’ needs

The panel chaired by H.E. Brave 
Ndisale, Ambassador of Malawi, 
provided an overview of the 
participatory processes to enhance 
the capacities of farmers to 
innovate and develop appropriate 
systems of resource management 
to achieve food security, sustain 
their livelihoods and safeguard 
the environment using indigenous 
knowledge and creativity. Ms Ndisale 
herself being the daughter of a small 
holder farmer noted that not much 
has changed in the subsequent 
years since her childhood for many 
smallholders in ACP countries.

Professor Niels Röling, Emeritus 
Professor, Innovation & 
Communication, University of 
Wageningen began his presentation 
by noting that African smallholders 
control vast amounts of land, water, 
and human resources and feed the 
majority of population. They have not 
however been able to increase yields 
and although production growth is 
increasing nicely, it is struggling to 
keep up with population growth. 
Yet he remains optimistic, as despite 
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the fact that yields remain low, 
the potential exists for them to be 
doubled or tripled through agro-
ecological methods.

He attributed the failure of the 
‘Green Revolution’ in Africa to a 
“pervasive bias against the small-
farm sector”. Small farmers lack 
tenure security, access to services 
and transportation and they have 
very little if any political clout or 
influence. Agricultural research for 
development is blind to and ignores 
the institutional conditions required 
in order to enable smallholders 
the ability to sustainable intensify 
their farming. He stressed the 
needs to create the “conditions” 
and specifically the institutional 
conditions to help small farmers 
succeed. In this context it is 
important to realize that institutions 
cannot be transferred. They emerge 
from the specific historical conditions 
and interactions and are therefore 
embedded in this context. Professor 
Röling concluded his presentation 
by stressing that the power of 
innovation must be given to farmers 
through pathways for innovation. 

Dyborn Chibonga, Chief Executive 
Officer, National Smallholder 
Farmers Association of Malawi 
(NASFAM), strongly believes that 
smallholders have the ability to 
participate in agricultural research 
on a large scale. His organization 
is strong advocates of farmer-
led research, believing that by 
creating the proper platforms local / 
indigenous knowledge can be tapped 
and more widely disseminated.  

Organizations such as NASFAM are 
able to help foster this innovation – 
one example of this is the promotion 
of crop diversification in Malawi and 
the conducting of evaluations as to 
see which crops are most suited to 
the current environment.

Like Mr. Röling, Mr. Chibonga 
also stressed the importance of 
establishing partnerships between 
farmers and researchers. To this end 
he believes that farmer participatory 
research is crucial as farmers will 
be surer and more confident of 
applying and adapting to any 
new technologies once they have 
participated it its development. 
It also empowers them to be not 
just beneficiaries but also active 
participants in the research process.

Cees van Rij from Agriterra shared 
his views on behalf of AgriCord 
on how farmer’s organizations 
can be an interface in setting a 
farmer-driven research agenda. A 
critical question to him is whether 
research results actually reach 
smallholder farmers. He believes 
greater interface opportunities are 
needed to link farmers and research 
centers. He called for greater 
emphasis in the support of farmer 
organizations as they are one of the 
most effective methods to foster 
these linkages. He also called for 
the reassessment of institutional 
relationships. The current linear 
model, essentially being a top down 
approach of research dissemination, 
should be replaced with a more 
triangular model. 

Increasing farmer participation 
increases the relevancy of the 
research being conducted.

Farmer organizations need to be 
able to “’upload information from 
the grassroots level as well as 
download information from the 
governmental level”. He stressed the 
need for governments to invest and 
strengthen the capacity of farmer 
organizations, and involve them in 
consultations and agenda setting. He 
closed by stating that investing in 
farmer organizations is investing in 
both research and food security.

Ann Waters-Bayer form Prolinnova, 
ETC Foundation, the Netherlands 
shared her knowledge on local 
innovation support funds. 

Prolinnova – Promoting local 
innovation in ecology oriented 
agriculture and natural resource 
management – is an organization that 
seeks to make farmer led research 
and innovation the norm. One 
method Prolinnova uses to achieve 
this end is what they term Local 
Innovation Support Funds (LISFs) 
– these are funds that are allocated 
to and managed by local farming 
groups. This creates a pathway in 
which communities can drive their 
own innovation and allow them to 
explore new opportunities.  Decisions 
for grants are made by fund 
management committees at the local 
level that are based on proposals by 
farmers. One of the conditions of the 
grants is that the farmers are willing 
to share results with other farmers 
and formal researchers. The average 
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grant size is about ¤84. To date, 
LISFs have led to site improvements, 
strengthened social organization, and 
increased small holder confidence 
in being able to manage funds 
for locally relevant innovation 
development. Ann Waters-Bayer 
concluded by urging all investors to 
begin with farmers, not scientists.

Jean-Pierre Busogoro - Belgian 
Development Agency (BTC), 
Rwanda presented the participatory 
research being conducted through 
farmer field schools in Rwanda. 
To be implemented successfully 
several key elements are essential 
including; a study plot, facilitators, 
a set learning curriculum and 
community ownership of the project. 
To promote ownership, farmers 
and facilitators are selected by the 
local community. Integrated crop 
management serves as the entry 
point for farmer field schools and 
implementation of programs is 
commodity specific.  In addition 
to improving productivity, genetic 
resources biodiversity is being 
recovered through the growth of 
farmers’ preferred varieties.

Dr Busogoro strongly emphasized 
that cooperation was key to 
success in Rwanda. First at the 
local level where farmers must 
participate in identifying any issues 
or problems encountered and then 
at the organizational level where 
the Rwandan government, the 
Belgian cooperation, and farmer’s 
organizations all cooperated in the 
successful integration of the system.  

During the debate, a common 
theme expressed by members 
of the audience concerned the 
issue of sustainability in terms of 
funding, capacity and the wider 
implementation of farmer-driven 
research. Mr. Van Rij responded 
to these concerns by stating that 
the institutional setting is essential 
in addressing the issue of how 
to upscale and make sustainable 
farmer’s involvement within research 
programmes. He also believes that 
the private sector must also be 
involved in this research as it is 
ultimately in their interests as well. 
Ms. Meijboom believes that it is the 
role of all stakeholders involved to 
encourage the capacity of farmers 
to engage with researchers and 
more importantly the capacity of 
researches to listen to farmers.

For D. Chibonga “success brings 
success’’ and we need to involve the 
youth promote campaigns in social 
media and increase activities of 
farmers organizations. J.P. Busogoro 
highlighted the fact that success 
needs to reach a critical mass of 
beneficiaries. He also stressed that 
it is essential to ensure that after 
interventions, local communities 
have the necessary tools and 
resources to continue to build 
on the projects and benefit from 
there outcomes. Ann Waters-Bayer 
Believes, it is important to raise 
funds at local level which can be 
achieved by exposing educators and 
government administrators to what 
is happening at local level. 

Panel 2:  Lessons 
and successes in 
farmer-led agricultural 
research 

The second panel was chaired by 
Eric Tollens, Professor Emeritus 
Agricultural Economics and Head 
of the Centre for Agricultural 
and Food Economics, Katholieke 
Universiteit leuven.  It presented 
concrete examples of farmer-driven 
Agriculture and Rural Development 
(ARD) successes from the field, 
highlighting the lessons learned 
and good practices of partnership 
between smallholders and other 
actors in ARD.

Anne Floquet from the Joint 
learning in innovations systems 
in African Agriculture (JOlISSA) 
highlighted several preconceived 
ideas which have been challenged by 
the evidence uncovered during the 
course of her work. Two of the most 
prominent of these misconceptions 
is the notion of the non-innovative 
smallholder and the technological 
nature of innovation. She stressed 
that ‘We’, as researchers and 
decision makers in position to 
support innovation, have to change 
our views on farmers’ innovation if 
smallholders’ innovation processes 
are to be supported in ways that 
strengthen their capacity to adapt to 
changing environment.  Ms Floquet 
believes that innovation is not 
simply new technology but rather, 
dynamic bundles of technological 
organizational and institutional 
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elements coming together to 
produce change. She stressed that 
it is critical to both recognize and 
strengthen existing local innovation 
processes rather than trying to 
replace them.

Chris Macoloo, Associate Vice 
President for Africa, Africa, World 
Neighbours, Kenya addressed 
issues at both the wider institutional 
level as well as some fundamental 
societal issues concerning gender 
equality. He noted that generally 
the assumption has been that 
Africans should adopt technologies 
developed elsewhere in order 
to raise production levels. He 
suggested that the Comprehensive 
Africa Agriculture Development 
Programme (CAADP) could be 
reorganized because it mainly 
encourages industrial agricultures 
with high external inputs. Concerning 
the issue of gender equality he noted 
that most of the modernization 
policy tends to target men despite 
the fact that women comprise the 
majority of the agricultural sector 
and producing 80% of the food in 
Africa. One of the largest obstacles 
facing women is that the current 
financial, educational and patriarchal 
system constrains women. 

In a final point, Mr. Macoloo stated 
that involving local farmers in the 
research process also calls for 
alternative and more creative means 
of research documentation which are 
both relevant to local communities 
and which can be transmitted to 
those without formal education such 
as songs, dances and photography.

Charity Osei-Amponsa, from 
the CoS-SIS Programme shared 
her experience on participatory 
technology development in support 
of production and improved quality 
artisanal palm. oil in Ghana. She 
stressed the need to understand 
both the individual and cultural 
perspectives of the producers. She 
believes that before any intervention, 
a sound understanding of the 
social dynamics of a community is 
required. A multi-scale stakeholder 
approach used in research would 
ensure the flow of knowledge at 
different levels, for instance between 
artisanal mill practitioners; within 
scientific or extension community; 
and also between the practitioners, 
scientists and extension service. 
Ms Osei- Amponsa believes that 
the artisanal oil palm processing 
enterprise is able to innovate if all 
relevant stakeholders are willing to 
learn to overcome constraints and 
create opportunities. In addition, 
there also has to be a willingness 
and capacity to change institutional 
practices which negatively 
affect the enterprise. Ms. Osei- 
Amponsa emphasized that it is 
the convergence of scientific and 
practical knowledge which leads to 
useful knowledge.

Bernard Guri, Executive Director of 
CIKOD in Ghana, is of the opinion 
that formal agricultural research in 
Africa has so far failed to improve 
the productivity of small farmers. 
It is often the case that most small 
farmers still favour traditional seed 
varieties from those derived from 
formal research. Mr. Guri called for 

reversal roles in the research sector 
as it is essential that scientists 
participate in farmers’ experiments. 
Currently research is neither 
addressing the needs nor taking 
the traditional worldviews of the 
farmers into account. Similarly to 
Mr. Macoloo, he acknowledged the 
important role that women play 
in the traditional farm family and 
highlighted the challenges that 
they face and little voice in the 
decision making process. In ending 
his presentation Mr. Guri suggested 
that lessons can be learned from the 
West African philosophy of Sankofa. 
A philosophy which encourages an 
individual to look back to and take 
what has been forgotten.

During the debate, several questions 
were raised by the audience, most 
notably on the drivers of innovation 
such as markets and the key role of 
media in disseminating agricultural 
innovations in local communities. 
Ms Floquet views are that it is 
demonstrated that innovation 
has created new markets and 
the preexistence of the market 
before innovation happens is not a 
prerequisite. Both Mr. Macoloo and 
Mr. Guri concurred with this point and 
stated that farmers do not innovate 
primarily for the market, but in fact 
most innovation occurs because of 
the need to address local problems. 
Both Ms Water-Bayer and Ms Floquet 
believe the media has an extremely 
important role in disseminating 
research and innovation. This is 
especially the case in the production 
of videos transmitting farmer to 
farmer know-how.
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The debate concluded with Professor 
Niels Röling giving an impassioned 
plea for a greater interest taken in 
smallholders as they are and will 
continue to be a crucial resource for 

food security in the world. Michael 
Hailu pledged to devote more 
resources for farmers and engage 
them in a serious way into the 
research process. He stressed CTA 

commitment to support documenting 
experiences and lessons learned from 
farmer’s initiatives.
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Further information available online 
• Brussels Briefings: www.brusselsbriefings.net

•  Reader:  http://tinyurl.com/kjrmvys 

•   Report prepared by Eric Adrien Research Assistant and 
Isolina Boto, Head of CTA Brussels Office.
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