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Introduction

Building linkages and enhancing trust between small-
scale rural producers, buyers in growing markets and 
suppliers of critical inputs

Rupert Best, Shaun Ferris and Antonio Schiavone

There is growing consensus that agricultural growth is critical to meet the ambi-
tious Millennium Development Goal of eradicating extreme poverty and hunger. 
Global studies highlight that the distribution and incidence of poverty is predomi-
nantly a rural problem and that it is increasingly concentrated in South Asia and 
sub-Saharan Africa. Likewise, the United Nations Millennium Project’s Task Force 
on Hunger (2005) estimate that half of the world’s 852 million chronically or acute-
ly malnourished population live in smallholder farming households, two-tenths 
are landless, one-tenth are pastoralists, fisherfolk, and forest users. The remainder, 
around two-tenths, live in rapidly spreading urban slum areas. 

In sub-Saharan Africa where poverty is increasing in many countries, the 
Food and Agriculture Organization of the United Nations (FAO) estimate that 64% 
of the total population are directly involved in agriculture as their primary source 
of income and livelihood. Projections by the World Bank to the year 2015 show that 
the people living in absolute poverty in sub-Saharan Africa will increase by 25% 
from 315 million in 1999 to 404 million in 2015 (World Bank, 2003).

The achievement of agricultural growth in general, and smallholder ag-
ricultural growth in particular, requires a balanced set of measures at all levels 
from international trade to national, and household levels. Peacock et al. (2004) in 
their report on Investment in Smallholder Agriculture in sub-Saharan Africa iden-
tify and focus on four core and priority components needed to develop farmers’ 
capacity to respond to new opportunities and thereby provide the foundations for 
a ‘pathway out of poverty.’ These are:
• Empowered and enabled rural poor 
• Access to land and water resources 
• Effective and efficient front-line support services 
• Improved and accessible rural infrastructure. 

The concern for the provision of ‘effective and efficient front-line support serv-
ices’ is mirrored in the sixth of seven recommendations made by the UN Millennium 
Project’s Task Force on Hunger (2005), which urges governments to ‘increase in-
comes and make markets work for the poor’ through a series of interventions that 
are oriented primarily to improving the availability and access of rural communi-
ties and their enterprises to a range of essential services. Finally, the Rural Economic 
and Enterprise Development (REED) framework developed by a working group of 
donor and international technical assistance institutions, also identifies ‘access to 
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effective and efficient support services and resources’ as one of the ten cornerstones 
for successful intervention that seek to promote economic rural growth (GTZ, 2003).

From the foregoing it is evident that: 
1. Concerted efforts need to be made to address poverty and hunger, and that  

efforts up to now have not been sufficiently effective, particularly in Africa
2. Market orientation to agricultural production is vital if the growth necessary to 

improve the livelihoods of the rural poor is to be achieved 
3. A key component to establishing and strengthening the links of farmers with 

markets is the provision of a range of effective and efficient support services. 
The agreement that market orientation is vital presupposes that small-

holder farmers have unreserved access to market opportunities. In reality, trade 
liberalisation and the increasing concentration and vertical integration of markets 
means that, even if smallholder farmers target domestic rather than international 
markets, agricultural and trade policies in third countries, and particularly devel-
oped countries, affect the opportunities open to smallholder farmers. In addition, 
there are many sensitive domestic political and social reasons in developed coun-
tries for avoiding changes in the status quo. For example, opening more favourable 
markets for developing countries in Organization for Economic Cooperation and 
Development (OECD) markets will lead to a loss in jobs, cause significant changes 
in rural economies and possibly to increased food and agricultural product prices.

Whilst the authors recognise the major inequities with market access at the 
meso and macro levels, this paper starts from the premise that promotion, estab-
lishment and strengthening of rural agro-enterprises are essential components of 
both local and national development. They believe that success in agro-enterprise 
development will improve household food security, income and employment. If 
correctly managed this approach will empower rural communities to increasing-
ly become agents of their own change and contribute towards a shift from risk to 
resilience. The paper focuses on building local entrepreneurial and leadership skills, 
improving social linkages and enhancing trust among actors and between stake-
holders involved in development. 

The situation analysis provided by the papers mentioned earlier and the in-
terventions recommended suggest that the agricultural research and development 
(R&D) community knows what needs to be done to move forward. The question that 
now arises is whether it knows how to move forward and achieve at different levels 
– macro (political), meso (institutional) and micro (farmer–market) – changes in prac-
tice, attitude and behaviour that will lead to the interventions having the desired out-
comes in terms of reducing poverty and hunger. The authors’ focus is on the ‘how’ of 
implementing change in development situations, based on their experience, and to 
the extent possible, to compare and contrast such experience with that of others.

What are the challenges?
There are many and varied challenges to growth in smallholder agriculture, among 
them are the following:
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• Low-value goods. The majority of farm families have been accustomed to pro-
ducing basic staples for their own subsistence, with a little surplus for sale to 
provide them with the cash to buy clothes, food items that they cannot produce 
themselves, and to access essential health and educational services. 

• Market pressure. Since the collapse of government-led agricultural support 
programmes in the 1970s, structural adjustment and market liberalisation has 
meant that smallholder farm families in developing countries face the ever-in-
creasing imperative of incorporating themselves into the market economy in 
order to generate sufficient cash income that will allow them to access essential 
basic needs and thereby improve their livelihood.

• Undermining existing markets. At the same time that governments have re-
duced their role in the food market, relief agencies have significantly increased 
their supply of free or highly subsided imported food into developing coun-
tries. In a bid to avoid criticism for not meeting the needs of food-insecure com-
munities, agencies such as the World Food Programme (WFP) have become 
formidable procurement agents that are able to react to food needs and raise 
cash more rapidly than local private sectors. In many cases this has meant that 
local marketing structures and systems are being bypassed and eroded by the 
very agents that aim to assist developing countries. 

• Oversupplied markets. The success of many international development 
programmes at the production level has led to oversupply of many global com-
modity markets. Support to new entrants in the coffee market led to the virtual 
collapse of economies in Eastern Africa and there are no immediate market 
options for the farmers who relied on these markets for their income and the 
governments who relied upon the taxation of such goods for their support and 
debt-repayment programmes.

• Decline in commodity prices. Even so-called ‘cash crops’ have experienced 
price declines in real terms over the past two decades. Trade liberalisation and 
globalisation, coupled with the improved production efficiency of medium- 
to large-scale producers and oversupply of such major commodities as coffee, 
cotton, palm oil and rubber, some of which are important smallholder crops, 
has led to an increasingly harsh and competitive marketing reality. Prices for 
the top-10 traded tropical agricultural commodities are currently at a 40-year 
low and many farmers are removing perennial tree crops because prices have 
fallen below production costs.

• Inconsistent policy. There is growing evidence that attempts to alleviate pov-
erty and hunger through interventions targeted at improving staple cash-crop 
production are also flawed. Government programmes to increase the produc-
tivity and production of such staples as maize, through the provision of seed, 
fertilisers and credit have proved that it is possible to increase production when 
agro-climatic conditions are favourable. However, the partial nature of these 
interventions, with no medium- to long-term vision or support for the devel-
opment of sustainable local or regional markets, or adequate and transparent 
management of strategic grain reserves, result in a quick reverse of seemingly 
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positive outcomes in terms of productivity into situations where farmers loose 
money and are unable to repay loans and countries continue to require food 
aid, as evidenced in Ethiopia in 2000/1 and 2001/2 and in Malawi in 2001–
03 (G.Gray, Catholic Relief Services, personal communication; Government of 
Malawi, 2004).

• Lack of market information. Most farmers receive no information about 
changes in the value of their products, whereas traders have reasonably rapid 
access to such trade-based information. This skew in access to basic market in-
formation has been cited as a major impediment to empowering farmers to ne-
gotiate for better prices and thus to build market confidence and trade links. 
Despite the low cost of such services few governments are investing in them to 
support the farming community.

• Poor organisation. Farmers in many countries are poorly organised. This lack 
of scale means that trade suffers from poor quality, low volume, and weak 
links and is often uncompetitive because of the consequent high transaction 
costs. The lack of organisation within the agricultural sector in many develop-
ing countries, and particularly in Africa, is often blamed on the collapse of the 
government-led co-operative systems, through poor management and lack of 
marketing skills. In many countries this has led to a long-term distrust of farm-
ers working together.

• Declining infrastructure. Farmers are finding it increasingly difficult to compete 
in national and regional markets due to their poor access to such infrastructure 
as roads, storage facilities, power and transportation. As poverty increases in 
many parts of Africa, these facilities are decreasing and therefore many commu-
nities are less able to engage in more distant markets than before.

• Shocks. Some of the most severe constraints to developing growth markets 
in many developing countries are based on natural and civil shocks. These se-
vere impediments are caused by: drought, floods, war, political and religious 
disputes, the devastating effects of a host of diseases such as HIV/AIDs and 
malaria, and by attacks from such pests as locusts and grain borers. 

• New trends in the wholesale and retail sectors. In addition to all of these 
major hurdles to growth in the small-scale sector, there are also significant 
changes in how goods are traded and the regulations that restrict access to 
these rapidly growing markets. At the wholesale level, consolidation or merg-
ing of buyers has meant that market power has shifted out of the hands of 
producers to the large corporations who bulk buy goods. In the retail sector, 
the rise of the supermarkets has also meant that it is now possible to monitor 
supply chains and contracts are only given to those producers who meet in-
creasingly stiff international food-safety standards.

Meeting the challenges 
Despite the worrying nature of these challenges there are many examples of 
smallholder farmers confronting them through projects that work in a systematic 
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manner to address the basic problems in engaging the marketplace. The strategies 
used in these projects typically employ the following approaches:
• Increasing competitiveness through achieving economies of scale and value ad-

dition by collective action and improved production, post-production handling 
and processing, and marketing. An example is provided in Box 1 that describes 
the creation of a new market for cassava in the northern coastal part of Colombia 
that required innovations in production, processing and marketing. 

• Diversifying their production, by incorporating higher-value crops or livestock 
activities that have an identified demand. Box 2 summarises the experience of the 
Usambara Lishe Trust in bringing together small-scale farmers to produce and 
market a wide range of vegetable crops to satisfy the needs of a particular seg-
ment of the Dar es Salaam market in Tanzania.

Box 1. Cassava chipping and drying in the northern coastal area of Colombia

Over the period 1981 to 1989, the Integrated Cassava Research and Development (ICRD) 
Project of Colombia’s Integrated Rural Development Programme was implemented in 
northern Colombia as an inter-related set of institutional, organisational and technologi-
cal interventions designed to link small-scale cassava farmers, with and without land, to 
expanding markets. By 1993, 101 small, farmer-run cooperatives and 37 private individ-
uals had established cassava chipping and sun-drying plants for the production of dry  
cassava chips for the animal feed industry. These plants annually produced 35,000 mt of 
dry cassava valued at US$ 6.2 million. It is estimated that 36% of small-scale cassava farm-
ers in the region sold cassava to drying plants and that 15% of such farmers belonged to a 
cooperative. A study undertaken in the year 2000 assessed the project’s impact on partici-
pating communities in terms of poverty alleviation, and identified the avenues by which 
the project was able to bring about positive changes. The study shows that agricultural 
R&D interventions can contribute tangibly to poverty alleviation when the following con-
ditions are met:
a. Market and post-harvest technology R&D are integrated with production-oriented 

R&D
b. Inter-institutional partnerships are developed whereby different institutions with com-

plementary expertise, comparative advantages and mandates collaborate to respond to 
the demands of local community organisations and individuals

c.  Existing social and human capital is used to create intimate networking among institu-
tions, local social organisations, and individuals. 

Source: Gottret and Raymond, 2003

Building linkages and enhancing trust

These examples of farmers moving from a subsistence, or household food 
security orientation to a greater level of market orientation illustrate the significant 
and major changes that are required in terms of how farmers and their communi-
ties see the world, relate to each other and interact with other actors beyond their 
communities. These changes mean that farmers must take on new skills to:
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• Identify the right product for the right buyer at the right price and time
• Establish production systems that make efficient and sustainable use of exist-

ing financial, human and natural resources
• Incorporate post-harvest handling, and possibly processing techniques so that 

their products meet buyers’ requirements
• Improve business and marketing and organisational schemes that improve 

competitiveness by reducing costs and increasing marketable volumes
• Strengthen relations and links among market-chain actors 
• Improve access to flows of both market-based information and new production 

and post-harvest handling technologies and financial services.
This transition for the majority of farmers, especially those located in more 

marginal areas and distant from markets, requires orientation and mentoring from 
development organisations, access to a range of public and private services (in-
puts, transport, information, finance, etc.) and a set of government policies that 
provide an enabling environment that supports business in remote locations (see 
the Market Map of Hellin et al., this volume, which clearly distinguishes between 
these levels). The REED framework mentioned earlier and the approach being used 

Box 2.  Production and marketing of high-quality vegetables for the Dar es Salaam market

The West Usambara Mountains are located in the Tanga region of north-eastern Tanzania. 
Altitudes range from 450 to 2,400 masl, average annual rainfall is 600–2,000 mm, with tem-
peratures between 16 and 22ºC. In 2002, the total population of the area was estimated at 
460,000 with farm sizes of 0.5 to 2.5 ha. Traditional staple crops were maize, beans and ba-
nanas; coffee and tea were introduced in the colonial era and missionaries introduced the 
first vegetable seeds. Over a 20-year period, from 1981 to 2000, the Soil Erosion Control 
and Agro-forestry Project (SECAP) supported by Deutsche Gesellschaft für Technische 
Zusammenarbeit (GTZ) GmbH promoted integrated, holistic, soil and water conserva-
tion approaches in selected watersheds using participatory forest management for village 
and local authority forest reserves. In 1993/4 consultants carried out a marketing survey 
in major urban centres and identified the potential for vegetables and fruits. Supported 
by SECAP, 100 farmers in 4 village ‘societies’ initiated production of 9 types of vegeta-
bles and in 1996 a first delivery of 300 kg was made to the Sheraton Hotel, Jangwami 
Sea Breeze Hotel and Masudi grocery in Dar es Salaam. When SECAP ended in 2000,  
60 farmers, of whom 16 are women, established the Usambara Lishe Trust (ULT) as a non-
governmental organisation (NGO). Today ULT produces over 100 different vegetable and 
fruits and markets 5–6 mt every week to 16 speciality market outlets in Dar es Salaam. 
ULT has established a reputation for producing high-quality vegetables and its legal sta-
tus has facilitated access to credit. Major constraints to growth include weak horticultural 
extension, input and research services, especially for fruit trees where market opportuni-
ties are unrealised.

Source: Rimoy, 2003
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by the Centro Internacional de Agricultura Tropical’s (CIAT) ‘Territorial Approach 
to Rural Business Development’, places these components within a defined spatial 
area, or ‘territory’1.

The territorial approach proposed by CIAT seeks to contribute to the devel-
opment of local capacities to facilitate rural enterprise development in a flexible, 
dynamic and coordinated fashion (Lundy et al., 2005). This approach includes the 
following components (Figure 1):
1. The identification and strengthening of an interest or working group composed 

of diverse local organisations with common goals and strategies for rural enter-
prise development

2. Identification, management and development of market opportunities avail-
able to the region

3. Participatory production to market chain analysis, consensus building with di-
verse actors along the chain and design of a shared strategy to increase chain 
competitiveness

4. The implementation of the selected options that were identified and negotiated 
by the actors in the previous step 

5. Identification and promotion of appropriate and sustainable business develop-
ment services and markets for these services for the region. 

1 A territory is here used to represent a geographical area bounded by administrative or agro-ecological limits. 
The minimum expression of a territory is the community or village. The maximum expression of a territory is 
usually determined by the reach, or radius of action of the support institutions or local government.
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Figure 1.  Components of a territorial approach to rural business development

Building linkages and enhancing trust
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The entry point for this approach is the identification and consolidation of 
the local interest group. The other components are then subsequently developed in 
collaboration with that group. During the process, a number of policy – or enabling  
environment-related issues will be identified, and the local interest group needs to 
progressively incorporate these into their strategy and plan of action for the territory.

This example of an approach to agro-enterprise development is used to illus-
trate that at different stages of the process, relationships, linkages and trust need to 
be established among different actors. The principal instances are:
1. Formation of the interest group that seeks to develop a shared vision, strategy 

and plan of action for promoting agro-enterprises in the territory
2. Development and subsequent implementation of a shared strategy among 

market-chain actors to increase the competitiveness of one or several selected 
supply chains

3. Establishment of linkages between the demand and supply of business devel-
opment services that may be delivered by providers from within or outside the 
territory. 

In this paper, attention is principally concentrated on the second of these: the 
development and subsequent implementation of a shared strategy to increase the 
competitiveness of supply chains. In the concluding section, the relationships be-
tween other stakeholders that are important for the support to the agro-enterprise 
development process are briefly considered.

Linkages and trust: facilitators and champions
An important tool that is used in the analysis of market chains is the ‘Market Map’. 
Figure 2 shows a market map drawn by producers, processors, traders and service 
providers belonging to a coffee market chain in Yorito, Honduras (see also Box 5). 
The map identifies the different actors, the linkages between them and values of 
coffee at different stages in the chain.

Market-chain analysis such as the one depicted, case studies by Rottger 
(2004) and Santacoloma and Riveros (2004) and support from the analysis of supply 
chains (Woods, 2004), identify two key actors in the process of enterprise devel-
opment: the market or enterprise facilitator and the chain champion. The market 
facilitator role can be undertaken by a person from a local government or non-
governmental organisation (NGO) belonging to the territory whose task – as the 
name suggests – is to facilitate processes that build relationships and increase trust 
between the different actors in the process of developing shared plans and identi-
fying opportunities for long-term cooperation (Woods, 2004). In many respects the 
facilitator is seeking to improve the efficiency and value of goods supplied by a 
community within a given territory.

The chain champion on the other hand is a higher order player within the 
supply chain of a given sub-sector selected for intervention. The chain champion 
needs to have a vision of the opportunities that could arise from closer collaboration 
and is someone with the energy to organise and drive processes of relationship 
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building (Woods, 2004). Ideally this person is from the private sector and has  
self-motivated incentives to achieve enhanced chain performance. Whereas the 
market facilitator has to be present right at the start of the enterprise development 
process, it is likely that a chain champion will only emerge once there becomes 
a clearer idea of the specific actors involved in the selected supply chain whose 
performance and operational effectiveness it is intended to improve. The chain 
champion need not necessarily reside in the territory. Box 3 illustrates typical roles 
of market facilitators and chain champions. The following section examines the 
steps in the agro-enterprise process and the part played by these two actors.

Figure 2.  A market map prepared by producers, processors, traders and service providers 
to the coffee market chain in Yorito, Honduras

Building linkages: the development process 
The partners in an interest group for agro-enterprise development need information 
on which to base sound decisions to make best use of and combine the territory’s 
assets in order to exploit natural resources in a way that benefits the local economy. 
The inherent risks associated with adopting a market and enterprise orientation can 
be significantly reduced if time is spent in both generating appropriate information 
and subsequently planning actions based on the analysis of this information. Three 
major decision points can be identified:

Building linkages and enhancing trust
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Box 3. Market facilitators and chain champions

A facilitator: Africare and the Nyabyumba potato farmers 
Since 2001in its Uganda country programme Africare, the international NGO, incorporat-
ed an explicit market and enterprise component into its activities in Kabale District, in the 
south west of the country. The objective was to build the capacity of their target commu-
nities in the identification of market opportunities, and the selection of attractive options 
that could then be built into enterprises. The Nyabyumba farmers, with whom Africare 
had been working in improving seed potato production through a farmers’ field school, 
were anxious to assure a market for their seed potato by improving the market for ware 
potatoes. Supported by Berga Lemaga of the Association for Strengthening Agricultural 
Research in Eastern and Central Africa (ASARECA)’s Regional Potato Network, Stephen 
Tindimubona of the Ugandan National Seed Potato Producers’ Association, Charles 
Musoke of Africare facilitated the process by which the group identified Nandos, the fast 
food chain, as a market that they could access. Since mid-2003 the Nyabyumba farmers 
have been able to supply consistently high-quality potatoes directly to this niche market. 
Africare and other service providers have facilitated the farmer group in the signing of 
contracts, the design of production and delivery mechanisms, the strengthening of the 
management of their organisation and through access to improved varieties and other in-
puts. As yet, a chain champion is not evident, and the nurturing of the gains achieved to 
date probably depends on the identification of such a person. 

Source: Musoke et al., 2004

A champion: Tropical Wholefoods and dried fruit production and marketing
Tropical Wholefoods, under the direction of Adam Brett, is a small privately owned 
company, which focuses on fair trade. It has been successfully selling fairly traded 
products in the UK since 1992 and has been growing progressively ever since. The key 
products are dried tropical fruits and vegetables. The company works directly with farm-
ers and farmer groups and presently they are importing from small fair-trade producers 
in Uganda, Burkina Faso, Pakistan and Zambia. The company identified the opportunity 
and characterised the demand for dried fruit in a wide range of products and selected the 
most promising for development. Tropical Wholefoods supports their drying enterprises 
through helping them to access technical assistance, training and credit. 

Source: Tropical Wholefoods. 2003. E-guide and resource pack. CD-rom

A champion: Uganda Grain Traders Association
In 2002, the maize sector in Uganda reached a critical juncture. In that year, the country 
experienced a bumper maize grain harvest, which was intended to supply the food relief 
markets and to be sold into Kenya. However, in 2002, Kenya, which normally experiences a 
200–300,000 mt annual maize deficit, had an unexpected surplus. Prices crashed and farmers 
were left unpaid. At this point, John Magnay, the chief executive of a local family input sup-
ply business, stepped in, set up a local consortium of grain traders and asked the Government 
of Uganda to provide an emergency line of credit to buy up to 50,000mt of grain. Facilitated 
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1. At the outset: what to produce, where to produce and with whom to produce; 
this determines the sub-sectors and products with which to work

2. Once sub-sectors have been chosen: what actions and activities need to be un-
dertaken to develop or strengthen them 

3. Once enterprises are up and running: what needs to be done to maintain and 
enhance their competitiveness.

Information can be gathered and socialised in different ways, and a distinction 
is made between ‘contracted’ information gathering and the use of participatory 
methods where the beneficiaries of the enterprise development play a key, if not 
central, role in the information collection and analysis process. In the former –  
contracted studies – experts are hired, sometimes to work with local counterparts 
and sometimes in total independence, to collect and analyse the information re-
quired. Both means are equally valid when they are used in the correct context 
and at the right hierarchical level. Participatory processes, if well applied, gener-
ate ownership of the results by the intended beneficiaries, introduce new skills and  
capacity, and build the confidence of the participants, which in turn leads to em-
powerment. The use of experts has the advantage that since information gathering 
is extractive in nature, the studies can usually be undertaken more quickly, and 
they can go to greater depth and breadth. In any situation it is likely that a combi-
nation of the two approaches will be required.

by the Ministry of Trade, Magnay then set up a series of meetings with government repre-
sentatives from Malawi and Zambia, countries that had experienced severe drought and crop  
failure. A deal was struck and 30,000mt of grain was sold in Zambia. The effect was to take the 
slack out of the Ugandan market and rebuild confidence amongst the farmers. 

Since that time, Magnay has formalised the traders’ consortium under the Uganda Grain 
Traders logo, UGT, and has continued to buy and sell on behalf of this group in the East 
African region. John has led several campaigns to improve marketing of grains, among 
them: a. improving national storage, with a US$ 3M state of the art storage facility in  
Kampala, b. supporting the Regional Agricultural Trade Intelligence Network (RATIN), 
c. sensitising informal and formal traders on grain quality, particularly for export, and d. 
establishing a risk fund to support more formal regional trading of Uganda maize grain. 
Magney represents Uganda Grain Traders at regional and national forums. He is thus be-
coming a chain champion for maize, beans and rice trading in Uganda, seeking to make 
these more formal and lucrative sub-sectors for the producing and trading communities.

Source: S. Ferris, CIAT, personal communication

Selecting products and sub-sectors: matching market  
opportunities with assets and skills

The selection of products and sub-sectors with which to intervene is a critical and 
highly strategic step. It involves three inter-related sets of activities: 

Building linkages and enhancing trust
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1.  Having a clear understanding of the livelihood assets (natural, physical, hu-
man, social and financial) of the communities that make up the territory object 
of the intervention, placing special emphasis on our target client groups, (their 
social ranking, investment options, leadership and business skills, traditions 
and aspirations).

2. Having knowledge of the opportunities afforded by markets within the terri-
tory itself, in adjacent territories, extending from the local to the regional, coun-
try, and in some cases to the international level.

3.  The selection of attractive enterprise options for subsequent development into 
supply chains balancing the following criteria:
• Strength of market demand in terms of volumes and prices 
• Production feasibility in the territory given the biophysical conditions, infra-

structure, access to productive resources and existing livelihood strategies
• The interest to the smallholders who are to benefit by the interventions
• Profitability versus investment and risk of the enterprise, ensuring compat-

ibility with the means and aspirations of the target population.

Working together to initiate the information gathering process:  
the interest group

In a highly competitive market environment, the selection of sub-sectors is key 
to both developing sustainable competitive advantage for the territory (and the 
farmers involved) and for making sure that benefits can accrue to the more mar-
ginalised in the community. Local facilitating organisations, including local 
government, should work together in developing an appropriate rural enterprise 
strategy for a given territory. Too often local development agencies work inde-
pendently and at times compete against each other, and adopt perverse practices 
that hinder enterprise development. Peacock et al. (2004) highlight the need for 
coordination among service providers and Lundy et al. (2004) have developed a 
sequence of steps by which the interest or working group of like-minded research 
and development practitioners can arrive at a common vision and plan of action 
for promoting enterprise development in a territory. The opportunity for working 
together to develop a common strategy has the added advantage of identifying 
complementarities in the skills of different institutions, while at the same time 
breaking down institutional barriers and building levels of trust. The process has 
to be catalysed and initially convened by an institution that sees the potential ben-
efits for achieving the goals of the institution through partnership.

Characterising assets and potential beneficiaries 
Methods and tools used for the characterisation of livelihood assets are well 
documented (Scoones, 1998). Often characterisation includes wellbeing or wealth 
ranking to profile rural inhabitants. For agro-enterprise-related interventions 
a profiling of smallholder farmers and other agriculturally related actors such as 
processors, according to their relative level of market orientation and organisation  
is needed. It can be helpful to categorise rural producers according to four agro-
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enterprise development phases based on: their degree of organisation, the level of 
integration with the market, the types of technology employed, and their access to 
support services. Table 1 shows for each stage some of the pre-conditions that can 
orient the enterprise-development process. The underlying assumption of this pro-
filing is that smallholders need to form groups to effectively access markets. Internal 
cohesion and trust within groups and between groups of farmers, and building their 
enterprise orientation are major challenges (see Biénabe and Sautier, this volume).

In any territory it may be possible to identify groups of farmers and other 
rural actors that correspond to all four development phases. In the poor and more 
remote rural areas, it is likely that the majority of farmers will be in the subsistence 
and early stages of the development gradient. However, it should be noted that the 
most vulnerable sector of the population will be landless – this sector does not ap-
pear in this scheme, but they probably derive their livelihood from selling labour 
to enterprises that are in development stages 2, 3 and 4. 

Identifying market opportunities and selecting products 
Methods and tools for market opportunity identification and evaluation that can be 
used to select sub-sectors are less well known or employed. Often only secondary 
information and local knowledge are used to draw up a long list of options that are 
then subjected to evaluation using pre-determined criteria (Lusby and Panlibuton, 
2002). This approach has the risk of: a. being over influenced by supply side criteria,  
b. overlooking emerging market opportunities, or c. basing decisions on out-of-date 
information. Ostertag et al. (2004) provide a method for market opportunity identifica-
tion that can be designed to meet the specific needs of a particular territory. It involves 
a rapid market survey followed by an evaluation of each of the most promising prod-
ucts identified against market, production and financial criteria. The options that do 
not meet these criteria are discarded. The products that remain are then subjected to 
participatory evaluation to identify those that are most attractive to the target farmers, 
based on the criteria that the farmers themselves consider to be most important. 

This method requires that the persons undertaking the study have skills in 
conducting market surveys, have basic crop and livestock management knowledge, 
and are capable of undertaking simple financial analysis. When this type of study 
is conducted in urban centres that access food supplies from different areas, it will 
provide information useful for a number of territories and not only the one that is 
the target of the intervention. In Kampala, the method was employed to identify 
market opportunities for urban and peri-urban farmers (Nyapendi et al., 2003), and 
then expanded to provide the National Agricultural Advisory Services (NAADS) 
with market information on the products selected for development by NAADS-
assisted farmers from different districts during their preferred enterprise selection 
process (Nyapendi et al., 2004).

The principles of the Ostertag method can be adapted for use by a market 
facilitator at the community level where levels of farmer or other rural producer 
participation can be increased (Best, 2003; Sanginga et al., 2004a). In this case, it is usual 
for the community or farmer organisation to elect a group of 4 to 6 farmers to represent 
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Table 1. Evolutionary stages, or profiles, of smallholder farmers and the degree of 
maturity of their agroenterprises 

  Pre-conditions to enterprise  

Stage Characteristics development 

1. Subsistence Individual farmers producing  This type of community may require 
 predominantly for their own  specialist intervention that can be  
 consumption, selling small surpluses  considered as pre-enterprise oriented.  
 to local markets. Precarious to Many agencies supply such commu- 
 non-existent access to services and  nities with support processes such as  
 no use of purchased inputs. re-stocking assets after a social/natural  
 Low asset accumulation, most shock. This may include provision of:
 vulnerable. a. food aid, b. seeds, tools, livestock, 
  inputs, c. conflict resolution, d. safety-net 
  clauses and interventions.

2. Early stage Small-scale rural enterprises with  Communities at this stage are well   
 low levels of value addition and  positioned to benefit from enterprise- 
 weak business orientation and  oriented interest groups, i.e., co-ordination  
 incipient social cohesion among  of agencies that have a common  
 group members. Access to services  interest in market-oriented processes. 
 is incomplete and irregular which  Service providers should review their  
 limits enterprise growth prospects.  competence and staff profiles to ensure  
  quality of marketing services. 

3. Developing Commercially oriented enterprises  These groups will require specialist  
 with higher levels of social cohesion  support in areas of enterprise growth.  
 that have incorporated value adding,  Service providers and their interest group 
 handling and/or transformation  members should develop strategies that 
 processes, and product diversifi-  bring specifically needed skills to bear.  
 cation. Selling into local, regional  This may include such aspects as market 
 and national markets. Have access  information, finances, new product 
 to appropriate services that permit  development, etc.
 enterprise growth.   

4. Mature Farmer enterprises are fully inte- These groups will require support in  
 grated into supply chains producing  areas of business management and are  
 products that meet market demands  likely to be interested in risk capital  
 in terms of quality and frequency  ventures that will provide them with 
 of supply, both nationally and for  a forward looking edge in the market- 
 export. Are capable of identifying  place. Increasing use of information 
 and paying for required business  and communication technologies (ICTs)  
 development services. to support enterprise development  
  and growth.

Source: IFDC, 2003
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them in undertaking the market opportunity identification and enterprise selection 
process, periodically providing feedback and consulting with the larger group. 

Because of the logistic and cost implications of facilitating farmers to under-
take this type of market research, the analysis is typically narrower, focusing on 
fewer product categories and market outlets, than the more formal survey described 
above. However, it has proved to be a powerful tool for expanding the horizon of 
farmers, opening their eyes to opportunities that they had never previously imag-
ined. For many farmers it may be the first time that they have visited markets beyond 
their immediate locality and with a view to compare and contrast products rather 
than simply to negotiate prices for sale. When well conducted, the process of partici-
patory market research and enterprise selection enhances farmers’ understanding 
of the major purchasing conditions and requirements with respect to price, quality, 
volumes and frequency of delivery etc. It should also provide important contact in-
formation with traders who could in the future become purchasers of their produce, 
and is therefore a first step in forging potential market linkages. Box 4 describes how 
this process was undertaken with a community in Kabale District, Uganda.

Achieving balance among selection of sub-sectors 
The selection of products and sub-sector(s) for development need to explicitly 
address how the selected farmer groups will benefit from either: a. establishing 
new, or b. increasing the operational effectiveness of existing productive activities, 
through improved market linkages. A strategy for a territory may focus on groups 
of farmers at a particular development stage, or may attempt to achieve benefits 
across development stages. Opportunities for directly incorporating the landless 
can be explicitly addressed. These might include activities that can be undertaken 
in reduced spaces, such as the rearing of small animals, production of mushrooms, 
herbs or medicinal plants. Alternatively, the strategy might be to develop new or 
existing enterprises, which through growth can provide employment opportuni-
ties for those without land. A dynamic local agricultural sector should provide  
opportunities for growth in local service provision (Poulton et al., 2001). 

Planning for increased enterprise and supply chain 
competitiveness

Market chain and sub-sector studies

2  In this paper the following definitions are used: A sub-sector refers to all the actors and services that are 
financially and socially linked as products, information and finances flow from producers through interme-
diaries to consumers for a particular commodity. Usually a sub-sector analysis is undertaken at a national 
level. A market chain has a similar definition, but may be undertaken at more local level and provide a 
partial view of the total commodity sub-sector. Supply chains are market chains with a greater level of social 
and business integration between partners along the chain.

Following product selection, a more in-depth analysis of the supply chain or sub-
sector2, for the selected product(s) is required, through which specific actors are 
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Box 4. Participatory market research for enterprise selection in Muguli B community, 
Kabale District, Uganda

Muguli B is a community of 47 farmers located in the hills of south-western Uganda that 
is supported by Africare. In 2001, the community initiated an integrated process to im-
prove their capacity to identify and develop income-generating enterprises and improve 
their household food production through market research to select attractive options cou-
pled with field experimentation of cash and food crops. The community selected five of 
their members to represent them in a marketing committee. This committee, facilitated by 
Africare, pre-selected six products on which to undertake market research: coffee, potato, 
pyrethrum, eggs, pork, and cabbages. These six were selected for their present cash in-
come- generating potential (potato, cabbages) and because the farmers had observed that 
other farmers in the area were profitably producing the products (pyrethrum, coffee, pork 
and eggs). For each product, the members of the committee visited market outlets and 
gathered information on prices, volumes and frequency of delivery, quality requirements 
and payment conditions. Similarly they also visited farmers who were already produc-
ing the products commercially to collect information on production practices, inputs and 
costs. Armed with this information on markets and production, they calculated the cost–
benefit ratio for each product. The results of the visits and the economic analysis were 
shared with the whole community who discussed and used their own criteria to evaluate 
the options. The community eventually selected pyrethrum and eggs for enterprise devel-
opment. The advantages that they saw in these products were:

For pyrethrum:
• Its production and sale are economically attractive
• A local company purchases pyrethrum flowers. The company provides seed, technical 

assistance and collects the dried flowers at collection centres close to the areas of pro-
duction

• Pyrethrum can be grown on high ground and in soils that are not so suitable for food 
crops, on farmers’ lots that are under-utilised at present

• The women of the communities were favourably disposed to pyrethrum as they see 
it as an opportunity for men to become more engaged in agriculture, and hopefully 
spend less time in such unproductive activities as brewing and drinking.

For eggs:
• Their production is economically attractive and there is high demand for local eggs
• Poultry is an activity that can be undertaken close to the house and is easy to control
• The enterprise will provide an income-earning opportunity for women.

identified and characterised, relationships among actors are understood, bottle-
necks are identified and actions for overcoming them proposed. 

The area of market chain and sub-sector analysis has received considerable 
attention over the last decade and many methods and techniques are available (see 
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the Guide to Developing Agricultural Markets and Agro-enterprises on the World Bank 
web page http://www.worldbank.org). The majority of methods are designed 
to be undertaken by professionals, and should capture information that charac-
terises all three levels of the ITDG Market Map: the market chain itself, the busi-
ness and extension services, and the factors in the enabling environment that af-
fect the performance of the sub-sector (Hellin et al., this volume). Some methods, 
such as Holtzman (2002) provide the steps for generating information, but do not 
go into details of how to prioritise bottlenecks or constraints for subsequent imple-
mentation. The method described by Lusby and Panlibuton (2002) provides tools 
for prioritisation and pays special attention to business service assessment. These 
methods rely principally on secondary information, key informants, structured and 
semi-structured interviews and focus group discussions. They stress the need for 
‘a multidisciplinary person or team skilled in economic analysis, business needs  
assessment, participatory workshop facilitation, and enterprise development’ 
(Lusby et al., 2002), and ‘knowledgeable analysts’ (Joss et al., 2002), with a  
‘cross-country comparative perspective’ (Holtzman, 2002). The outputs are recom-
mendations on:
• Policy and regulatory reforms 
• Innovations in technology, institutional arrangements, and organisation or  

coordination of marketing functions 
• Further, more focused research. 

In East Africa, over a period of 5 years from 1999 ASARECA’s FOODNET 
programme built a capacity for undertaking these types of studies and completed 
them for the major commodities of the region. There are plans to strengthen the  
capacity of the major agricultural universities in the region in the use of these tech-
niques (S. Ferris, CIAT; personal communication). 

If resources are available to undertake them, market chain/sub-sector  
studies provide a more complete picture of how the sub-sector operates. Such anal-
yses provide a broad vision of the many different market opportunities and market 
chains that function for a particular product. These, options can be used to select 
the most appropriate market chain for the target beneficiaries. 

The methods mentioned above are by and large extractive in nature and 
provide a bird’s-eye perspective of a sub-sector. As such they characterise link-
ages between actors and at best observe whether trust exists or not. Supply chain  
management (SCM), a concept that has gathered pace over the past 15 years, goes 
beyond market chain or sub-sector analysis to look at ‘the management of relation-
ships between the businesses responsible for the efficient production and supply of 
agribusiness products from farm level to consumers, as a means of reliably meeting 
consumers’ requirements in terms of quantity, quality and price’ (Woods, 2004). 
The methods employed in SCM explicitly consider what is termed ‘relationship 
marketing’ with its three key constructs: satisfaction, trust and power-dependence 
(Batt, 2004). These constructs are considered in more detail in the following section 
on trust. 
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   Increasing the competitiveness 
Market analysis and of market chains for small-scale Participatory market chain 
development rural producers approach
(FAO–CFU, RECOFTC, 2000) (Lundy et al., 2004) (Bernet et al., 2004)

Table 2. Comparison of three participatory approaches to market chain analysis 

Phase 1. Assess the existing  
situation
• Identify the target group
• Determine the financial  
 objectives of the target group
• List existing resources and  
 products
• Identify key constraints of  
 the existing market system
• Shortlist a range of products
• Raise awareness of the  
 benefits of working together
Phase 2. Identify products,  
markets and means of marketing
• Analyse the four areas of 
 enterprise development
• Select the most promising 
 products
• Create interest groups for 
 selected products
Phase 3. Plan enterprises for 
sustainable development
• Examine the business environ- 
 ment of the selected products/ 
 enterprise
• Define the enterprise mission, 
 goal and objectives
• Develop strategies in each  
 of the four areas of enterprise  
 development
• Formulate the action plans to  
 implement the strategies
• Calculate financial projections 
 for the enterprise
• Obtain financing as specified  
 in the capital needs statement
• Initiate the pilot phase and 
 training
• Monitor progress and deal  
 with change 

Phase 1. Preparation 
• Select a market chain
• Plan and execute a rapid 
 market survey
• Identify and convene key  
 actors in the market chain
Phase 2. Information gathering
• Analyse participatory market  
 chain 
• Form working groups by 
 function
•  Map the market chain
•  Evaluate business develop- 
 ment services
• Document market chain  
 history
•  Evaluate organisation  
 strengths
Phase 3. Design, planning and 
negotiating
• Analyse critical points in the  
 market chain and prioritisa- 
 tion of interventions 
• Negotiate among actors the  
 strategy and interventions  
 required to increase competi-
 tiveness 
• Monitor market chain’s  
 competitiveness 

Phase 1. Diagnostic research to 
understand key actors
• Identify market chain actors
• Characterise activities,  
 interest, ideas and problems
• Prioritise and select 
 opportunities 
Phase 2. Definition and analy- 
sis of business opportunities
• Undertake participatory 
 in-depth market and enter- 
 prise analysis of each   
 identified opportunity 
Phase 3. Implementation of 
joint market innovations
• Execute interventions that  
 may include:
 –  Design, development and 
  launching of new products
 –  Introduction of new  
  technologies that increase  
  efficiency
 –  Establishment of new  
  institutions or services in  
  support of enterprise  
  development
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Participatory approaches to market chain analysis and project design
Development practitioners – i.e., market facilitators – in the field, need practical 
methods that can be applied by them, if possible without resorting to the contracting 
of outside experts. In recent years, participatory approaches have been developed 
for gathering information on the market chain through facilitated meetings with 
actors within the chain, and as a means of converting the information into concrete 
action or business plans while building trust among the different actors involved 
(FAO–CFU, RECOFTC, 2000; Lundy et al., 2004; Bernet et al., 2004; van de Hayden 
and Camacho, 2004). 

Table 2 compares three of the four methods cited above. They show certain 
commonalities, but with each placing different emphasis on certain areas. The ap-
proaches of FAO-CFU, RECOFTC and Lundy et al. initiate the process by selecting 
among sub-sector options, whereas in the approach of Bernet et al. the sub-sector has 
been selected a priori. In the methodology proposed by Lundy et al. the characteri-
sation of formal and informal support services in terms of quality and cost is more 
explicitly addressed. The method of FAO–CFU, RECOFTC (2000) that was developed 
specifically for tree and forest products, and that of Lundy et al. (2004) have been used 
quite extensively under a wide range of conditions and by different development and 
research practitioners. The authors of this paper are unaware of any documented 
cross-country or cross-commodity assessment as to the advantages and disadvantag-
es of the respective methods, or how different practitioners may have adapted them 
to local circumstances. The method of Bernet at al. (2004) is still under validation in 
Bolivia, Peru and Ecuador. All methods are intensive in the use of time and recognise 
the need for facilitation by persons with an appropriate level of technical knowledge 
and social skills. They also stress that the approaches do not guarantee success, but 
have proved in practice a useful tool to strengthen processes of rural enterprise devel-
opment. Some of the limitations (Lundy et al, 2004; Bernet 2004) include: 
• Their use can lead to a merely descriptive exercise if processes of negotiation and 

planning between the actors, and sound financial analysis are not incorporated 
• They require certain facilitation abilities, technical knowledge and an entity or 

group that leads the process 
• They depend on the willingness of the chain actors to negotiate and collaborate 

for common gain. Dominance by a key actor is unlikely to achieve the desired 
results

• It takes time to build trust-based relationships between chain actors, especially 
if a history of mistrust exists. 

Boxes 5 and 6 describe two cases where the use of participatory processes 
brought different actors together to determine means of identifying new oppor-
tunities and for overcoming bottlenecks and constraints, and which have resulted 
in income increases for the participating farmers and building of confidence to en-
gage in the market.

As mentioned above, ideally if resources permit, formal and participatory 
methods of market chain analysis should be combined. Formal studies can provide 
greater depth and more quantitative results upon which to base decisions; they may 
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Box 5. Coffee farmers in Yorito, Honduras

Despite the depressed market situation, coffee producers in Yorito, Honduras have found 
a means of making their coffee more profitable. The Agro-industry Committee of the 
Consorcio Local para el Desarrollo de la Cuenca del Rio Tascalapa (CLODEST), a local 
consortium of farmer organisations, facilitated the participatory market mapping of the  
existing coffee chain bringing together producers, processors and traders. This helped 
identify critical points and enhance communication between the coffee farmers and the 
local trader. A short-term outcome has been the negotiation of higher prices with an 
existing trader, and a medium-term outcome was the decision to seek organic certifica-
tion. Since November 2001 a smaller group of 12 farmers have been selling their coffee to 
the local trader at 500 lempiras per quintal (US$0.69/kg) while non-participating farmers 
receive 250 lempiras per quintal (US$0.34/kg). The trader not only provides marketing 
services but also technical assistance and credit for capital investments needed to improve 
quality. Recently, the coffee from 45 households was certified as ‘transition’ (transition 
from traditional to organic production) and negotiations are in progress with a coffee  
cooperative, which exports organic beans for the German market, to sell this transition 
coffee at a premium. These results have been achieved without a formal project and 
have been brought about through a process that has improved communication and trust  
between producers and the trader.

Source: Wheatley and Peters, 2004; Lundy et al., 2005

also be able to gain greater understanding of the factors in the enabling environ-
ment that are favouring or hindering rural enterprise development. They may also, 
if made explicit in the studies, offer an opportunity to identify a chain champion. 
This aspect has probably not received the attention it deserves and has led to over-
emphasis being paid to developing farmers groups to the exclusion of identifying 
and supporting a chain champion who may provide the demand pull so essential 
for enterprise success. Participatory approaches, on the other hand, will generate 
ownership of the process by the intended beneficiaries and strengthen their capac-
ity to introduce innovations into their activities in the future, and they also initiate 
a process of trust building among actors. Bingen et al. (2003) compare approach-
es to human capital development in projects for linking farmers to markets and 
conclude that those with an explicit emphasis on developing community skills are 
likely to prove more sustainable when projects terminate. At present there are rela-
tively few field-level development practitioners with the required skill set to be able 
to facilitate the process of participatory market chain analysis and the subsequent 
development of interventions to enhance a supply chain’s competitiveness.

Participatory market chain analysis explicitly concludes with the develop-
ment of an action or business plan that is negotiated among the actors and service  
providers. The implementation of the business plan requires the continued mentoring 
and support provided by the market facilitator and other service providers. For 
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Box 6. Market analysis and development method applied to non-timber forest products 
(NTFPs) in Tabanani Village, Central River Division, The Gambia

At the end of 2000, the Gambia Forestry Department adopted FAO’s market analysis 
and development (MA&D) approach to assist communities in the creation of income- 
generation activities from community forests. The objective was to train Forestry 
Department personnel in MA&D methodology in order for them to facilitate the devel-
opment of community-based enterprises utilising products, resources or services from 
community forests. Within a year of introducing the MA&D approach, six villages decid-
ed to coordinate their approaches, with the purpose of establishing a stronger position for 
access to information and for negotiating the sale of their forest products. An important 
result of the MA&D approach has been the identification by villagers of new and more 
valuable uses of NTFPs. For example, the leaves of the rhun palm are normally used as 
fencing material, mostly for on-farm use. Rhun palm splits (made by splitting the palm 
bole into 16 pieces which are used to replace 10x10 cm timber) were sold previously at 
GMD 15 (US$ 0.51) a piece to buyers who resold the same split for GMD 80 (US$ 2.71) 
on the market. Within a year, the villagers had established a selling point in the market 
and were selling their splits for GMD 70 (US$ 2.37). Rhun palm is now also used to build 
furniture, which is also sold in the market. Other villagers have become aware of these re-
sults and the potential income-generation opportunities offered by forest management. 
Twenty-six villages have adopted the MA&D approach and this new way of thinking 
is now being extended to the marketing of other resources (crops, fruits, etc.). Villagers 
realise that they have much stronger bargaining power when they are well organised and 
better informed. 

Source: http://www.fao.org/forestry/site/25490/en

example, in the Nyambyumba potato case (see Box 3) the relationship with the 
purchaser Nandos very nearly broke down because of misunderstandings brought 
about by communication problems. The facilitator needed to be on hand to help 
sort out problems. There is little written about the length of time that a small rural 
enterprise requires mentoring. Experiences in urban settings where private-sector 
companies volunteer to mentor small-scale businesses that are getting started sug-
gest that a 3-year period is required, over which time the intensity of mentoring 
gradually diminishes (S. Street, independent consultant; personal communication). 
This is a factor that is seldom appreciated by development organisations, which for 
reasons of funding and programming have to move on from supporting specific 
farmers groups after a certain period. 

Strengthening services for enterprise growth
Historically it has been common practice for donors and governments to inter-
vene in the market for business development services (BDS) by financing public 

Building linkages and enhancing trust



Making markets work for the poor40

provision or permanently subsidising services delivered by others, such as NGOs.  
This has had the consequence of development organisations stepping in to provide 
services (transport is a good example) that, because they are financed by donors, 
are unsustainable once project support is terminated. This approach has the effect 
of crowding out commercial providers of services (Committee of Donor Agencies 
for Small Enterprise Development, 2001). 

While development organisations may be aware of the negative effect of 
these practices, they lack expertise to facilitate alternative approaches that seek to 
promote sustained increases in both the demand for and supply of services. This 
paradigm shift in the role of development organisations – from a provider to a 
facilitator of services – is a major challenge since it requires a change in the attitude, 
behaviour and roles of donors, governments and development practitioners. In the 
transition, major contradictions and conflicting responses to development needs 
can be observed, with organisations espousing a market orientation for farmers, 
while in different parts of the same organisation attitudes and practices continue to 
support an interventionist policy with respect to service provision. 

Assessment of business development services (BDS) 
If a development objective goes beyond the linking of selected farmers producing 
one particular product to one particular market, then it will be necessary to assess 
BDS needs and subsequent interventions on those critical services whose improve-
ment will benefit the widest number of target beneficiaries. There are a number 
of services that are not sub-sector specific, such as market information, business 
management and legal services, finance etc. whose improvement can benefit a 
wide range of rural producers. FOODNET the regional marketing network in East 
Africa, supported the development of market information, as this was considered 
to be an equitable way in which to support a number of enterprise options (Ferris 
and Robbins, 2004). 

Current thinking on the provision of BDS for small-scale enterprises is 
championed by the Small Enterprise Education and Promotion (SEEP) Network 
(http://www.seepnetwork.org/bdsguide.html). The SEEP network provides an 
overview of the methods that can be used to make an assessment of services by 
sub-sector and across sub-sectors. Techniques that are described include: sub-sec-
tor and market chain analysis, rapid appraisal techniques, general small enterprise 
surveys, specific BDS market-assessment tools, needs assessment through clus-
ters and networks, etc. As well as these formal information-gathering methods, 
action research, or what is termed an ‘incremental approach’, can be employed, 
which lays emphasis on learning and developing in-depth relationships with the 
enterprises with which a facilitator is working and learning together in an incre-
mental fashion about service provision needs (Hileman and Tanburn, 2000). For a 
market facilitator immersed in a local enterprise-development situation, he or she 
will need to adapt and combine methods to suit the particular circumstances and  
resources available. 
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Trust in supply chains 

Supply chain management (SCM)
The previous sections have concentrated on the process of agro-enterprise de-
velopment with the purpose of identifying the moments when opportunities for 
linkages become evident and the role of the market facilitator in catalysing rela-
tionships between market chain actors becomes clearer. Earlier in this paper, the 
emergence of the SCM concept that examines the relationships between business-
es as a mean of better meeting consumer requirements for products and services 
(Woods, 2004) was discussed. SCM is about implementing practical improvements 
to allow a supply chain to be more competitive and more responsive to consumer 
demands. It requires active management initiated by one or more members of the 
supply chain: the chain champion. The study of SCM draws on several disciplines, 
one of which is relationship marketing. Relationship marketing recognises the im-
portance of commitment and trust in business-to-business relationships, and that 
such relationships are dynamic and can only develop over time (Woods, 2004).

Batt (2004) summarises the advantages for both suppliers and custom-
ers arising from long-term relations and concludes that the greatest benefit is the  
reduction in uncertainty on both sides. The key positive constructs of relationship 
marketing are satisfaction and trust, and these manifest themselves in the follow-
ing ways:
• Satisfaction has to do with the degree to which a preferred supplier’s 

performance meets the customer’s expectations. Satisfaction increases when 
performance exceeds expectations and vice versa

• Trust in a relationship is considered critical in situations where there is risk and 
incomplete buyer information with respect to the quality or performance of the 
product or service being supplied. 

The differentiation of trust at three levels made by Sako (1992, see Batt, 
2004) helps categorise behaviour that is readily observed in rural agro-enterprise 
situations. Contractual trust is an expectation that the exchange partners will abide 
by their written or oral contractual obligations and act according to generally  
accepted business practice. A common complaint often levelled against small-
scale farmers is their habit of ‘breaking’ agreements to sell to a particular trader or 
company, if higher prices are offered by others. Competence trust is derived from 
the assumption that the entrusted firm will carry out the activities competent-
ly and reliably. Both farmers and the private sector often have little faith in the  
ability of, for example, the public sector to deliver quality and reliable extension 
services or to provide an enabling environment for business transactions to pro-
ceed smoothly. Goodwill trust arises where both parties have developed mutual 
expectations that the other will do more than what it is formally committed to 
perform. This is the ultimate in trust category in that it accommodates an under-
standing that if things go wrong for either party, there will not be an immediate 
breakdown in the relationship.
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Functions of social capital in rural agro-enterprises
Johnson et al. (2002) help to place trust in the wider perspective of the role of so-
cial capital as an input into the process of agro-enterprise development. In a study 
of 50 rural agro-enterprises in Colombia they identified three principal functions 
played by social capital:
• Acquisition of information via information networks
• Reduction of uncertainty and monitoring costs through trust-based relations
• Establishment and maintenance of collective action.

On making a comparative analysis across and within enterprises, it was 
found that the use of the different functions of social capital were highly correlat-
ed and that social relations do perform an economic function within enterprises, 
as measured by revenue per worker. This suggests that enterprises do benefit from 
broadening their networks and by strengthening their existing relations with other 
actors in the supply chain. Johnson et al. postulate that the fact enterprises use per-
sonal relations for professional objectives is a sign of market failure. They surmise 
that the extent to which technological or institutional innovations can reduce the 
reliance on personal relationships and promote the emergence of alternative sup-
pliers and markets for services that are currently provided through social capital, 
both efficiency and equity are likely to increase. Johnson et al. recommend that, 
when assessing BDS and the design of interventions to strengthen their provision, 
careful attention is given to what types of BDS are currently being provided by 
which types of relationships and why. 

Conclusions and implications 
There is increasing evidence that building skills and social capital are critical ele-
ments for improving business opportunities. It is also clear that if farming commu-
nities are not to sink further into poverty greater investments are required to assist 
this community to develop their skills, expand their linkages within the marketing 
environment and build trust-based relationships with different actors. 

Process
Heavy emphasis has been placed on the process of enterprise development. That 
process is important because firstly, it helps define the situation as it is now and the 
desired situation in the future, and secondly, it makes possible the identification 
of possible steps that need to be taken to achieve the desired situation. This was 
illustrated using the territorial approach to rural agro-enterprise development that 
involves a sequence of steps and important elements including:
• Interest group formation and characterisation of a territory 
• Organisation of farmers
• Identifying markets and chain analysis
• Developing a strategy and a business plan with chain actors
• Strengthening support services for selected market chains
• Advocating for policy changes 
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Each step involves different stakeholders (partners, actors, service providers, 
policy makers, etc.) and is therefore a mechanism for identifying the potentially 
useful links that need to be established to achieve success. These links can be high-
ly beneficial for business development but as investment and or risk increases, the 
need for mutual respect and trust will play an ever-increasing role. The challenge 
with respect to frameworks and approaches to agro-enterprise development is to 
make them sufficiently clear, flexible and uncomplicated so that they can be under-
stood and adapted to different situations by local development practitioners and 
communities. 

Facilitators and champions
Those in the field that observe trust-building processes know that: they take time,  
will not occur over night, and require facilitating and championing. What are the 
implications?

Development practitioners – both from government and NGOs – now have 
to more clearly define their roles: are they facilitators of development or are they 
providers of services? Their natural tendency has to be service providers who have, 
perhaps unwittingly, distorted market mechanisms by substituting for potentially 
private service provision. For most institutions this paradigm shift is not easy and 
is unlikely to be achieved without buy-in and support from senior management. 
It requires changes in attitudes and behaviour, and the learning of new skills. This 
suggests that there is a great deal still to be done in advocating the need for change 
among development practitioners and in providing support for organisations that 
want to make this shift. 

Moving toward a market and enterprise orientation means that the skills of 
front-line field facilitators have to be upgraded and complemented. An increas-
ing minority have the required characteristics, but to make a real dent in the mag-
nitude of the challenge, especially in Africa, requires a very large investment in 
capacity development. Understanding market and business principles, placing  
emphasis on profitability (US$/ha) rather than levels of production (t/ha), and 
quality rather than quantity are important elements. In addition, skills are required 
for identifying stakeholders, understanding their motivations and facilitating  
interactions between them. In many cases development institutions will need 
to build in-house capacity in these areas, either through retraining or hiring in 
personnel with appropriate backgrounds, to mentor and support field-level facil-
itators. Experience has shown that capacity building is not a one-off event, but a 
process that requires iterations of learning, field-level practice, analysis of what 
has been achieved, and further learning, practice and analysis cycles (Remington 
et al., 2005).

As discussed, champions of supply chains are likely to be private sector 
actors from within the supply chains themselves or from associated services. 
Their appearance may be fortuitous and spontaneous or it may be that in exist-
ing market situations champions may be ‘sleeping’, and require external facili-
tation for them to awaken and play the role for which they were destined. The 
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question is how can potential champions be identified early in the agro-enterprise 
process, and then champions be facilitated and supported in their role? Is the ex-
istence of a chain champion a precondition for the eventual sustainability of an  
intervention once project funds have run out? How can it be determined that levels 
of linkage and trust are at a sufficiently high level such that external facilitation is 
no longer required? This is an area ripe for further research to provide guidance to 
field facilitators on how to mobilise different actors in support of improved chain 
performance. 

Linkages and trust
The natural tendency when referring to linkages and trust is to confine this to the 
actors within a supply chain. However, it is evident that the concept of linkage and 
trust also applies to relations among different stakeholders at different stages of the 
agro-enterprise development process. This paper has only summarily addressed 
these needs for relationship building, so some critical, and perhaps less-evident 
linkages are highlighted 

Among facilitators and service providers at a territorial level. It is advocated 
that local institutions and community organisations should come together to de-
velop their vision and strategy for agro-enterprise development. This is easy to 
say but less easy to achieve. The process of bringing partners together requires a 
convener and facilitator who is able to convincingly argue the case for working to-
gether to achieve a common goal and who, whilst having a clear idea of the what 
requires to be done, has the ability to build a consensus among group members. 
The potential partners have to understand that working together will require give 
and take, and possibly changes in the way that they do things. There needs to be a 
feeling that interaction, sharing responsibility and learning from each other in pro-
moting local agro-enterprise development will be a mutually beneficial experience 
and will achieve their own institutional goals more effectively and efficiently than 
by working alone. 

Within and among farmers’ groups. Establishing and consolidating farmer groups 
is obviously key to the agro-enterprise process outlined (see Biénabe and Sautier, this 
volume ). There is much empirical experience on forming groups and organisations 
that have become experienced in facilitating group formation processes. At the same 
time there are many examples of failures from which to learn. Generating among 
members a sense of ownership and commitment to their organisation require partic-
ular leadership and managerial skills that are often lacking in rural situations. 

Between public and private service providers and the farming community. 
Just as there can be high levels of confidence and trust between communities and 
their service providers, so the opposite can occur. The various stages of the agro-
enterprise process are oriented toward characterising these relations through 
canvassing the opinions of users of the services and identifying appropriate means 
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of making service provision more effective. The expectation is that as rural commu-
nities’ capacity to manage their own change increases, so they will become effective 
at demanding and accessing the services that are useful to them, and in reaction to 
this, service providers will become more responsive to the needs of their clients. 

Between research and development institutions and the private sector. The  
relationship between research and development has been largely hidden in this  
discussion, as those that provide research services and those that provide more 
development-type services have been considered together. Striving for and main-
taining competitiveness and relevance requires that businesses and institutions 
innovate. The process of innovation needs to be continuous. Processes of innova-
tion can occur at any level, they do not necessarily require great investments in 
either highly qualified personnel or resources. However, they can be greatly en-
hanced by access to information and new knowledge. So, establishing productive 
relations, trust and mutual respect between research and development institutions 
and between these and the private sector that are focused on resolving the con-
straints and bottlenecks to the competitiveness of supply chains will be a further 
key to achieving better rates of success (Hall et al., 2003).

Between civil society organisations, government policy-makers and donors.
This leads to the connection between micro- and meso-level interventions and 
the macro- or policy-related issues that are likely to favour or hinder success 
on the ground. However good institutions may be at developing frameworks,  
approaches, methods and tools, all these are likely to have limited impact if rela-
tions with decision makers, whether they be those that make policies or provide 
the resources that make development work possible, are weak and affected by 
high levels of scepticism and lack of confidence from either side. In many devel-
oping countries, and particularly in Africa, governments have a poor reach among 
rural people, they are viewed as being less than competent and officials are often 
corrupt. These conditions lead to less than satisfactory levels of confidence and 
trust in these institutions either at a local or national level. The same applies to 
the donor side. Confidence is strained when conflicting approaches are espoused 
among and even within donor and lead technical assistance agencies. This is com-
pounded by what appears to be a lack of commitment by developed countries to 
confront and find solutions to some of the root causes of the huge inequalities that 
exist between rich and poor, if to do so goes against their own interests. These are 
global issues and need to be tackled at that level by those whose mandate it is to 
do so: the World Bank, the United Nations system, the World Trade Organization, 
the political bodies that represent developed and developing countries, and the 
international research and development community. Moving towards achieving 
higher levels of mutual understanding and agreement about what the problems 
are and possible options for resolving them, and greater levels of trust and mutual 
respect among these various actors is as important as achieving progress at the 
micro and meso levels. 

Building linkages and enhancing trust
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Interrelatedness of interventions
The challenges of making markets work for the poor are significant, but there 
is a wealth of experience and knowledge that has been accumulated over the 
years. There are globally, and to a certain extent regionally and nationally, strong 
institutional structures through which to work and on which to build future in-
terventions. There are initiatives that are in progress or being conceptualised, that 
should be strengthened or supported so that they eventually achieve their desired 
impact. Just three as examples of these initiatives related to linkage of farmers to 
markets that are relevant when considering future directions are presented.

1. The review of the Strategic Priorities of the Consultative Group on 
International Agricultural Research (CGIAR). The CGIAR has had, and still has, 
a predominantly food-production orientation. However, the Group now recognis-
es that improvement of smallholder farmers’ livelihood cannot depend alone on 
the production of food staples. The Group is examining the most appropriate way 
of incorporating research on smallholder production, processing and marketing 
of high-value products. In other strategic priority areas emphasis is being placed 
on smallholder competitiveness, institutional capacity building and farmer organi-
sation. A first challenge is to acknowledge the need for interconnectedness in the 
components that make up a strategy for linking farmers to markets. The second 
challenge is to achieve much greater levels of complementarity among the sys-
tem of semi-autonomous research centres with respect to market and enterprise 
development research. The topic merits a system-wide or challenge programme 
approach to harness synergy and generate innovative approaches and to encour-
age partnership with others who can provide complementary expertise.

2. The Food and Agriculture Organization of the United Nations (FAO) has 
invested considerable resources and time to developing a Global Post-harvest 
Initiative: Linking Farmers to Markets in collaboration with the Global Forum on 
Agricultural Research (GFAR) and the Post-harvest consortium (PhAction). The 
strategic framework for this Initiative, which was developed through an exhaus-
tive consultation among stakeholders in five regions, espouses a forward-looking 
market and enterprise orientation for smallholder production that considers the in-
tegrated nature of producer to consumer linkages, and the need for interventions 
to be based on wide stakeholder participation in decision-making and implementa-
tion. Taking the strategy from the design to implementation phase requires a high 
level of integration within and between the individual organisations that are the 
key proponents. If successfully managed, the initiative could provide an impor-
tant vehicle for raising awareness among international and national government  
policy makers and an integrating function among interventions at meso level 
across regions. 

3. Regional and sub-regional agricultural research forums. Almost without 
exception, regional and sub-regional agricultural research forums have identified  
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post-harvest and agribusiness research as high priorities. Competence and experi-
ence in sub-sector approaches and market chain studies and analysis varies from 
region to region, and largely the smallholder sector has not been the focus of atten-
tion in terms of enhancing supply chain performance. With the gradual incorpora-
tion of civil society organisations (NGOs and farmer organisations) into decision-
making processes of the forums, the voice of the smallholder is becoming more ev-
ident. This is leading to a demand to address this particular vacuum and presents 
opportunities for investing in the reorientation and strengthening of the capaci-
ties of national agricultural research organisations to focus on resolving constraints 
and bottlenecks to supply chains market in which smallholders are key actors. 

These are just three initiatives that could be harnessed, strengthened and 
built upon. The situation in rural areas with respect to poverty, and especially 
Africa, is serious. If, as projected, sub-Saharan Africa slips even further behind 
over the next decade, and other regions continue to gain in competence, services 
and infrastructure, apart from being a disaster for humanity, it could mean the col-
lapse of market solution for smallholder farmers’ livelihoods. If the proposal is to 
turn the situation around, development agencies are going to need to be inventive 
in research and development, but also forceful in supporting those that are advo-
cating for changes in the enabling environment that will make market solutions 
work for the poor.
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Introduction    

Market information needs of rural producers

Alan Marter

The aim of this paper is to assess the importance of market information and the 
scope for improving information systems for small-scale producers, especially the 
poor, in sub-Saharan Africa The paper begins by briefly reviewing the factors that 
cause or exacerbate poor market information. This review enables a more effective 
identification of the means to tackle such constraints and also shows that there is 
no simple or uniform solution – problems and solutions will often differ and may 
be complex. Information is also only part of a package of requirements that are 
needed to improve marketing – producers often need additional components in 
order to take advantage of the information on offer. The institutional context of 
producers – market linkages, producer bodies, etc. may also be important parts of 
the package. 

The study covers both agricultural and non-farm livelihoods and markets. 
However, the ongoing importance of agriculture in sub-Saharan livelihoods, and 
the strength of interaction between non-farm and agricultural activities, means that 
agriculture remains a key sector of concern. It is estimated (Delgado, 1997), that 
80% of cultivated area in Africa is either remote or of low potential, and the focus of 
the paper is therefore especially upon both the poor and areas of poor access. The 
inherent uncertainty of agricultural production (especially for rainfed systems) 
also emphasises the need for information and understanding (including market in-
formation) that can reduce, but not eliminate, such uncertainties.

The importance of market information 
The importance of market information and access to such information on the part of 
small-scale –producers and the poor has long been recognised. Poor information is 
linked to a number of critical problems in marketing including: low or inequitable 
producer incomes, weak or uneven supply responses to price signals, low market 
efficiency, etc. Whilst the focus has often been upon output markets, those for  
inputs for small-scale producers are also frequently negatively affected by lack of  
information that is often equally critical to their livelihoods. 

Sound market information can enable producers to make effective 
production decisions, take advantage of new market opportunities, improve spa-
tial distribution, etc. (Shepherd, 1997 quoted in Goodland and Kleih, 1999). The 
importance of such information relates in part to its value in reducing (but not 
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removing) risk e.g., to avoid selling at a time of market over supply. It can also 
inform alternative locations of sales (or purchases) further along market chains 
(although these may be offset by costs, including labour/marketing time, and  
additional risks). Negotiation with traders can be facilitated e.g., at farm-gate 
level though knowledge of prices in destination markets. Information also ena-
bles more effective decisions on storage (where perishability is not an over-riding  
issue) e.g., in respect to relative costs and risks against seasonal price variation. It 
can also inform similar decisions with respect to off-season production (Coote and 
Wandschneider, 2001) 

What is needed and by whom – producers’ (and traders’) priorities
A market information system can be defined as having the following characteris-
tics – the ability to: collect, process, and analyse market data systematically and 
continuously and to ensure delivery of information on a timely basis to all market 
participants (Poon, 1994 quoted in CTA, 2001). To this could be added the need for 
systems to be driven and ultimately operated by stakeholders, notably small-scale 
producers (CTA, 2001)and to be affordable. Whilst considerable emphasis is placed 
upon the need for timeliness in market data, this only relates to a portion of infor-
mation needs, notably pricing, whilst other areas such as quality requirements, 
etc., are less time-sensitive. The degree of perishability of produce is another key 
factor impacting upon the need for timeliness.

Producers’ (and traders’) priorities will vary depending upon circumstanc-
es but, whilst market constraints are often stated as the first priority by small-scale 
producers, it is important to recognise that market information as such is not nec-
essarily their first concern. Studies by members of the Natural Resources Institute 
(NRI) (Kleih, 1999; Kleih et al., 1999b; Kleih et al., 1999d) indicate information as the 
second priority in Uganda and only the fourth in Malawi. In both these countries 
the road network and transport access are of equal or higher concern (although this 
may be partly because the areas under study were remote regions). 

Whilst market information needs have often been a pre-occupation of devel-
opment agencies it is also important to understand the views and needs of produc-
ers themselves – with respect to both the relative importance of information con-
straints as a whole, and their priorities for specific needs that should be addressed. 
One of the problems with past initiatives has been the failure to fully identify such 
needs (Robbins, 1998), or to engage producers in the design of appropriate infor-
mation systems.

Producers’ own priorities for specific information are illuminating – a case 
study in Mali (Kleih et al., 1999c) provides an example:
• Coverage of both food and (grain) cash crops
• Information on supply and demand as well as prices
• Information on inputs (including transport, equipment and fertiliser), prices, 

availability and quality 
• Availability and conditions for credit
• Demand for processed products.
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In this example, the diversity of needs (including food crops and input mar-
ket data) goes well beyond the information provided by many existing information 
systems. For those with the most limited exposure to markets, information on rel-
evant prices for the main crops in major markets may be an effective starting point. 
However, many producers will have needs that extend beyond this. Whilst most are 
concerned with domestic markets, there are differing requirements, e.g., between 
local and urban, perishable and non-perishable products. A minority may also sup-
ply external markets, e.g., regional formal (and informal) trade and international 
markets – the latter being particularly demanding. Producers may be interested in 
information on traders themselves, notably their trustworthiness (Robbins, 1998), 
and in the dynamics of markets, e.g., in changes taking place in terms of prod-
ucts and market location, etc. (Lynch and Ashimogo, 1999). Finally, gender may 
be an important factor, since both men and women may have similar information 
needs, but perhaps more often these will differ (Janowski et al., 2003), e.g., because 
women may cultivate and/or sell different crops/products and women are often 
(much) more constrained in access to information and information sources.

Given this diversity of interests, those promoting information systems have 
begun to emphasise a growing package of information components. This may in-
clude: 
• Location of buyers (or suppliers for input markets)
• Buyers requirements (variety, quality, packaging, delivery, timing)
• Availability and cost of alternative transport to and from differing rural and ur-

ban assembly, wholesale and retail markets
• Potential for product loss (or input deterioration), current prices in alternative 

markets per variety or input, quality and volume
• Seasonality and evolution of real price over time (Coote and Wandschneider, 

2001). 
Development practitioners are also increasingly emphasising the impor-

tance of business skills and the capacity to analyse markets as much as market 
information itself. These ideas are often linked to associated organisational and 
institutional development, notably promotion of producer organisations (see the 
following section ). 

Although the focus of this paper is on producers, traders may also have 
needs for information, and supplying these may, in fact, be mutually beneficial 
to both producers and traders. Smaller-scale traders in particular may have more 
limited access to information, and confront relatively high market risks hence they 
may share a degree of common interest with producers (Robbins, 1998). Traders 
may be particularly interested in information that relates to spatial and arbitrage 
decisions and also in new market opportunities (Wye College, 1999).

Factors impacting on producers’ access to information 
Post-liberalisation policy and the macro environment. The post-liberalisation 
environment in developing countries that has been characterised by a withdraw-
al of the public sector from market support and intervention has highlighted 
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information access needs. The decline or collapse of public-sector extension serv-
ices, especially in Africa, has also emphasised the need for alternative systems of  
information provision, especially for the poor and in more remote locations. In 
many areas the private sector (including those components that might provide em-
bedded information services), has developed to only a limited degree, thus raising 
issues of the level of competitiveness in markets and with consequent implications 
on information needs and information flows. Overall transactions in marketing can 
entail a variety of costs, and it is now recognised that an understanding of this insti-
tutional context is critical in the development of effective market interventions (for 
a discussion of the key components of the New Institutional Economics see Poole 
in CTA, 2001).

Economic and locational characteristics of producers. The level of poverty of 
many small-scale producers is of fundamental importance because not only does 
it limit access to information in a variety of ways, it also limits the capacity to use 
information even where it is available. The poor often lack the resources (and capa-
bilities) to cover the search costs for information other than that to be found in their 
immediate locality (Poole, 1999). Limited access to information arises in the context 
of: lack of market contacts and the tendency of smallholders to sell at the farm gate 
or in local markets, poor literacy levels and the lack of access to modern media, as 
well as the absence of effective information services.

The needs of the poor may be magnified by geographical/locational factors 
since they may live in remote areas, or areas with limited access to infrastructure, 
especially roads and transport. Such remoteness limits their access to traders, 
diminishes access to information and hence their capacity to bargain. These 
limitations can be exacerbated by credit links and ties between producers and  
traders.

Social characteristics. Social characteristics interact with and may re-enforce lim-
itations imposed by economic circumstances. Ethnicity or the effects of social and 
political disruption may have wider negative impacts on marketing (Marter and 
Wandschneider, 2002), and access to market information. Gender is of particular 
importance coupled with general intra-household relationships. There may be con-
flicting interests between men and women in households such that, for example, 
women choose to sell without the knowledge of men who are likely to expropriate 
the income from such sales. In these circumstances information access (for both 
men and women) is constrained (Lynch and Ashimogo, 1999). Female-headed 
households may face particular constraints in their capacity to access both markets 
and market information. 

In more general terms there are issues of awareness and confidence amongst 
disadvantaged groups (the poor, women, youth, etc.) and associated needs for 
empowerment to be coupled to market interventions, including provision of in-
formation. Such awareness may be partly a function of levels of education, where 
women are again often disadvantaged (CTA, 2001).
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Organisational and institutional issues. In ‘institutional’ terms (i.e., in the wider 
sense of the rules of the game), relationships between producers and traders may 
have a key impact on the scope for interchange of market information. These issues 
revolve around, for example, the levels of repeat dealing, exclusivity, trust and rep-
utation (Poole, 1999; Poole in CTA, 2001). In terms of organisations, the existence, 
e.g., of producer bodies can have major implications for both the capacity of small-
scale producers to access and to use market information (see Biénabe and Sautier, 
this volume). The number and capabilities of non-governmental organisations 
(NGOs) may be of importance, given their scope to interact with producer bodies 
either alone or in combination with the private sector (Marter and Wandschneider, 
2002). The public sector may also offer some scope for interaction depending upon 
the overall policy environment and levels of public-sector institutional presence 
(e.g., via decentralised bodies). 

Differing marketing systems. Differing categories of market may require differ-
ing levels of information and analysis. On domestic markets, those supplying per-
ishable products will be in particular need of up-to-date information (Poole, 1999; 
CTA, 2001), whilst relatively sophisticated urban markets may require more com-
prehensive data, perhaps because of market regulations, or more complex and de-
manding specification of products, etc. Export-market requirements, especially 
those in developed countries, are generally even more demanding, and there are a 
variety of differing categories, each with differing information needs, e.g., the larg-
er commodity markets including semi-processed items, specific needs for perish-
able exports (notably seafood and horticultural produce), and niche options such 
as organics and ethically traded items. Requirements in major commodity markets 
may be exacting, with those for perishables and niche markets even more demand-
ing. As a result, unless there are very sound market intermediaries, i.e., bodies that 
can access and interpret market needs and translate these into activities and pro-
cedures that can be managed by small-scale producers, many of these markets are 
beyond the means of the poor both in terms of information, specifications, regula-
tion and requirements. Regional markets (for formal trade) are sparsely catered for, 
even where regional bodies exist (Robbins, 1998), still less where trade is largely 
informal in nature (Coote et al., 2000). 

Donor activity and the literature on market information has focussed upon mar-
kets for outputs – but it is often the case that there are similar needs for information 
on inputs, with inputs taken to include pre-harvest practices and technologies that are 
linked to subsequent marketing strategies (Coote and Wandschneider, 2001). 

Information systems – needs and opportunities 

Who currently provides ? 
Farmers/producers. Other farmers, neighbours, family, friends and ‘contact farm-
ers’ are often the main source of information for small-scale producers, (Poole et al., 
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1999), especially for the poor (Bagnall Oakeley and Ocilaje, 2002 quoted in Janowski, 
2003), and/or in remote areas. Similarly, local public meetings and/or group meet-
ings can be an important information source, especially for women (CTA, 2004). 
Middle- income and more wealthy farmers are more likely find other sources more 
important e.g., via extension services, agribusiness, NGOs and local government. 

However this type of interpersonal source has many limitations – the bet-
ter-informed farmer may not share all the information, and the information itself 
may be partial, inaccurate, or out-of-date. Social relationships, notably those based 
upon age and gender and within the household may act to constrain available in-
formation, particularly to women (Lynch and Ashimogo, 1999). The value of such 
information also depends upon how it is used, e.g., if farmers are ‘active’, keeping 
records and hence able to discern trends, etc. (Wye College, 1999)

Traders – the local private sector. Traders may also represent a source of 
information, although this is less common because of the mistrust between pro-
ducers and traders that is prevalent in many areas (Poole et al., 1998). The latter 
is especially the case where few traders operate or there is generally limited com-
petition. However, where there is common interest traders may play a significant 
role, e.g., where there are opportunities to expand sales, where new opportunities 
arise, and where market specifications including quality is important (Coote and 
Wandschneider, 2001). 

As with farmer-based information however, that derived from traders may 
not always be accurate, timely or complete. This is partly because traders them-
selves, especially small-scale traders, often have only limited access to informa-
tion. It is also the case that better-off or relatively wealthy farmers can benefit from 
such information whilst the poor are much more confined to local small-scale trad-
ers/the village environment. The gender bias against women also arises with this 
source, since it is often men who are the most active and/or have the most access 
to traders in pursuing market information (Lynch and Ashimogo, 1999).

Government. The collection and distribution of market information has often been 
retained as a function of government even where liberalisation policies have been 
pursued with vigour. Part of the reason for this is that information can often be 
regarded as a public good – since the market will not provide information to dis-
persed small-scale producers on an equitable or regular basis. However, it can be 
argued that in some instances information is also a private good e.g., in the context 
of traders’ informal networks where information has both a cost and value, and 
hence may not willingly be shared (Poole in CTA 2001).

The expense of gathering such information has often contributed to the 
decline or collapse of public-sector systems (Kleih, 1999). Additional problems in-
clude a focus on price data alone, where even this is seldom adequate due to delays 
or failure to collect prices of most relevance to producers. Depending upon the spe-
cific market, price data may in any case be very variable, especially for perishable 
items, with large changes occurring over the day, or even hour. Further problems 
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include weakness in analytical capabilities and lack of appreciation of commercial 
needs. 

Such information systems and services may be linked to (agricultural) 
extension as conduits of information and complementary advice (e.g., on produc-
tion and, less frequently, on marketing). Activity under the National Agricultural 
Advisory Service (NAADS) as part of the Plan for the Modernisation of Agriculture 
(PMA) in Uganda provides an example of attempts to link information servic-
es and more effective extension. Other dissemination media for information via 
government programmes include radio services, but in all cases coverage is of-
ten patchy. Extension services may not have (adequate) access to information on 
distant markets, they may in any event lack resources to cover their designated 
rural areas, and also lack both appropriate training and motivation (Coote and 
Wandschnieder, 2001). 

Non-governmental organisations (NGOs) and donors. A number of interna-
tional NGOs [e.g., the Cooperative League of the USA (CLUSA), Technoserve and 
CARE] plus some local NGOs have engaged in the development of marketing and 
information services, sometimes working in collaboration with government agen-
cies, but often in the absence of the latter. The depth of information provided and 
coverage of such systems has been variable, and sustainability (especially because 
of costs) has often been problematic. Many NGOs, especially in the past, were not 
focussed upon marketing as such and lacked expertise, since their main concern 
was, and sometimes is, upon development and production activities (Marter and 
Wandschneider, 2002). However, NGOs can be effective, especially where they 
have generated sound working links within communities, including the promo-
tion of local self-help or producer groups.

Community-based organisations (CBOs) – producer bodies. Many of the  
cooperative bodies that were prevalent prior to liberalisation have collapsed or 
substantially diminished in scale (for a variety of reasons, including competition 
with the private sector). However some cooperatives remain, especially in export 
crop sectors, and recently there has been a revival of interest in the potential role 
of producer bodies in a variety of production and marketing functions including 
information systems. Promotion of or support for producer bodies, and systems 
such as outgrowers, is quite widespread, but their coverage and capacity remains 
open to question (see Biénabe and Sautier, this volume)). Capabilities of such bod-
ies specifically with respect to market information systems have not been assessed 
to a great extent, although there are indications that they can be effective, especially 
where linked to international NGOs (de Vletter and Hills, 2004). 

Agencies concerned with international trade. The more demanding nature of 
information requirements in international markets (in terms of: specification, qual-
ity, delivery, packaging, contractual arrangements, foreign exchange and finance, 
certification and documentation, etc.), and the consequent need for intermediary 
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bodies was noted earlier . These agencies include: producer bodies, local export-
ers/traders, or outgrower schemes, some of which may be operated by importers 
or their agents. In addition (local) government, sometimes with donor assistance, 
separate donor-funded agencies and selected NGOs may also play a part. 

Public-sector export agencies have been relatively ineffectual since they of-
ten lack marketing and commercial skills. NGO activity is often geared to specific 
export-market niches e.g., ethical trade outlets and organics, both of which may be 
quite demanding. NGOs also quite frequently lack the marketing and commercial 
capabilities to effectively advise small-scale producers on realistic market potential 
and requirements (Marter and Wandschneider, 2002) Private-sector agencies may 
be more effective, but there can be concerns over their strength in terms of bargain-
ing power over (client) producers. 

All these bodies (public, private and NGO), may draw upon internation-
al agencies concerned with market information, the best-known being the Market 
News Service operated by the International Trade Centre (ITC) (Robbins, 1998). 
Media used in international market information systems are often more diverse 
and sophisticated than those for domestic markets and include dedicated agencies, 
publications, broadcasts, phone services and internet sites.

Options to improve systems 
Residual roles for central government. The model where public-sector agen-
cies gather and distribute market information may still be effective where servic-
es remain well resourced and extension staff are well trained and motivated (e.g., 
as was found to be the case in Zimbabwe a few years ago – Poulton et al., 1999). 
However in many African states extension services are now in a poor condition 
(e.g., Ghana and Tanzania, Poole et al., 1999; Wye College, 1999). Innovations to 
improve public-sector provision of information focus broadly upon two areas, 
firstly, more-appropriate and efficient data collection (and analysis), and secondly, 
the development of more-effective data distribution.

On the data-gathering side the focus has been upon ensuring the collection 
of more-relevant, regular and timely information and upon securing effective 
funding. Information needs normally extend beyond price data to include market 
alternatives, channels and specifications, and there is also a need for more-con-
sistent data sets from main wholesale markets and for historical price analysis 
(Wye College, 1999). One option could be the development of collaborative links 
to provide effective systems with donors. Involvement of the private sector is also 
possible, but may be more feasible at micro level working with producer bodies 
where there is local mutual interest (see Producer bodies). Notionally some of the 
funding needs for information collection could be derived from small-scale pro-
ducers, but in practice it would be costly to collect payment and, in any case, likely 
to be ineffectual through unwillingness to pay (NB the public-good issues dis-
cussed earlier, Poole, 1999). 

Proposals for data distribution include strengthening resources for exten-
sion capability and motivation, but more particularly the pursuit of options either 
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through local/decentralised government, or the private sector, NGOs, or CBOs. 
These ideas are also often linked to the use of alternative media, particularly radio. 
Greater emphasis on analysis as part of information services has also led to propos-
als for private-sector participation in this area. Options for alternative institutions 
working alone or in collaboration, and the use of alternative media, are examined 
in the following sections.

Decentralisation – opportunities and limitations. Decentralisation of govern-
ment has been implemented in an increasing number of African states with the aim 
of improving accountability and the quality of services to local communities. In 
practice the process has had distinctly patchy success, depending upon: the degree 
of real authority that is delegated, the resources allocated to local bodies (and their 
capacity to raise revenue), the capabilities and motivation of local administrative 
staff, and political participants in the process (James et al., 2001). 

In terms of information systems, local authorities are seen as a potential part-
ner in the distribution of information gathered (and perhaps analysed) by central 
authorities. Such activity could also be supplemented by collection and distribu-
tion of local market data. The latter could be much more demand-driven if linked 
to needs assessments conducted amongst producers/farmers themselves, whilst 
local extension services could act as the intermediary between producers and the 
district administration (Kleih, 1999) An alternative to extension services where 
these are weak could be the involvement of NGOs or even the private sector. It is 
also suggested that further institutional components are required e.g., involving 
local chambers of commerce and/or farmers associations (Kleih, 1999). In terms of 
media, in addition to extension, radio is generally identified as the most appropri-
ate, operating either through commercial FM or community channels (Goodland 
and Kleih, 1999, see also Alternative media).

Overall the success of such initiatives will depend firstly on the capacities of 
local administrations (and extension services), which may be partly an issue of fund-
ing resources. Much will also depend upon the location of markets and on telecom-
munications capacity. It could also be argued that more could be done to integrate 
such initiatives with those developed at community level; especially by producers’ 
bodies and even local traders.

Development of human capital – training. Education and/or training are seen 
as means of enabling producers both to develop their own record-keeping where 
feasible, and to be able to use information from external sources more effective-
ly. Primary education and basic literacy can play an important if long-term role 
(Kleih, 1999), and may be particularly important in relation to gender. Female ac-
cess to education and levels of literacy is often more limited, and particularly so 
with respect to modern technology. Women’s economic roles and hence informa-
tion needs are often not fully understood or taken into account during the develop-
ment of appropriate training. Support to raise confidence may be important given 
men’s attitudes towards women’s participation in marketing.
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Whilst education has underlying importance, most of the emphasis by 
development agencies is on training producers themselves that can generate more 
immediate results. Some agencies such as CLUSA focus upon functional literacy 
as an essential precursor to more specific activities and on enterprise development, 
including production, marketing or market information initiatives (de Vletter and 
Hills, 2004). It is reported that such functional literacy can be supplied at relative-
ly low cost (although requiring a fairly long time period for implementation), and 
can be ‘spun off’ to local agencies once established. Farmer-to-farmer extension is 
an option that has been found low-cost, and effective for production-related activity 
(e.g., by the Intermediate Technology Development Group (ITDG) in Peru), but it 
remains to be seen if this can also be applied to market activity and market informa-
tion. (Hellin et al., 2004; Cuello et al., 2004)

Training can cover both the acquisition of information and development of record 
keeping. This can be extended to the development of analytical skills with respect to 
calculation of production and marketing costs, the development of historical price charts 
as means of assessing the relative returns between differing production opportunities, 
and a deeper understanding of the marketing process more generally. (Wye College, 
1999; Coote and Wandschnieder, 2001). Increasingly it is recommended that producers 
(even the poorest) should be charged for such services since it is generally found that 
subsequent use of training skills is significantly greater. (Wye College, 1999).

Visits and exchanges in various forms can be means of developing required 
understanding and skills, e.g., visits to successful producers who have penetrated 
specific markets, as well as visits to markets themselves. Additionally it may be fea-
sible to encourage traders and/or processors to visit producers. Farmer/producer  
forums have been found to be effective means of information exchange for produc-
tion related topics (Matsaert, 2002), whether the same applies for marketing and 
market information remains less clear. NGOs as well as public-sector bodies are  
often seen as having a major role in such training and visits, together with farmer  
organisations (at community level). 

Training has also been given on group marketing and producer group forma-
tion (Kleih et al., 2004). This initiative is linked to the use of FM radio for both market 
information and promotion of group marketing, which are discussed in the follow-
ing section.

Alternative media – modern technologies and radio. There are a very wide (and 
growing) number of media that can be used for market information systems, but 
a considerably smaller number that are accessible to the majority of poor, small-
scale producers. Media such as mobile phones and internet access remain out 
of the reach of the majority because of expense and limited coverage. Mobile net-
works are still largely confined to main urban centres and transport routes. Mobiles 
themselves are costly, e.g., around US$100 in Tanzania and US$270 in Kenya, and  
expensive to run, e.g., around 20–40cents per minute (Jensen, 2002). Unsurprisingly 
therefore ownership of mobiles is generally very small, e.g., between 0% and 6% 
in rural areas of Uganda (Janowski et al., 2003), with more general ownership in  
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sub-Saharan Africa estimated at around 3% (Jensen, 2002). Internet access remains 
even more constrained e.g., with around one person in 250–400 having access, com-
pared for example with 1 in 30 in Latin America. Internet connection is generally 
quite costly, with the exception of francophone West African states (Jensen, 2002). 
Overall, users of modern media to date have mainly been traders (especially larger-
scale traders), and more wealthy producers.

Thus whilst modern technology will undoubtedly play a growing role for 
more wealthy producers and producer groups, using, e.g., satellite phones, wider 
use is likely to remain constrained. Such access might be improved by public-sector 
interventions, e.g., to assure better coverage, promotion of community acquisition 
or support to the poorest. Other options include further investment in communica-
tions infrastructure and differential phone charges (e.g., to subsidise remote areas). 
(Wye College, 1999). Recent developments in East Africa (Ferris and Robbins, 2004) 
also indicate potential for satellite-based systems to provide coverage in (rural) are-
as where internet access is not available, working with producer groups and the pri-
vate sector. These initiatives include an array of technologies including use of short 
message services (SMS) linked to mobile phones. However actual access to the latter 
in rural areas to date appears limited because of limited ownership of mobile tele-
phones (Kleih et al., 2004).

In terms of access to ‘modern’ technology there are particular limitations aris-
ing for women. These include the effects of women’s activities that limit access time, 
difficulties in using public access community facilities, and limited income to pay for 
access. There is also a tendency for men to hijack information technology (IT) over-
all. Some exceptions do arise, e.g., via the Academy of Environmental Development 
(AED) Ghana and the use of telecentres in Uganda designed for illiterate women 
(CTA, 2001), but these are the exception rather than the rule. 

Other media involving the printed word can be constrained by limited literacy 
that persists amongst adults in many areas, language issues, and limited coverage 
of, for example, newspapers in rural areas. Even where the latter are produced, 
circulation may be slow, especially in remote areas where the need for up-to-date in-
formation is greatest (Janowski et al., 2003). In rural Uganda it was also found that 
readership amongst women is especially constrained partly because of lower func-
tional literacy (with, e.g., 25% of men but only 3% of women reading newspapers).

Overall radio is therefore generally rated as the most accessible media current-
ly available, partly because ownership and/or access is often widespread, e.g., with 
over 80% of rural households owning radios and most others having some kind of 
access in rural Uganda (Janowski et al., 2003). However, listenership has been found 
to vary on a gender basis, which arises where men control ownership and/or access 
(e.g., in Uganda) Much current interest is focussed upon commercial FM radio and 
on community radio, but FM radio operated on commercial lines may be expensive, 
e.g., in terms of programme slots covering market information). One option is to pro-
mote sponsorship, e.g., through banks, credit agencies and input suppliers (Poole, 
1999; Poole et al., 1998), but difficulties may arise because sponsors’ interests pre-
dominate rather than those of listeners (Bagnall Oakeley and Ocilaje, 2002).
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An alternative to FM radio is the development of community stations – these 
in fact may be the only option in remoter or poorer areas where there is insufficient 
return to support FM radio. Community stations are often sponsored and support-
ed by donors or NGOs, but as a result may confront problems in terms of long-term 
sustainability. The level of professionalism on offer may also be limited, and par-
ticipation in programme making difficult to sustain over time.

As is the case for some other sources, information-based programmes put 
out by radio sometimes lack up-to-date or reliable content. Part of the solution lies 
in close consultation with listeners in terms of type of programme, language, spe-
cific information content, number/repeats, and timing of programmes – the latter 
being especially important. Consultation with listeners in Uganda indicated the 
importance of these points and also raised suggestions, e.g., for greater participa-
tion by listeners, advertising of timing of programmes, and focus upon analysis of 
market issues, storage and transport. 

Listeners have been found to have positive views towards educational/in-
formation programmes. Radio may act as a tool for both market information and 
also to promote group activity, especially where it is combined with local train-
ing inputs. Assessment of existing services in Uganda shows that radio (especial-
ly combined with training, e.g., via Foodnet and other local agencies), can lead to 
more effective marketing activity, e.g., in terms of negotiation with traders, access-
ing alternative markets and adopting storage strategies to sell at times of better 
prices (Kleih et al., 2004). 

Formalisation of market linkages – contractual aspects. To a degree produc-
ers already obtain market information via traders, but this is often constrained by 
lack of mutual trust (see Best et al., this volume). A measure that could generate or  
improve mutual trust between producers and traders is via the development of 
standard contracts. This could also be done in the context of other measures to 
improve relationships, e.g., encouragement of private-sector interaction with pro-
ducer bodies by intermediaries such as donors and NGOs. One example of this  
approach is provided by CLUSA where farmer’s organisations are linked via apex 
bodies to ‘reliable’ traders. 

Contracts as such can perform a variety of functions (Poole, 1999; Poole 
et al., 1999) e.g., clarifying and formalising obligations and enabling a means to  
adjust these, plus rights of stakeholders involved where there are unavoidable 
contingencies. In theory they also provide a means of formal redress where there 
are problems, but in practice it may be more satisfactory to rely upon informal 
or traditional norms. Over time such contractual systems can therefore become a 
means for building institutional (in its widest sense) components founded upon 
trust, and hence contribute to the business-enabling environment.

For the trader such contracts may provide greater assurance of supply es-
pecially for women traders, for example, those in Ghana (Poole et al., 1999). In 
more general terms benefits can arise via increased flows of market information, 
reductions in transaction costs and the interlinkage of information, input, credit 
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and output markets (Wye College, 1999). Improved/standard contractual arrange-
ments can be applied as much to input as output markets and may be especially 
applicable where these are otherwise problematic, e.g., as in Ghana and Tanzania 
(Poole et al., 1999; Lynch and Ashimogo, 1999).

Systems for ‘sophisticated’ (mainly export) markets. Intermediary bodies and 
institutions are of special importance in sophisticated/export markets, given the 
complexities of markets themselves and hence their associated information needs. 
Measures to improve the performance and interaction between agencies and mar-
ket participants are therefore a key area. For some, notably NGOs, the need is often 
to improve their own understanding of niche markets in order to develop realistic 
views of potential and of support services, including information provision, that 
may be needed. Although mainly focussed upon traders, systems using the inter-
net, satellite links, SMS and mobile phones such as those being developed in East 
Africa (Ferris and Robbins, 2004) can also offer opportunities to farmers groups 
given sufficient resources and capabilities. The systems developed in East Africa 
also cover formal and informal regional markets.

An additional component for many intermediary agencies is to improve ac-
cess to and use of media, notably services offered by international agencies such 
as ITC. The United States Department of Agriculture (USDA) agricultural informa-
tion service also covers some international markets (especially in Europe) as well 
as the US market and agencies such as the Europe-Africa-Caribbean-Pacific Liaison 
Committee (COLEACP) and the Commonwealth Secretariat can offer some assist-
ance (Robbins, 1998). It remains the case however that the greater part of informa-
tion from such sources concerns more mainstream commodity and product export 
markets. It could be argued that the latter may represent more appropriate markets 
in any event for agencies with limited trading experience.

A common option is to develop vertical linkages between developing coun-
try bodies and those in importing countries (Best et al., this volume). In some mar-
kets importers or their agents will insist upon such linkages and provide compre-
hensive information and technical advice for production, handling, and marketing 
– especially for perishable items, e.g., horticultural produce. These types of initia-
tive include the development of out-grower schemes. For the latter there may be a 
need to assure safeguards to ensure fair treatment of producers including equal ac-
cess to market information (see Biénabe and Sautier, this volume).

Government agencies may have a residual role and there are many exam-
ples including those operating with donor support. [e.g., the United States Agency 
for International Development (USAID)-funded Initiative for the Development of 
Export Agriculture (IDEA)]. 

The significance of producer organisations. Producer bodies are the topic of a 
separate paper (see Biénabe and Sautier, this volume), but it is worth noting that 
these bodies can play significant roles with respect to market information, includ-
ing their interaction with other options, e.g., new media systems and contracting.
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Producer bodies are increasingly being supported and promoted, and in the-
ory at least can provide a means both to share costs of information search and to 
promote more effective use of information. They may enable producers to share 
the costs of contacts, e.g., with major wholesale markets and/or key traders in larg-
er markets, hence improving information access, especially in poorer or remote ar-
eas. They may also provide scope for accessing more sophisticated/modern media, 
e.g., mobile phones or even internet services.

As noted earlier there are also initiatives to deliberately link group devel-
opment (e.g., via training inputs), with more accessible media, notably radio (see 
Kleih et al., 2004; Ferris and Robbins, 2004). The latter have experimented with FM 
(and community) radio linked to promotion of communal marketing as a deliber-
ate package. Initial feedback from the approach has been positive and respondents 
have indicated that more interactive approaches between groups and those devel-
oping programmes would be productive. 

Producer groups developed with significant international NGO assistance 
(e.g., those assisted by CLUSA), have been shown to be sustainable, for example in 
Mozambique (de Vletter and Hills, 2004). Members of groups supported by both 
CARE and CLUSA have been found to have a wider range of market information 
sources than individuals, as well as deriving benefits from information supplied 
more directly via NGO assistance.

Conclusions

Information – its significance in wider market development
Experience indicates the importance of taking account of differing needs of stake-
holders in the design of information systems, e.g., producers concerns with input 
as well as output markets, with food crops as well as cash crops, and with informa-
tion that can diminish risk in both production and associated marketing activities. 
Local markets are often of key concern. This implies at least some involvement of 
producers themselves in the identification of areas of information need and the de-
sign of means to meet such needs. Information generally is only of value if it can 
be effectively used, and it seems likely that a part of the information package needs 
to be the development of producers’ own analytical capability. This can be done 
on an individual basis (e.g., through training) or, perhaps more efficiently via pro-
ducer groups where these exist. Similarly, another part of the package may be the 
development of confidence and negotiating skills that can improve both marketing 
capability and the degree of self-sufficiency in information acquisition and analy-
sis. The latter is likely to be particularly important for women and the poor. 

At the outset of this paper it was noted that market(ing) information is only 
one of several concerns of small-scale producers. Other priorities clearly will vary, 
but more obvious areas include access to ‘hard’ infrastructure, especially roads/
transport, as well as other elements of ‘soft’ infrastructure, notably security, and  
financial institutions for both savings and credit. Small-scale producers will 



65

generally require more than information alone, e.g., training in production, or 
processing; and/or improved access, e.g., to inputs or to credit or savings promo-
tion schemes, etc. Hence whatever the information package adopted, it is evident 
that there is likely to be a need for a similarly tailored package of additional com-
ponents (see Hellin et al., this volume) 

Sustainability of systems – coverage and cost-effectiveness
Regardless of quality of services, public sector and NGO-sponsored informa-
tion systems have frequently collapsed due to financial constraints. Financial 
sustainability may be inherently a problem given the (semi) public good nature 
of information for many stakeholders. Payment systems for information for small-
scale producers will in any case be difficult to operate due to the large numbers and 
their dispersed location (Kleih, 1999). However it is apparent that information can 
also be a private good and that there may be scope to charge specific categories of 
stakeholder, e.g., larger producers, processors associations, etc. (CTA, 2001). This 
may imply the need for a deliberate strategy to have multiple stakeholders in mar-
ket information systems since small-scale producers alone may be too dependent 
upon subsidised systems. Where subsidies are involved in information systems 
these need to be affordable, explicit, finite, and as limited as possible. Alternative 
funding options could also be feasible, e.g., the scope for endowment funds which 
could be established initially with donor funding (CTA, 2001). 

Several further strategies/conclusions stem from problems with sustainabil-
ity. Firstly it is important to build systems that minimise the level of information 
gathering, analysis and distribution needed by focusing on key requirements of 
stakeholders. Secondly to use media that provide the best coverage and value for 
money – at present radio appears the best option in this respect, although experi-
mentation with more sophisticated media, working with, for example, producer 
groups and group marketing may also have potential.

Integration with other marketing initiatives 
Institutional development will remain a key component in information systems 
(CTA, 2001), e.g., there may be scope to link information systems to group approach-
es and to the encouragements of capacity to analyse markets on the part of produc-
ers (bodies) themselves. Linkage between different agencies – especially producer 
bodies and local and international NGOs may add to such capacity. Hybrid bodies, 
notably companies limited by guarantee, may be able to play the part of ‘honest bro-
kers’ between producers and the private sector and be more attuned to commercial 
issues (Marter and Wandschneider, 2002). Experience in Asia, (India, Bangladesh) 
indicates that such companies can also provide training to producers that includes 
development of producers analytical capacity. Producers’ capacity to cover fees for 
such training may be an issue indicating a possible role for initial NGO support to be 
withdrawn as producers resources develop (e.g., via savings initiatives). 

Producer bodies may also facilitate approaches that seek to promote market 
linkage. This can be at a general level by providing a forum for greater interaction 

Information needs
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with the private trading sector (perhaps assisted via companies limited by guaran-
tee), in order to identify areas of common interest including information exchange. 
There is also scope for more specific interventions e.g., development of standard 
contracts (Poole, 1999) that be effective both at the individual trader/producer lev-
el and help to improve the wider business and commercial environment.

The combination of a variety of approaches to improve both marketing and 
market information access and use has been illustrated by the use of training and 
FM radio coupled to producer group development and activity (Kleih et al., 1999 a; 
Kleih et al., 1999b). The approach used has been based upon participatory tech-
niques and local institutions (e.g., local radio and training via Foodnet and other 
local agencies). Future options might be to progressively build in private trading 
sector participation to such initiatives.

Some issues to be resolved
Whilst considerable progress has been made in the development of more effective 
market information systems, e.g., through greater involvement of producers, institu-
tional innovations and the use of more cost effective media, etc., there remains a range 
of issues to be resolved. Some of the questions arising from this paper include:
• How fundamental are producer bodies in enabling (poor) small-scale produc-

ers both to afford market information access and to use it effectively?
• To what extent will modern media play a role in information systems relevant 

to (poor) small-scale producers? – and over what time-frame?
• How important is human capital development as a precursor to effective use of 

market information, especially for women?
• Do media such as radio really require additional interventions (e.g., training, 

linkage to communal marketing or producer bodies) in order to be effective?
• Is remaining public-sector support to market information systems best  

focussed at the national level or to decentralised or local systems?
• Given their resources can NGOs play anything more than a relatively mar-

ginal role in systems designed to meet the needs of the majority of small-scale 
producers?

• What combinations of agencies and institutional relationships work best in the 
development of effective information services – and how much private sector 
participation is desirable or feasible?
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Introduction

The role of small-scale producers’ organisations
in addressing market access

Estelle Biénabe and Denis Sautier

Marketing through rural producers’ organisations can be a way to overcome the 
constraints faced by individual small-scale farmers. Farming systems around the 
world are very diverse, yet dominated by small-scale family farming. About 75% 
of the 1,300 billion people working in the farming sector worldwide (3 billions with 
their families) still practice manual agriculture. Half of them do not use any inputs 
(fertilisers, seeds, etc.) because they lack the means (Mazoyer and Roudart, 2002). 
Only 2% of the world’s farmers have a tractor and annually produce more than 
1,000 mt/worker; 66% of the world’s farmers annually produce less that 10 mt of 
grain equivalents/worker (Mazoyer, 2001). In addition to farmers’ generally low in-
comes and lack of capital, marketing agricultural products tends to be hampered by 
such market imperfections as lack of information in rural areas, that is reinforced by 
the geographic dispersion of agents, and by poor infrastructure and communications. 
These characteristics are particularly vivid with the withdrawal of the state from pro-
ductive and economic functions when the private sector is under-developed or when 
the market is not sufficiently attractive. Collective action can therefore be a way in 
which to address these obstacles and mitigate transaction costs, granted a dynamic 
market is identified. In the context of globalisation, characterised by more instabil-
ity and competition, small-scale farmers are confronted with an increased need to 
enhance their competitiveness, and hence their productivity and ability to take ad-
vantage of economies of scale. Organisation can enable them to do this.

Small-scale farmers face new constraints from the rapid changes in the 
organisation of marketing channels that are arising in the developing world. 
Public marketing boards are being dismantled, wholesale markets are loosing 
space; and supermarkets chains are spreading in Latin America, East and South-
East Asia, Central Europe and Eastern and Southern Africa (Reardon et al., 2003). 
Food product characteristics tend to be no longer determined by producers, but 
by traders, supermarkets and agro-industries that set their own standards. These 
private standards often substitute for missing or inadequate public enforcement 
of safety norms, and are used in the competition with the informal sector to claim 
superior food product quality (Reardon and Berdegue, 2002; Balsevich et al., 2003). 
Furthermore, the rise of supermarkets tends to result in most countries in the 
establishment of centralised buying and distribution centres, with: (i) concomitant 
shifts from traditional brokers to new specialised/dedicated wholesalers and (ii) a 
decline of traditional wholesale systems (Dries et al., 2004). 
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Small-scale producers generally lack the knowledge, information and re-
sources to meet quality standards and formal markets’ specifications. And the 
usual lack of formal contractual arrangements may be a disincentive for them 
to invest to meet these requirements. Furthermore, these requirements (quality,  
respect of standards and sanitary norms) are often beyond the technical and  
organisational capacities of such organisations. Support is then needed but it must 
be well thought out.

Small and competitive: the role of different association  
and co-ordination patterns and strategies

One of the main questions in addressing farmers’ market access capability is how 
to improve their competitiveness. Competitiveness can be defined as the capac-
ity to improve a market position (Bourdanove and Martos, 1992). It rests on the 
one hand on cost-reduction strategies that can be achieved through economies of 
scale, either in terms of input provision, technical assistance or commercial logis-
tics and hence, through farmers’ organisations. On the other hand, competitive-
ness also relies on such non-price factors as reputation, commercial efficiency, or 
specific quality attributes. These aspects can also be enhanced through farmers’ 
co-ordination.

A second important issue is the lack of power and negotiating capacity of 
most small-scale farmers in their relationship with downstream agents. Negotiating 
skills, power and political representation are also critical if small-scale farmers are 
to participate in the improvement of their institutional environment and in setting 
up a realistic regulatory framework. Without a strong environment, producers and 
producers’ organisations alone may lack the capacity to anticipate market tends 
and changes. All these issues can be dealt with through farmers’ organisations and 
collaborative networks, which can take very diverse forms. 

There are several ways to achieve economies of scale between smallhold-
ers. Aggregation of production, processing, or marketing activities into bigger  
economic units is just one of them. This aggregation does not always lead to better 
performance, as is clearly proven by the failure of many over-sized or badly run 
production or processing units, such as the under-utilised industrial milling units 
in West Africa. Williamson (1985) gained wide academic recognition for his dem-
onstration that economic organisation and governance depend on those structures 
that reduce transaction costs. Unified governance within one integrated economic 
unit tends to substitute for the market in those particular cases when transactions 
are frequent and a high level of uncertainty makes external contracts hazardous. 
Richardson (1972) actually identified three co-ordination mechanisms for econom-
ic activities: hierarchy (direction), market (prices), and co-operation. 

Horizontal co-operation as a strategy for achieving economies of scale in-
cludes producers’ formal associations. But other collaborative configurations also 
merit consideration. A significant example is the application of the industrial clus-
ter approach to agro-food activities.



71Role of producers’ organisations

Local agri-food systems 
An array of recent theoretical approaches including endogenous growth analysis, 
economic geography, or global value chain analysis, has stressed the idea that com-
petitiveness in world markets rests on specific national or local conditions (Requier-
Desjardins et al., 2003). These conditions are not solely defined by the availability 
of cheap labour or natural resources. They also include human capital, externalities 
linked to branch specialisation, and the competitive advantage stemming from the 
clustering of specific activities (Krugman, 1991; Porter, 1990). Such factors are also 
applicable at local levels. 

The theoretical framework of cluster analysis (or local productive systems 
dynamics) is based on Alfred Marshall’s work, which stresses the part played by 
geographical proximity as a diffusion factor of specific technological externalities 
(qualified workforce, innovation diffusion, etc.). In the 1970s, ‘neo-Marshallian’ 
economists, studying localised networks of small and medium enterprises (SMEs) 
in central Italy – the so-called ‘Italian industrial districts’ – (Beccatini, 1979), gave 
further insights into these externalities. They showed that sharing common val-
ues, habits, and historical experience induced a common identity and social basis 
among local entrepreneurs. 

Within local productive systems, the proximity of values and behaviours 
may allow for a lowering of transaction costs, thus fostering improved efficiency 
of market transactions and greater productive flexibility. The existence of a tight 
network of relationships also creates a favourable background for collective action, 
with positive impacts on knowledge diffusion and innovation (Requier-Desjardins 
et al., 2003). 

Clustering is a significant feature of the industrialisation process of develop-
ing countries (Nadvi and Schmitz, 1999). Clustering allows small-scale businesses 
to challenge some of the constraints hampering their development: lack of finance, 
lack of economies of scale, inability to take risky steps, etc. This is because collective 
action capacity can be an endogenous ‘specific asset’ of clusters that goes beyond 
the mere existence of cost-sharing and agglomeration externalities (Requier-
Desjardins et al., 2003). Nevertheless, while clustering can be a path to industriali-
sation in developing countries, industrialisation is not necessarily an outcome.

Clusters exist in agri-food commodity chains as in electronics, textile or  
other sectors. However, cluster analysis has as yet hardly been applied to the agri-
cultural or agribusiness sector. It could prove to be a very useful approach for SMEs 
such as, for example, those in rural food-processing industries in Latin America, 
that are embedded in rural areas where they contribute to rural livelihoods  
(see Box 1).

Many other clusters of rural agro-industries can be identified through-
out Latin America, and in other parts of the world. They process and market such 
products as fruits, sugarcane, coffee or cassava, directed mostly to distant urban or  
export markets (SYAL, 2002; ARTE, 2004). The integration of such clusters into social 
and local networks can give producers flexibility and enhance their original skills. 
It facilitates learning-by-doing and learning-by-using and hence, the emergence of  
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innovations. Sharing the same historical experience and regional identity, and build-
ing on local social capital, these local agri-food systems can, under some conditions, 
generate economies of scale, minimise transaction costs and trigger collective action, 
resulting in more sustainable market access for small-scale producers.

Box 1. Cheese-processing clusters in Latin America

Cheese-processing units are concentrated in some dairy cattle breeding areas through-
out Latin-American countries, for example, Ubate in Cundinamarca (Colombia), the hills 
of Santa Cruz de Turrialba in Costa Rica, the department of Cajamarca in Peru, or some 
specific areas in Brazil. In Peru, the department of Cajamarca hosts 12% of all nation-
al cattle and produces 16% of the country’s milk, 30% of which is processed into cheese 
by thousands of small units located in the south of the department around the city of  
Cajamarca. A significant part of this cheese production is marketed outside the region 
(mainly in coastal cities), through a cluster of some 80 shops located in the same area of 
the city of Cajamarca (Boucher, 2004). Similarly in the state of Sergipe in north-eastern 
Brazil, a geographical concentration of 147 fabriquetas (small commercial cheese-process-
ing units), along with traders, can be found in the semi-arid area of Nossa Senhora da  
Gloria, while the surrounding municipalities have very few of these units (Cerdan and 
Sautier, 2001).They market their product in neighbouring cities and states such as Bahia 
and Pernambuco. Each cluster consists not only of cheese-producing plants, processing 
milk bought from cattle-breeders, but also road carriers specialising in milk or cheese trans-
port, and various input and equipment (ferments, moulds, etc.) suppliers; a manufacturer 
who adapts equipment to the specific needs of the fabriquetas; and various specialised 
traders. As a result, the number of milk products has expanded, from the original queijo de 
coalho to new varieties such as precozido and mussarella; and a large number of small- and 
medium-scale cattle-breeders have managed to maintain their access to markets.

Farmers’ organisations as a means to achieve economies of scale and 
access to markets

The development of producer’s organisations (POs) enables the pooling of such 
different resources as credit, information, labour, and transport for selling prod-
ucts or buying inputs. Thus, it usually leads to economies of scale. The POs can 
assume several functions in the commodity chain, including: collection, grading, 
post-harvest processing and storage. They include a wide range of organisations, 
such as self-help groups, farmers’ associations, and cooperatives (Bosc et al., 2003; 
Perret and Mercoiret, 2003). Through bulk purchase and/or selling, they can in-
crease individual farmers’ bargaining power. 

To what extent does the search for economies of scale justify the promotion of 
large groups? Large groups do indeed enable economies of scale with limited mo-
bilisation of capital per member and greater scope for pooling risks. Yet as group 
size increases, so will transaction costs. Larger groups are likely to encompass more 
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divergent interests and asymmetric sharing of information and power (Jaffee and 
Morton, 1995). Moreover, in small groups, members are likely to receive a high-
er share of total benefits and to more easily promote member commitment and 
knowledge of each other. As pointed out by Stringfellow et al. (1997), ‘there is often 
a trade-off between economies of scale and group cohesion, and group cohesion is 
a critical factor for sustained success’. The efficiency of developing farmers’ groups 
to achieve economies of scale can be counterbalanced by farmers’ lack of cohesion 
and the associated risks of free-riding behaviour. As noted by Stringfellow et al. 
(1997), small size and homogeneity, which favour group cohesion, are much more 
important for activities that imply the management of shared assets than for those 
concentrating on securing transactions with a buyer or a supplier. Indeed, the abil-
ity to undertake complex activities by farmer organisations such as operating joint-
ly owned assets requires higher commitment, skills and experience than just coor-
dinating marketing or procurement activities. For marketing activities alone, larger 
groups can be set up to benefit from economies of scale. Selection of group mem-
bers is often a key element in creating necessary trust among members. But organi-
sations with restrictive membership conditions tend to create more unfavourable 
and unstable market conditions for non-member farmers. 

In addition to size issues, other key elements affect building an efficient 
economic organisation oriented towards accessing markets. When discussing the 
keys for success of POs in accessing markets, elements can be drawn from the San 
Francisco de Axis cooperative in Nicaragua; an example of the successful develop-
ment of commercial relationships between a PO and a formal market (supermarket 
channel) (Rondot et al., 2004). In 1992, the cooperative began with 25 members, sell-
ing fresh milk to Prolacsa-Nestlé y La Perfecta. Today, with 141 small- and medi-
um-scale producers as members, the cooperative has diversified its products, with 
30% of its revenues now coming from the sale of various types of cheese to super-
markets, 10% from cheese exports to El Salvador and Honduras, and the remaining 
60% still coming from selling fresh milk. Milk purchase prices may be lower than 
those of other cooperatives, but for members, the main advantages are stable prices 
and a guarantee that the cooperative will buy everything they produce..

To become a supermarket supplier, this cooperative overcame a number of 
obstacles that can be grouped into three categories: 
1. Barriers to milk processing: legal status and sanitary certification; environ-
mental compliance certification; commercial registration 
2. Barriers to becoming a supermarket supplier: a registered brand for cooper-
ative products; proper packaging with bar codes, nutrient data, and optimum pur-
chase dates for the product; renting supermarket shelf space 
3. Requirements to remain a supermarket supplier: regular product supply; 
product advertising; 15–30-day delayed payments; obligation to lower prices (10–
15%) at special times during the year such as Christmas (while the supermarket 
margin remains the same: 32%); 1 month’s notice before a price increase.

The success of this small-scale producers’ cooperative in becoming a super-
market supplier relies on three major elements:

Role of producers’ organisations
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1. Performance of the cooperative. Its governing bodies function well and  
provide accountability and transparency. There is a strong leadership and a clear 
division of functions between the president of the cooperative and the chairperson 
of the audit committee. Instead of redistributing gains, the cooperative provides 
social services that are not otherwise available and that promote a positive image 
for the cooperative. There is a clear separation of functions between the leadership 
of the cooperative and the management of the processing factory. Finally, coordi-
nation need is higher and collective action works best when dealing with a product 
that is highly perishable and has high added value. 
2. Ability of the group to identify market opportunities and exploit them. The 
cooperative was able to recognise when some of their initial products were not do-
ing well, and quickly made a decision to drop them. 
3. The group’s commercial portfolio strategy. They remained in the traditional 
market of supplying fresh milk, while diversifying their products and their buyers.

Not only was the organisation able to answer the technical and financial re-
quirements for supplying supermarkets, but it could also identify market opportu-
nities and draw up efficient marketing strategies. It stands out from this example 
that successful market access development can be reached, provided that both an 
efficient management and clear marketing strategies exist. 

Search for quality: a driver for an efficient organisation and sustained 
commercial relations

Competitiveness in food production can also be achieved through product differ-
entiation. Small-scale farmers can have comparative advantage in supplying dif-
ferentiated supply chains based on specific quality, be it in terms of specific loca-
tion, traditional know-how, or low production costs. According to Moustier (case 
study in Rondot et al., 2004) the ability to deliver ‘safe product’ labelled vegetables 
was a determinant in the choice of supermarkets in Hanoi for their supply from 
small-scale farmers’ cooperatives. Restrictions to the reliance on local production 
supply arise from the absence of an independent quality-control system that em-
phasises the importance of an enabling institutional environment. 

Developing a partnership with well-organised small-scale producers can be 
more efficient for down-stream, specific-quality, supply-chain actors, than to work 
with larger-scale producers whose commitment to enforcing all the required stand-
ards may be lower (Roche et al., 2004). 

Relying on their experience in setting up a differentiated cocoa supply chain 
in Ecuador, under the label ‘Bio Equitable’ (that combines principles from organic 
agriculture and fair trade), Roche et al. (2004) suggested that a complete and effi-
cient process of involvement in a quality-oriented supply chain for a PO may last 
about 10 years, from the start of information exchange with PO leaders and local 
technical staff up to a sustained commercialisation of the product. The learning 
process for all actors (producers, collectors, exporters, technical assistance staff and 
buyers) is rather slow. Hence, for high quality to be reached, and given the length 
of the initial steps, it is essential that long-term mutual agreements be made. 
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A key to success is ensuring that all supply-chain actors’ expectations are 
communicated to, and understood by, the other actors. Furthermore, the objective 
of achieving a high-quality product must be shared by all actors and must be kept 
in mind. There is a need for repeated and frequent communications and negotia-
tions to establish trust. Quality requirements must be understood and remembered 
by all supply-chain agents at all times. Bosc (case study in Rondot et al., 2004) re-
ports that the building of a sustainable commercial relationship between the SA4R, 
a French autonomous society specialising in Aveyron-origin labelled veal from 
southern France, of which the producers are the shareholders, and Auchan, a huge 
French supermarket chain, was made possible by repeated exchanges. These sup-
ported the adjustment and finalisation of the concrete rules and conditions of the 
commercial relationship, i.e., meat appearance, the quality of the cut and of the 
packaging. This led to the involvement of a slaughterhouse, Bigard, in the part-
nership and to the definition of a tripartite charter between Auchan, SA4R and 
Bigard. Periodic meetings are still organised to: supervise the organisation of rela-
tions between the three partners, define a joint promotion policy, and to monitor 
such activities as: demands planning, development actions and price forecasting. 
Visits from Auchan department managers to SA4R as well as from producers to the 
stores for promotional activities are organised regularly.

These principles of intense communication and fine-tuning of co-operation 
rules and relationships remain valid for quality products, whatever the local con-
text. It is really important for producers to clearly understand their responsibility 
and tasks within the supply chain and to receive fair remuneration for their efforts. 
By the same token, support to their quality-control manager must be a priority for 
the PO.

To support building a trusting relationship with downstream actors, selec-
tion criteria for the entrance of new producers may be necessary. In the SA4R case, 
the entrance of a new breeder as a SA4R supplier is conditioned by a probation-
ary period of 6 months prior to the breeder being given a delivery reference. This 
delivery reference is revised each year to account for producers’ behaviour and to 
guarantee the reliability of their engagement.

To develop a quality-oriented supply chain, essential technical and organ-
isational changes must be devised and adopted. And to be successful and cost-
effective, care must be taken in designing a processing scheme that minimises  
the technical and social changes linked to producers’ current practices (Roche et 
al., 2004).

Role of producers’ organisations

Producers’ organisations and negotiation processes
The POs responsible for marketing functions need to be efficient economic organ-
isations, and external stakeholders often argue that specialisation is a good way 
to promote efficacy and efficiency. Stakeholder support to POs may therefore 
be tailored to make this happen. Actually, a PO usually performs a wide range 
of activities and functions: economic but also social, representation (advocacy 
and voice), information sharing/capacity building, and coordination. Economic 
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functions include: the supply, production, processing, and marketing of goods and 
services and the management of such production factors as: water, land, labour 
and agricultural equipment. Social functions, benefiting members and/or the local 
community can include: cultural, education, training, health, drinking water and 
mutual support. Representation includes defence of group interests and advocacy 
at the local, and sometimes regional and national levels (before government, firms 
etc.). Information sharing includes communication, both internal and with other 
actors, and capacity building. Finally, co-ordination is a key role since POs are in 
a position to establish linkages at both local and global levels and to integrate the 
functions cited above. 

The need for negotiation capabilities to equilibrate the balance of power with 
downstream actors and to favour mutual trust and transparency in exchanges is 
real, and calls for reinforcement of the advocacy function of POs. A balance has 
thus to be struck in organisations between economic specialisation and non-eco-
nomic roles. PO specialisation obviously also depends on the local availability of 
social and economic services.

In most cases, the economic and advocacy functions cannot be considered 
separately. The grouping of economic operations by POs might be a good start. 
Nevertheless, it remains necessary for local farmers’ groups to scale up in order to 
gain real bargaining power. Indeed, they need to attain a critical mass if they are 
to negotiate with traders and the authorities for better prices and a more favoura-
ble environment. However, it is worth mentioning that bargaining power does not 
rely exclusively on production scale. A higher-quality product also enhances the 
producer’s voice, because buyers for speciality markets are much more supplier-
dependent than those of commodity products.

POs can play a role in negotiating with other stakeholders changes in the in-
stitutional environment according to small-scale farmers’ interests. Stockbridge et 
al. (2003) argue that POs are a good candidate for solving coordination problems 
since they can build up the internal and external relationships of trust that are re-
quired to secure credible commitment forms, and to cooperate in order to realise 
mutually beneficial actions and investments.

Inversely, the control of economic functions by POs is an indispensable step 
in the process of building their capacity to assume advocacy functions. Basically 
POs can defend farmers’ interests and improve their participation in three domains: 
(i) decision-making processes over programmes and projects, (ii) policy-making 
processes about market access reinforcement and market environment enhance-
ment, and (iii) prospective reflection about the role of family agriculture in a liber-
alised and global environment – the challenge being to propose and defend general 
policy orientations that would be more consistent with small-scale farmers’ objec-
tives, strategies and specific constraints. 

Linkages between economic and advocacy roles may be internal to a 
multipurpose organisation, or be developed through co-ordination between 
several organisations. They remain, in any case, an important strategy for combin-
ing short- and longer-term competitiveness for small-scale farmers.
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How can successful co-operation between small-scale producers 
be supported and promoted?

Role of producers’ organisations

Integrating organisation with empowerment through flexible capacity building is 
the key message to successful support. This can be translated into five basic functions 
for governments, non-governmental organisations (NGOs) and the private sector.

1. Taking on board the diversity of organisations
First of all, it is now widely recognised that provision of outside support should be 
aimed at supporting small-scale farmers in implementing their own strategies. Real 
care needs to be taken about the way to support farmers’ organisations because such 
support may induce an over-dependency on external aid and weaken the existing 
organisational pattern. The creation of externally driven farmers’ groups induced by 
project developers may be harmful to their viability, because it generally does not 
take enough account of the underlying patterns of social and economic organisation. 
Delion (2000) points out the need to involve social specialists in project preparation 
to analyse the different layers of local organisations (small informal groups, large 
professional groups…) and to identify clearly the role of different kinds of rural 
groups at different levels. Biénabe et al. (2004) report the case of the Programme de 
professionnalisation de l’agriculture (PPDA) in Madagascar which, in 1994, intend-
ed to create a new body aimed at representing farmers’ organisations at the national 
level, but failed because this new body did not have any legitimacy among existing 
grassroots farmers’ groups. On the other hand, local productive arrangements, such 
as the clustering of rural SMEs who have legitimacy based on shared values and 
social networks but are not always represented by a formal economic organisation, 
deserve to be better recognised and supported.

Different types of training and capacity building may be required to strength-
en POs according to their different needs and opportunities (ODI–CIRAD, 2001). 
Capacity building can aim to improve the internal structure and functioning of the 
organisations (decision-making processes, membership rules, internal circulation of 
information, member compensation for services) in order to facilitate mechanisms 
of internal consultation and representation. It can focus on access to information 
such as market functioning (price fluctuation, operators’ power, consumers’ re-
quirement, etc.) so that POs can develop well thought-out points of view and  
informed strategies. Another important field for capacity building is improving 
management capacities, particularly in relation to implementation processes and 
control over products. And finally, capacity to negotiate and develop proposals is 
crucial to building new coordination modes and contractual relations. 

In remote rural areas, producers’ co-operation and organisation needs are  
likely to differ from those in peri-urban contexts where market connections and  
opportunities are more diversified. Producers’ organisations in remote areas tend to 
assume a multifunctional role integrating several economic, representation and advo-
cacy activities, with a strong cohesion and a strong link to local development issues.

Obviously, seriously taking on board the need to adapt support strate-
gies to the diversity of organisations implies the development of participatory 
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approaches. For instance, the AVAL project (Action de valorisation des savoir-faire 
agro-alimentaires africains) that aims to promote of women’s food-processing and 
catering activities in West African cities, promoted a new training concept called 
‘Ecoles pratiques’ (practical schools). Instead of having standard business-support 
modules delivered by instructors in a dedicated building and over a short period, 
these schools negotiate the training contents, place, frequency and schedules with 
each women beneficiaries’ group and focus on their dominant economic or com-
mercial activity. Experienced local practitioners ensure follow-up during and after 
training periods (Devautour et al., 2001). On the whole, training programmes for 
groups and entrepreneurs that are traditionally based on codified knowledge should 
provide spaces for apprenticeships in order to augment tacit knowledge, since inno-
vation processes generally arise from a combination of both types of knowledge.

2. Adapting capacity building to POs’ structuring stage
Capacity building is a dynamic process that involves a large array of actions. To 
support the creation of a regional farmers’ organisation requested by farmers’ rep-
resentatives to broaden their representation, a regional development project that 
has been working in Madagascar since 1994 supported by the French Ministry of 
Foreign Affairs and Agriculteurs français et développement international (AFDI), 
ran an extensive awareness programme in the villages, together with literacy train-
ing, and information and farmer exchanges. This project fostered the emergence of 
a network of farmers able to participate in public debates and the creation of the 
Maison des paysans (MdP). Ten years later, the MdP and its local representatives 
constitute a network of 250 elected small-scale farmers, representing 29 districts. 
The MdP has two functions: representing the producers, and supplying services to 
them (advice/information, on-farm trials, experience-sharing, etc.). 

Particularly in the early stages of a PO’s development, external aid can 
play a facilitative role. But particular focus should be put on developing the or-
ganisational capacities of farmers’ groups in order to ensure the PO’s autonomy 
and sustainability. The experience of the NGO Formation paysanne et promotion 
des organisations professionnelles agricoles (FERT) in Madagascar provides key  
insights on how to accompany such processes with adapted capacity-building pro-
grammes. FERT started work in 1985 with unorganised farmers at community level 
and set up small, informal groups to organise bulk purchase of inputs or credit sup-
ply through small village banks, storage, trading, etc. The primary purpose was to: 
guarantee the availability of inputs and the quality of products, reduce operational 
costs (transport, storage, collecting), and increase farmers’ bargaining power. Once 
these activities were working efficiently, each small, specialised group–with tech-
nical assistance from FERT–was formalised into an association that took up new 
activities and grew in size. The associations then scaled up into regional unions, 
and later on into a national federation. 

This gradual support stretched over more than 15 years. An operational 
‘learning-by-doing’ approach was adopted to ensure the viability of the promot-
ed changes. Farmers were given responsibilities from the beginning within small 
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informal groups, while at the same time being given support to assess their needs 
for training, assistance, etc. Hence, FERT’s ongoing support to the capacity-build-
ing process was adjusted to the expressed needs of the groups. FERT gave support 
to: productive activities with local groups, advocacy training and market studies 
with organisation leaders, and through study trips inside and outside the coun-
try in collaboration with local and international institutions. Farmers’ groups were 
also entrusted with some funds to strengthen their abilities to take responsibilities. 

It is obvious from this project that an operational learning process is a key 
element in fostering farmer-driven initiatives and that the creation of an effective 
farmers’ organisation is a long and difficult process. Adopting the learning-by-
doing approach over a long period and adapting it gradually to evolving needs  
appears to be successful. This project also shows the relevance of a support project 
to articulate a continuum from farmers’ grassroots technical activities up to POs’ 
institutional and policy-level capacities, thus reinforcing the farmer representa-
tives’ credibility. 

This raises the key question as to what sort of ‘support’ is needed to estab-
lish POs. If it takes such a long commitment to ensure that the POs are sustainable, 
it may be a role that only an NGO or a government can play. To what extent can 
the private sector oversee a similar role to that of FERT in Madagascar? Some out-
standing support and training work has been done through the private sector to 
empower POs through participation in cash-crop supply chains, e.g., for cotton in 
Mozambique (Bonnal and Sautier, 1998) and in Mali. However, these actions still 
generally rely on public or international funding. The private sector logically re-
stricts its focus to those associations that have a direct functional role in the consid-
ered supply chain. Finally, support actions channelled by the private sector are in 
jeopardy when markets are declining, or when firms are merged or re-engineered.

Role of producers’ organisations

3. Building capacity to efficiently take on economic functions
Ensuring an economic function works efficiently through collective action – such 
as efficient access to inputs for farmers – is highly demanding in terms of PO skills 
and capacities. Support has to be carefully designed, as shown by the Projet de cen-
tres de prestation de services (PCPS) developed for business services in Mali. This 
project assisted a federation of service centres, involving a total of 157 POs, to call 
for tenders with the main input traders and to obtain cheaper inputs for its mem-
bers. Farmers’ groups received support to access market information and to under-
stand the characteristics of markets (price fluctuations, control exerted by larger 
operators, etc.). But the federation still cannot ensure input supply satisfactorily, 
due to problems of delayed delivery and lack of input quality because insuffi-
cient stress was put on: financial management, stock management and punctual 
deliveries, respect of quality norms, transparency, etc. Supporting these collective 
organisational capacities is a key factor for POs if they are to effectively and effi-
ciently assume economic functions.

When producers join an organisation, they usually expect to benefit rapidly 
from their participation in collective action. Members’ immediate payment when 



Making markets work for the poor80

delivering their product can help POs tackle the potential problem of free riders. 
But it presupposes that financial capacities are planned ahead of marketing activi-
ties, and that downstream contractual arrangements have been developed. This 
highlights the need for training to develop and pilot new institutional arrange-
ments between companies, banks and smallholders that are mutually acceptable in 
terms of risk sharing and the distribution of benefits.

Planning and risk assessment must then precede the choice and implemen-
tation of economic functions by POs. As pointed out by Stringfellow et al., (1997), 
“donors wishing to promote farmer cooperation should refrain from rushing the 
process of group formation or from overburdening groups with too many or too 
complex functions”. Hence, Lucey and Pesche (1995) urge the construction of 
new relations arising from step-by-step approaches and the use by governments  
and NGOs of clear, fixed-term contracts drawn up in conjunction with farmers’  
organisations.

4. Reasoning support according to different market linkages types
Following Stringfellow et al. (1997), linkage-dependent and linkage-independent 
groups can be distinguished according to their relationships with the private sector. 
This distinction is meaningful both for conceiving support to improve farmer ac-
cess to new market opportunities and for devising capacity building to strengthen 
existing farmer linkages to markets. 

Linkage-dependent groups are characterised by a strong arrangement be-
tween the group and an ‘outside agency’ that has a central role in market access 
and frequently takes on supervisory activities concerned with the group’s commit-
ment to deliver its product under predetermined terms and conditions. This type 
of farmers’ group has a low bargaining power, but it can access markets without 
requiring high managerial and entrepreneurial skills. On the contrary, linkage-in-
dependent groups have much more freedom of action to define their conditions 
of access to markets. But support to these groups is more demanding in terms of 
training and capacity building. Indeed, linkage-independent groups face a mana-
gerial challenge since they have to make quicker and more frequent decisions in 
relation to investments (with whom to do business, under what terms and condi-
tions, etc.) while achieving participation and being accountable to their members. 
Finally, determining the most appropriate arrangement for POs clearly depends 
on the conditions under which they operate. When they have relatively little ex-
perience with formal cooperation and where markets are thin, linkage-dependent  
approaches seem to offer considerable advantages. 

Entering into new commercial relationships and marketing activities nec-
essarily entails more complex and intense learning processes. Linkage-dependent 
groups may then benefit from an external agency that can facilitate technical com-
pliance of contracts in contract-farming schemes, or play the role of commercial  
intermediary between local partners and the international market. This is the case 
of the Biodiverdidad y desarollo agro-industrial (BIODESA) project in Bolivia that 
is funded by the French Ministry of Foreign Affairs. In this project, farmer coopera-
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tives in rural areas extract oil from aromatic plants like eucalyptus and rosemary 
and sell their products to the University of Cochabamba who refines and exports 
the final products to international buyers. Small processing units based on tech-
nology innovation from the university are operated by farmer cooperatives. The 
identification of marketable products and potential buyers required a partnership 
between the university and an international NGO who provided its commercial 
network. A long-term commitment from donors has been necessary for the appro-
priate technology and the commercialisation to be developed simultaneously. A 
frequent difficulty lies in developing the right technologies without the commit-
ment of a buyer to buy regular volumes. In this particular case, the establishment 
of partnerships between farmers’ cooperatives, university and NGO offers new op-
portunities to enter the organic and fair trade niche markets. 

Role of producers’ organisations

1  This Federation has 13,500 members who produce approximately 4,000mt of potatoes every year. The 
Federation annually markets an additional 3,000mt of non-member production. Besides support to market-
ing, the Federation provides members with technical advice and inputs (imported potato seeds and bags). 
Marketing of potatoes is managed by a group of women called Dioulamoussous who collect produce from 21 
Federation warehouses and resell it in the capital city of Conakry. Farmers and women traders agree upon 
the producer price as well as the trading margin. Source: http://www.paysansdufouta.org/

5. Promoting deliberative institutions and inter-professional bodies
State deficiencies are usually high in less-developed countries, i.e., the lack of 
reliable statistical data, difficulties in organising internal negotiation with stake-
holders, and pressure of foreign aid (Félix, 2003). However, negotiation processes 
between the State and POs are essential in creating a more enabling institutional 
environment for farmers’ access to markets. These negotiations can lead to State 
decisions that foster producers’ competitiveness, as reflected by the example of the 
Foutah Jalon potato growers in Guinea. These producers successfully succeeded 
in competing with European farmers after negotiations between the Federation of 
Foutah Jalon farmers1 and the Government of Guinea, who agreed to limit potato 
imports from Europe during the period when Foutah Jalon potatoes are marketed. 
Foutah Jalon farmers were therefore able to develop their production through im-
provements in productivity, storage, and marketing. In 4 years, yields per hectare 
increased from 3 to 20 mt and protection measures have now been lifted1.

Proposals are made to promote new institutions – called quaternary or delib-
erative institutions – that could facilitate a more participatory process in changing 
the institutional environment and establish new institutional arrangements (Kydd 
et al., 2002; Bourgeois, 2000). Within these institutions, collective discussions lead 
to create common knowledge over the different actors’ available strategies and 
then, to elaborate common diagnoses and plans of action. Hence, they foster the 
ability of the actors to cooperate. By facilitating effective non-market coordination 
they can enhance investment of supply chain actors in specific assets (Kydd et al., 
2002). Information and training of POs, and the strengthening of leaders’ legitima-
cy through progressive structuring of POs are essential for establishing effective 
deliberative institutions.
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Among these are the national negotiation platforms between representatives 
of POs, other stakeholders (representatives of the processing and trade sectors...) 
and State representatives. These mediating institutions should not depend on the 
State, but the State should act as a guarantor of efficiency (Jesus and Bourgeois, 
2003). Inter-professional bodies represent another type of deliberative institutions 
that operate at the supply-chain level. These are private organisations grouping 
various stakeholders involved in the different functions of the supply chain (pro-
ducers, traders, carriers, exporters...) and possibly State representatives (Gitz and 
Trocherie, 1998). They are aimed at resolving, in a concerted way, the constraints 
that hinder the competitiveness of a specific sub-sector, creating and sharing add-
ed value. 

The efficiency of an inter-professional body depends on its legitimacy (the 
effective participation of all members, legitimacy of each group representative, 
transparent mechanisms of decision, funding, etc). The establishment of such a 
body is a long and complex process, which requires capacity building, informa-
tion provision and participative analysis to effect a concerted diagnosis of the situ-
ation and to identify the common interests and the collective margins of progress. 
Although inter-professional bodies are part of the private sector, Gitz et al. (1998) 
demonstrated the important role of the State in the emergence of inter-professional 
bodies through the creation of an enabling legal framework. These bodes can lead 
to the establishment of contractual relations between the different operators and to 
debates with the authorities that can influence the policy-making process. They are 
particularly useful for quality-oriented products where standards and enforcement 
rules are to be negotiated. 

Nevertheless, inter-professional bodies are not common in developing 
countries. They are emerging preferentially in short supply chains with few well 
identified actors, or where a dominant group of actors takes the lead in the proc-
ess, i.e., in chains where there are few coordination problems are. Examples of  
inter-professional bodies also exist for export goods, such as cotton in Benin where 
POs are organised nationally after a process of transfer of responsibilities from 
a semi-state enterprise to POs as part of the liberalisation process of the cotton  
sector. If this type of organisation facilitates coordination and exchange of infor-
mation among stakeholders, inter-professional organisations seem to be of more 
benefit to the most powerful actors of the sector, e.g., inputs suppliers or cotton 
ginneries in Benin (Cadot, 2003). 

Conclusion
This short review of strategies and experiences aimed at pro-poor competitive 
policies for local, national and international markets makes clear that horizontal 
co-operation is an asset that cannot be ignored or underestimated. The potential 
of horizontal co-operation to sustain market access pathways for smallholder pro-
ducers is not just a matter of cost-sharing mechanisms or economies of scale. It 
also deals with the dynamics of innovation and learning-by-doing, and with the 
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stakeholders’ legitimacy and capacity for priority setting, negotiation and voice. 
Horizontal co-operation deserves to be given high priority by donors, govern-
ments and NGOs, and involvement from the private sector in order to develop a 
wide array of innovative support strategies.

Role of producers’ organisations
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Summary

Enabling rural producers to understand and better 
satisfy the product, process and delivery standards 
required by buyers

David J. Walker

Standards are required for efficient trade in agricultural commodities and prod-
ucts. In this context the term standards is taken to encompass the term grades. 
Potential benefits for developing countries conforming to standards include:  
reduced transaction costs, access to premium markets, increased earnings, more 
stable markets, reduced post-harvest deterioration, improved health and safety 
of workers and consumers, and greater provision for worker welfare and envi-
ronmental issues. There is potential for producers to access the growing local and  
regional food aid market.

 The potential negative aspects of standards include: the creation of non-
tariff trade barriers, costs of conformity that are significant and possibly prohib-
itive, substandard food that cannot be exported being consumed by the poor,  
the potential for malpractice, and the possible marginalisation of small-scale 
producers.

 The different forms of national standards and the possibility of conflict-
ing, unclear and inappropriate standards, some adopted from elsewhere, are 
discussed. There is a perception that national standards can be a barrier to exter-
nal trade. Regional standards could overcome some constraints provided that they 
are appropriate and producers have the technical competence and the necessary 
infrastructure. The African Regional Organization for Standardization (ARSO) and 
the Commodity Market for Eastern and Southern Africa (COMESA) propose to 
streamline and harmonise regional commodity standards.

International and commercial standards are discussed. Commercial stand-
ards are becoming progressively more demanding and conformity is becoming 
more difficult and expensive. Such standards are becoming a means by which busi-
nesses penetrate markets, and assure quality and food safety criteria.

For rural producers to conform to standards of any kind it is essential that: 
they have access to up-to-date and understandable information to ensure standards 
are understood, producers have access to training and facilities to ensure that they 
have the technical capability to conform, the standards are appropriate for produc-
ers and end user and are applied correctly and consistently, there is a supporting 
and enabling environment, and they are able to meet the costs of conforming. The 
need for aid donor support is recognised

A list of selected researchable constraints is presented.
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The need for standards 
There is no doubt that standards in some form are required for trade in agricul-
tural commodities. Agricultural commodities and products vary widely in such 
intrinsic characteristics as cleanliness, colour, contamination, damage, firmness, 
moisture content, odour, shape, taste, weight, etc. Biotic and climatic factors, soil 
type and cultural practice dictate that it is not possible for agricultural commodi-
ties and products to be uniform or perfect. Hence producers, exporters, buyers 
and end-users usually have to agree on acceptable limits or tolerances that will ap-
ply to one or more of the expected imperfections or variations. These limits will 
depend on the parties concerned, technical options, time available, economics, cul-
tural implications, safety concerns, consumer interests and the intended use of the 
commodity or product.

A complication is that agricultural commodity quality characteristics do not 
remain constant. Perishable commodity quality characteristics change relatively 
quickly, as do even such durable commodities as cereals in adverse conditions.

An understanding of the nature and consequence of quality characteristics 
can be used to develop a system of classification or standardisation to assist mar-
keting. The degree of formalisation and extent of standards depends on the nature 
of the trade. In developing countries, many standards are historically informal and 
the need for formal systems in traditional markets has been limited because buyers 
and sellers could bargain over products that could be assessed physically, and val-
ued by personal appraisal of either subjective or objective characteristics.

However, global markets require formalised and recognised standards. 
Consumer, trader and processor purchasing power is increasing, and there is 
demand for a greater variety of products that are safe and differentiated by mul-
tiple quality characteristics. International trade and market liberalisation have 
increased competition, and products are now handled in greater volume and over 
greater distances. This in turn is associated with an increasing requirement for for-
mal standards to ensure a clear and transparent understanding between trading 
partners (NRI, 2003). Standards are required to permit trading by specification, 
thereby making transactions simpler, more orderly and cheaper. Standards also 
increase the confidence of banks to provide credit against a known quality and 
therefore a known market value. Disputes over quality and performance can be 
more readily resolved when standards are applied.

The sanitary hazards associated with the inter-country movement of agricul-
tural produce can be reduced if clearly defined standards are enforced, particularly 
in relation to preventing the spread of serious pests and pathogens.

Standards 
According to World Trade Organization (WTO) agreements, standards are volun-
tary non-legally binding instruments approved by a recognised body that provide 
for common and repeated use, rules, guidelines or characteristics for products or 
related processes and production methods. They may also include terminology, 
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symbols, packaging, marking or labelling requirements as they apply to a product, 
process or production method. Standards are distinguishable from laws and regu-
lations that are legally binding. However, standards can be incorporated into legal 
regulatory frameworks.

Standards are commonly defined as ‘rules of measurement established by 
regulation or authority’ and grades are commonly defined as ‘a system of classifi-
cation based on quantifiable attributes’ (Jones and Hill, 1994). The former are more 
prescriptive and regulate what is or is not permissible in the context of consumer 
health and national economic interest, while the latter are more descriptive meas-
ures that permit greater specificity and facilitate trade (World Bank, 2002).

Standards and grades are parameters that segregate similar products into 
categories and describe them in consistent terminology that can be commonly  
understood at a distance by market participants.

There was formerly a view that standards were the domain of the public sec-
tor and grades were the domain of the private sector. However, this differentiation 
is no longer clear. In this paper the term standard will be considered to include the 
term grade.

Potential benefits of standards
Developing countries that invest in improving food standards and related institu-
tions can expect to achieve improved livelihoods and advances in public health, 
agricultural production and export markets.

Recognised standards reduce transaction costs, protect the purchaser and end 
user, formalise and qualify traditional systems and facilitate trade over distance. They 
assure health and safety for consumers by removing unsafe products and processes 
from the food system, and can help protect workers from harmful or socially unjust 
working conditions where the standards apply to processes or production methods.

As public awareness of the importance of environmental and resource use 
increases, standards offer a means for consumers and retailers to voice their con-
cerns and thus create an impetus for sustainable management of natural resources, 
wildlife protection and improved labour standards.

Implementation of standards to access premium markets will highlight  
opportunities for improving quality, reducing post-harvest deterioration and loss-
es, and draw attention to the potential rewards available. This will be particularly 
the case where commodities are traded by a number of grades. Thus standards 
should inspire producers and traders to rectify malpractices and deficiencies that 
previously resulted in deterioration and reduced profit margins. Hence standards 
could contribute to increased food security both nationally and regionally. This 
happened in Uganda with maize grown as a cash crop. Producers were careless 
and contamination with soil and stones was so common that the country earned a 
reputation for supplying only low-grade maize. With government support, a trade 
association established minimum standards in 2002 and since then maize export 
quality has improved, significantly strengthening its regional marketing.
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The ability to determine conformity with standards provides the means and 
opportunity to measure and compare certain selected quality characteristics. Hence 
loss of standard between harvest and marketing could provide a measure of post-
harvest losses. This could be a useful tool in on-farm and marketing loss-reduction 
programmes such that over several seasons standard achievement could be an im-
pact indicator of agricultural research and extension support.

Standardised produce is likely to be more equitably priced than non-stand-
ardised produce. This should bring stability to market prices and to the quality of 
produce offered. Prices quoted against a recognised standard will assist producers 
and traders to market their products. Greater conformity in quality will provide 
processors and manufacturers with the consistency of commodity necessary for the 
optimum performance of processing equipment and production lines. Standards 
also strengthen and protect consumers’ rights.

Producers in developing countries stand to benefit from improved access 
to additional quality-conscious markets that are prepared to pay a premium for 
quality. Examples of such markets include: the food-aid sector looking to procure 
surplus commodities locally or regionally in developing countries, niche markets 
associated with specific types of coffee, European supermarkets, and the organic 
market. Access to such markets will potentially increase economic return, enable 
diversification of production systems, and facilitate the growth of income and  
employment opportunities in value-adding enterprises. Whilst niche markets 
represent only a small proportion of the overall market they are locally very im-
portant to the producers and their economies.

However, these benefits are dependent on producers in developing coun-
tries investing and participating in such opportunities. There are considerable 
constraints to their involvement, principally in the investment and operational 
costs of understanding, and complying with the complex requirements.

Whilst most local and regional procurement of food aid involves cereals, cereal 
products and pulses, there is undoubted potential for the suppliers of sugar, salt, veg-
etable oil, milk powder, biscuits, dried fish and canned meat and fish, who can meet 
the necessary quality standards. In addition to the routine durable commodities there 
is unrealised potential for the supply of fresh horticultural produce for food aid.

Potentially negative aspects of standards 
Standards were traditionally seen as a tool for sellers and buyers to facilitate long-dis-
tance trade. However, more recently there has been an increase in the implementation 
of sanitary and phytosanitary (SPS) measures to safeguard the health and safety of 
consumers, and to protect workers (social standards) and the environment, e.g., 
European Union (EU) pesticide regulations. Equally important has been the increase 
in requirements for conformity assessment (certification, testing and inspection) 
and traceability. These criteria are seen as having a significant negative impact for 
developing countries attempting to access premium markets because the costs of 
conforming to such standards can be significant and possibly prohibitive.

Understanding standards
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Box 1. Market for locally or regionally sourced food aid cereals

Studies of local and regional food aid procurement in Ethiopia (Walker and Wandschnei-
der, 2005), Kenya, Sudan (Walker and Boxall, 2002) and Uganda (Wandschneider and 
Hodges, 2005) reveal that there is a substantial premium market for locally produced  
cereals and pulses. The quantity of food aid cereals procured to international standards 
by the United Nations World Food Programme (WFP), the Government of Ethiopia, and 
other international agencies and donor countries in Ethiopia was estimated at 268, 215 mt 
in 2001, 180,430 mt in 2002 and 261,970 mt in 2003. In Uganda the local market for food aid 
was 50,530 mt in 2001, 46,697 mt in 2002, 107,819 mt in 2003 and 121,266 mt in 2004.

In 2003 the European Union (EU) funded the purchase and movement of over 24,000 mt 
of sorghum from Sudan to Ethiopia. In 2004 the WFP organised the supply of 4,000 mt of 
blended cereals and soya beans from Ethiopia to Darfur, Sudan.

Access to this large and growing premium market is not easy for small-scale producers 
or traders. Some agencies have an open tender system; others operate a closed tendering 
procedure for pre-qualified organisations. Tenders are often announced in newspapers 
that are distributed mainly in the capital city. This could present time constraints and 
prevent market information reaching potential suppliers in distant regions. Tenderers are  
required to submit bid bonds and, if successful, performance bonds. Such financial guar-
antees necessitate support from the bank sector and incur a cost to producers. Procurers 
are commonly looking to secure supplies in lots of, say, 1,000 mt or more. Such quanti-
ties are beyond the aspirations of small-scale producers and most farmer co-operatives 
or associations. Even large players in the local grain trade were not familiar with the con-
tractual requirements of such business when it boomed in the mid-1990s, but market 
competence has developed over the past decade. This market requires supplies of cere-
als and pulses that conform to specific quality standards that are similar to international  
cereal trading requirements.

Occasionally, procurers are prepared to consider offers of smaller quantities around the 
500 mt mark and some make active efforts to include producer groups. However, par-
ticipation of small-scale producers in this market has been minimal in all four countries  
studied by NRI. Nevertheless, this does not mean that they have not benefited finan-
cially to some extent by supplying the premium market through large-scale traders. All  
concerned will have become accustomed to the need to offer produce that conforms to 
strict quality standards. 

Trade liberalisation has reduced tariff barriers, but it has exposed another 
layer of trade measures. There is concern that developed countries use stringent 
quality SPS requirements as non-tariff economic trade barriers that can prove  
difficult to surmount. Patricia Hewitt, UK Secretary of State for Trade and Industry, 
cited an example of the EU’s regulations to limit the level of aflatoxins in imported 
groundnuts. These are far tougher than other international standards, although it 
was estimated that the benefit would be an annual saving of 1.4 lives per billion 
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people. Ms Hewitt pointed out that the EU does not have a billion people and be-
cause of these standards Africa has lost exports worth US$670 million per year. 
This could be viewed as protectionism disguised as health and safety (Wintour and 
Elliott, 2005).

A consequence of developing countries accessing premium outlets for their 
produce, commonly global or regional markets, with more-stringent quality cri-
teria than national standards, is that consignments with the lowest standards will 
be retained for the domestic market; thereby creating a two-tier standards system. 
It implies that local people will be deprived of the best-quality products leaving 
lower-quality products for the local population. An example of this is Ethiopian 
white haricot beans. Only beans that meet a minimum government quality stand-
ard can be exported so as to maintain the reputation of this country’s commodity 
on the international market. In this instance there are no significant health prob-
lems. However, in other situations where cereal consignments are rejected for  
export because of food health concerns such as failure to meet stringent mycotox-
in or microbial tolerances, there is a risk that at times of shortage these rejected  
consignments will be made available to the domestic market. Those sectors of the 
community that are already poorly nourished and seeking cheap food will be the 
least capable of coping with food of low nutritional quality.

Use of multiple grades within an overall standard has been observed to pro-
vide significant potential for malpractice by graders and warehouse operators in 
numerous countries.

The imposition of standards that cannot be achieved by small-scale produc-
ers using good agricultural practice could further marginalise them from trade and 
economic development.

National quality standards 
National standards for agricultural products can take various forms. Most coun-
tries have a Bureau of Standards that prepares quality standards for a range of 
commodities. These appear to be focused on food safety and hence have detailed 
requirements for the commodity not to contain harmful levels of heavy metals or 
pesticides. Such standards would be extremely useful if doubts were raised as to 
whether a commodity was fit for human consumption. However, any attempt to 
use such standards for regular commercial trade would be doomed to failure be-
cause of the logistical, cost and time constraints of undertaking such a wide range 
of expensive and exacting analyses on each sample submitted.

Domestic end users of agricultural commodities are frequently coun-
try- or region-specific. Therefore national or regional standards, whether estab-
lished within liberalised economies or earlier by parastatal organisations, ought 
to reflect the characteristics and requirements of the national agro-economic sec-
tor so as to harmonise and facilitate local trading. However, very few countries 
have developed standards from first principles based on criteria the producers can 
bring to market following good agricultural practice, the needs of the processing 

Understanding standards
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sector, and the requirements of the end users or consumers. It is too easy to adopt  
standards from another country without considering their relevance to the local 
agro-industry. Maize in Malawi is milled into meal; maize in Ghana is typically fer-
mented as whole grains and then made into a wet paste product called kenkey. The 
two countries’ national standards should reflect these differences. Standards should  
relate specifically to ‘fitness for purpose’, hence it is important to consider the 
specific end use of the product and needs of processors. Walker and Boxall (1998) 
reviewed existing maize quality standards in Ghana in which the quality criteria 
required by the end users were identified and appraised as a basis for developing a 
national quality standard specifically tailored to the capacity of the producers and 
needs of the industry and end users. A noteworthy attempt to determine standards 
from first principles was undertaken for maize in Swaziland (Mpanza, 2000). This 
work highlighted the substantial costs in terms of finance, staff time and materials 
in developing such standards.

In some countries there are several different and conflicting standards for 
the same commodity. A study of maize standards in Zambia, a country producing 
around one million tonnes of maize annually, revealed that following the repeal  
of the formal national grain standards after market liberalisation in 1989, several 
different standards had been developed by traders or organisations representing 
traders (Walker, 2000). In 1989 there were three maize standards and a large number 
of commercial millers each had their own customised standards. Producers were 
confused by the existence of so many conflicting standards. The lack of a single, 
appropriate and accepted maize quality standard presented a constraint to the de-
velopment of the liberalised grain market.

In the late 1990s there was a similar situation with maize in Ghana, a country 
that also produces around one million tonnes annually. Walker and Boxall (1998) 
identified seven different formal standards for maize in addition to various infor-
mal standards. A single draft national standard was subsequently developed.

Developing countries often do not have the financial, technical and institu-
tional resources to develop relevant national standards and thus have no alternative 
but to adopt the standards of others, irrespective of their appropriateness.

Regional quality standards 
There is a perception that national standards for agricultural commodities in some 
developing countries are a barrier to formal cross-border and regional trade. There 
is no doubt that the development of regional standards would offer potential for 
significant trade growth in many developing countries. The supplier aims general-
ly to meet the commercial standards of the buyer. It should be of little consequence 
whether or not the commercial specifications of the buyer are different from the na-
tional standards of the producer, notwithstanding impositions of national minimal 
standards, e.g., Ethiopian haricot beans discussed earlier.

However, there are two practical constraints. Firstly the producer might have 
difficulty ascertaining whether or not consignments conform to the purchaser’s 
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Box 2. Informal standards in urban and rural maize markets in Ghana

Government sources were adamant that there were no standards in the national domestic 
market. However, a study revealed that maize perceived subjectively to be of poor quality 
will frequently command a lower price or take longer to sell, especially when competing 
in the market place with maize considered to be of higher standard. The price of grain 
judged to be of significantly lower standard would be discounted by wholesale traders, 
but only by 10 to 20%.

Wholesale traders in the maize-producing town of Techiman listed their quality concerns 
in descending order of importance:
 1. Size of grain (small-grained traditional varieties preferred
 2. Insect holes
 3. Soil admixture/staining
 4. Discolouration/disease/mould.

However, wholesale traders in Accra differentiated primarily between new and old maize, 
recognising that new maize is frequently inadequately dried before sale so it could lose 
weight and volume when it dried whilst in the hands of the trader. Additionally, inade-
quately dried maize is more likely to discolour because of fungal infection if kept for more 
that a few weeks. Maize containing a few discoloured grains will be acceptable for some 
end uses such as kenkey production.

Discolouration is less of a problem to retail traders than insect damage to which there is 
greater customer resistance. Retail traders who will frequently sieve grain prior to sale to 
remove the insects.

Market purchasers will often differentiate between traditional and new high-yielding  
varieties in the same condition; the latter often commanding a lower market price. This 
probably illustrates a preference for traditional grains that are flintier and easier to store.

It is a concern that there is little match between the standards of wholesalers, retailers and 
consumers. Producers might have even more or different perceptions of quality.

commercial standards. When samples are submitted to government-operated test-
ing institutions in some countries, e.g., Egypt and Zambia, the laboratory will most 
likely be required by its own mandate to test for conformity with national stand-
ards and not with the commercial specifications attached to the submitted samples. 
There might be problems in finding a local laboratory that is recognised as com-
petent, and has the necessary chemical reagents, to conduct the analyses. Ghana 
presents an example of a developing country with limited technical capability to 
ensure produce meets export-market requirements, e.g., there is no reliable service 
for analysis of detect heavy metals. In some places where facilities do exist the staff 
require further training.

Secondly, there could be technical or procedural constraints. The nascent 
maize trading sector in Uganda is developing rapidly to meet the specific needs of 
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the WFP, which is procuring cereals and pulses for distribution as food aid within 
the country. The natural market growth opportunity for this sector is Kenya, which 
commonly imports maize from as far away as South Africa. However, the formal 
maize trading sector in Uganda has no experience of trading in drier grain (13.5% 
moisture content in Kenya as against 14.0% moisture content in Uganda) or from a 
position where physical stocks of grain are assembled in warehouses ready for des-
patch. The Ugandans view these changes in trading practice as problematic. The 
response to problems similar to these has been the promotion of regional standards 
harmonisation initiatives.

Regional trade is much more likely to be aligned with regional standards 
where such standards have been developed in collaboration with commercial trad-
ers and are considered by all parties to be appropriate. It is important that special 
interest groups do not capture the process of developing standards.

Box 3. Regional harmonisation in Africa 

The African Regional Organization for Standardization (ARSO) ) is an African inter-
governmental organisation established in 1977, based in Nairobi, Kenya. It is the intergov-
ernmental body mandated to promote standardisation in Africa. ARSO’s programme is 
based on the blueprint for Africa’s economic development outlined in the 1980 Lagos Plan 
of Action for the Economic Commission for Africa, which envisaged the establishment of 
an African Common Market through integration of various sub-regional economic group-
ings. ARSO’s programme is designed towards removal of technical barriers that hinder in-
tra-African trade and integration. One of its committees is responsible for the preparation 
of African Regional Standards for agriculture and food products.

The Commodity Market for Eastern and Southern Africa (COMESA) similarly proposes to 
streamline and harmonise food quality standards within its nineteen member countries. 
There appears to be some overlap between the two programmes. 

The United States Agency for International Development (USAID) funded a study that 
developed simple common quality standards for sorghum so as to facilitate trade in four 
countries in southern Africa (Niernberger and Taylor, 2001). 

International quality standards
A key feature of trade liberalization and removing barriers to trade has been the  
development of the WTO agreements on Technical Barriers to Trade (TBT) and SPS 
measures. These measures present a multilateral framework of rules to minimise 
unnecessary obstacles to trade. Although governments sign these agreements they 
are aimed at assisting the private sector business community. The WTO agreement  
requires members to base their regulations on those set by international bodies, e.g., 
the Codex Alimentarius for SPS measures. Strictly speaking, developing-country  
exporters should only have to meet the requirements of SPS and TBT to access  



95

international markets, but in reality compliance with European law and standards is 
the key to access the EU market. Where countries develop standards requiring high-
er levels of compliance the reasons for this ought to be scientifically based.The most 
well known international food standards organisation is the Codex Alimentarius 
Commission that is based in Rome, Italy. It was created in 1963 by two United 
Nations organisations, the Food and Agriculture Organization (FAO) and the World 
Health Organization (WHO). It was intended to develop food standards, guidelines 
and codes of practice under the Joint FAO/WHO Food Standards Programme. The 
main objectives are protecting the health of consumers and ensuring fair practices in 
the food trade, and promoting co-ordination of all food standards work undertaken 
by international, governmental and non-governmental organisations (NGOs).

Although the work of Codex recognises the need to facilitate international 
trade it focuses on sensitising the global community to the dangers of food hazards 
as well as the importance of food quality. Hence Codex standards can be used to 
positively identify fitness for human consumption.

The International Organization for Standardization (ISO) is the world’s larg-
est developer of standards. It is a non-governmental organisation that comprises a 
network of 148 national institutes co-ordinated by a central secretariat in Geneva, 
Switzerland. Its standards contribute to making the development, manufacturing 
and supply of products and services more efficient and safer. They aim to make 
trade between countries easier and fairer. ISO standards cover not just agricul-
tural products but also related storage, processing and testing methodology. The 
Quality and Standards Authority of Ethiopia declaration of its intention in 2005 to 
develop a range of national food commodity standards under the ISO 9000 regime 
illustrates an example of ISO’s influence.

The WTO Agreement on the Application of Sanitary and Phytosanitary 
Measures in 1995 identified a specific objective of harmonising SPS measures within the 
standards, guidelines and recommendations developed by the Codex Alimentarius 
Commission, the World Organization for Animal Health (Office International des 
Epizooties, OIE) and the International Plant Protection Convention.

The emphasis towards internationalisation of standards was illustrated fur-
ther by the joint initiative of the FAO, the OIE, the World Bank, the WHO and the 
WTO to form the Standards and Trade Development Facility in 2004.. This is a glo-
bal programme in capacity building and technical assistance that aims to assist de-
veloping countries in trade and SPS.

International standards can also be set by commodity authorities such as the 
International Coffee Organisation based in London, which established minimum 
standards for its members’ exports in the 2002 Coffee Quality Improvement Plan 
(CQIP).

Commercial standards and procurement
There is a general perception that standards, particularly those involving health 
and food safety, belong in the public domain. However, the private sector has great 
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influence in setting standards and codes of practice to meet the requirements of 
trade in agricultural commodities both nationally and internationally.

Some speciality or market niche commodities have established their own 
standards that are used by purchasers when contracting supplies. Some suppliers 
are so dominant in the market that purchasers will use the supplier’s standards,  
e.g., purchasers of US grain will almost always buy grain according to US standards. 
Some speciality coffees that are exempted from the CQIP fall into this category.

Generally, international buyers of agricultural commodities have the option 
of buying to their own standards or to those of the producers whether they are 
national, regional or international. Where the standards of the producers meet the 
requirements of the procurer that is the end of the story. In other instances buyers 
will procure to a national standard because it presents the best means of acquiring 
the commodity to the highest possible local standards within the capability of 
the local agro-industry. This is the case with many consignments of white haricot 
beans exported from Ethiopia. These beans are then reprocessed in Europe or else-
where to the standards required by the food industry and the consumer. The costs 
of subsequent reprocessing are factored into the purchase price. The opportunity 
remains for the haricot bean sector in Ethiopia to upgrade its quality standards. 
However, such an opportunity is constrained by the need for significant financial 
investment in bean sorting and cleaning technology.

The WTO has issued guidelines on the application of SPS and TBT. However, 
many international buyers also have the option, and frequently the leverage, to 
impose their own commercial standards and specifications irrespective of what-
ever standards might have been created nationally, regionally or internationally. 
Buyers in the USA will often stipulate United States Department of Agriculture 
(USDA) standards and European buyers will frequently use the EU standards. 
EU standards principally include: food hygiene and safety, genetic modification, 
market standards, organic production, extent of pesticide residues, phytosanitary 
and traceability. In the case of horticultural fresh produce the international trade is 
heavily dominated by large retailers who apply their own private sector standards, 
e.g., Marks and Spencer (Farm to Folk), Tesco (Nature’s Choice) and McDonald’s 
(McDonald’s Agricultural Assurance Programme). These standards incorporate 
hazard analysis and critical control point (HACCP) systems and require compli-
ance with the EU requirements and much more.

A consortium of 11 Dutch and UK retailers launched the European Retailers’ 
Protocol for Good Agricultural Practice (EUREPGAP) Farm Gate Standard in 1996. 
By 2004 this consortium had grown to include 31 retailers in 14 countries, includ-
ing one in South Africa. Its influence extends to the markets for fruit, vegetables,  
flowers, grains, meat, farmed fish and coffee. The reality in 2005 is that there are 
many retailer-specific standards that require EUREPGAP plus other require-
ments. Private-sector standards for agricultural food products principally include: 
environment, food safety, social welfare, wildlife and conservation. The outcome  
is that standards such as these often become non-voluntary for access to major 
markets.
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Commercial standards are progressively becoming the means by which 
businesses penetrate markets, and assure quality and food safety criteria. Buyers 
are frequently setting standards with a focus on the end-user (consumer). To en-
sure compliance, buyers are demanding that auditing be undertaken by a third 
party. The buyers do not consider these and other costs of compliance as their con-
cern, neither do they make allowances in offering price incentives for compliance 
since buyers consider their standards as pre-competitive minimum requirements.

The private sector and producing countries participate in the international 
standard setting committees of Codex and ISO. However, the ability of producers 
to influence the possibly more important buyer-led, standard-setting processes is 
constrained.

Some NGOs view government and international regulations as inadequate 
and have developed more demanding market-based standards or codes of prac-
tice, e.g., the Forest Stewardship Council and Fair Trade Foundation. These NGOs 
apply pressure on buyers to accept these standards as part of their drive for sus-
tainable growth and development. Such standards have little to do with the intrin-
sic quality of products and more to do with processes of production, worker wel-
fare and trade conduct.

How can rural producers understand and better satisfy the 
product, process and delivery standards required by buyers?

Many rural producers already have some experience with standards, especially 
those growers concerned with such traditional export crops as cocoa, coffee, cot-
ton, flowers and tobacco. However, subsequent to market liberalisation, and the 
growth of buyer interest groups, many are now unfamiliar with the market stand-
ards being applied to staple and cash crop foodstuffs in national, regional and in-
ternational markets. The following comments are primarily focused on access to 
local and regional markets because these have the most significance to small-scale 
producers.

Standards must be understood
Standards should be built on characteristics that the users consider important and 
should be easily recognisable and quantifiable. Because standards are linked to 
economic return it is important that they are measured objectively and are seen 
to be so measured. Hence procedures should be transparent and the parties con-
cerned, especially producers, should be well informed.

For producers to conform to standards for product, process or delivery nec-
essary for access to premium markets it is important that they understand fully all 
of the specific technical and procedural requirements. However, given the multi-
layered nature of the standards environment, the many different buyer specific re-
quirements, the difference in application between different commodities, and the 
dynamics of the commodity markets, this is not easily achieved. Many producers 
have an inadequate appreciation of the standard’s demands and requirements. The 
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situation is exacerbated by standards changing over time and at a rate that is likely 
to increase in line with product differentiation.

Understanding the status of standards can be challenging. With regard to 
the microbiological testing of foodstuffs there are four categories of criteria that are 
recognised: 
• Standards – often legislated and embodied in law 
• Guidelines – not legal standards, although regulatory bodies might use them 
• In-house guidelines – vary from country to country, or even from company to 

company 
• Specifications – technical requirements that form the basis of a commercial 

transaction (Shapton and Shapton, 1998).
It is necessary for producers to have the same perception of quality as the 

buyer. Hence producers require relevant and clear information that is readily  
accessible and in a form that they can understand and contextualise. This requires 
more than just being issued with printed information. There is a need for trans-
parency and to understand the requirements of the market. Understandably, this 
might be difficult when the buyers, processors or consumers are in another coun-
try. In Zambia, eight grower co-operatives formed a second-tier management  
co-operative, the Lubulima Commercial Co-operatives Union, to ensure that they 
were kept well informed about buyers’ standards and other requirements relevant 
to their exports of baby corn, mangetout, and sugar-snap peas to the EU, and green 
maize to the regional markets in South Africa and Zimbabwe.

Some national and regional retailers are supportive in ensuring that pro-
ducers are fully informed of the requirements. However, it is more common for 
producers to be provided with information by their exporters or their primary 
marketing organisation. Some national organisations, such as the Cocoa Board 
(Cocobod) in Ghana, work hard to ensure that their cocoa growers are fully aware 
of the quality requirements. However, the broader national agricultural exten-
sion services, particularly those in Africa, often lack the necessary information 
themselves and are unable to inform the growers about current market standard  
requirements. It is possible that extension work is often ineffective because there is 
a mismatch of perceptions as to what constitutes an improvement in quality. It is 
generally believed that grain with fewer insect holes will result in improved quality 
standards and therefore value. In some instances the mental leap from qualitative 
loss reduction to value added is not justified.

Producers must have the technical capability to comply with the standards
Training small-scale producers how to produce in accordance with client stand-
ards is essential. However, this poses questions as to who pays for and delivers the 
training and how it is delivered.

There has been a long legacy of the commercial sector working closely with 
producers to raise the quality of their harvested products. In the 1960s and 1970s 
entry into the sector was more commonly in the form of plantation-cum-process-
ing-for-export enclaves by firms such as Unilever, Del Monte, e.g., Libby’s support 
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to outgrower pineapple producers in Swaziland. During the past decade there has 
been widespread developing-country market entry by such input supply firms as 
Monsanto and Pioneer, by processors such as Coca-Cola and Nestlé, traders such 
as Cargill, and retail distributors such as Carrefour, McDonalds, Royal Ahold or 
Walmart (Reardon and Barrett, 2000). However, it is now unusual for large compa-
nies to invest in their international value chains by undertaking such activities as 
directly supporting the training of producers.

Ghana provides a good example of a statutory public body, Cocobod, work-
ing with farmers to ensure the quality of their cocoa production. In this instance 
this is achieved by an extension service solely dedicated to this commodity. All de-
veloping countries have some form of agricultural extension, which in principle is 
there to guide and support producers. However, many national agricultural exten-
sion services are ineffectual. This raises further questions as to what, if anything, is 
taking their place and if smallholder producers could pay for the extension advice 
or other trade-related services. An interesting example of generating funding is 
found in Jamaica where the costs of a standard pre-clearance programme for ackee 
fruit export to the USA are met by an export levy (Olembo, 2002).

In practice it is now more common for the public sector to be primarily con-
cerned with the development and enforcement of minimum safety standards to 
protect public health, social welfare and the environment. A constraint of the public 
sector is its limited understanding of the regulatory demands of the regional or in-
ternational market place. Private sector standards are commonly more exacting than 
the basic minimum and hence are of more significance to producers looking for pre-
mium markets. In some sectors the large-scale private sector is increasingly playing 
a very important quasi-public role with respect to the regulatory environment, pro-
motion, advocacy, monitoring and auditing. Whilst these requirements are laudable 
in principle they can present practical and technical barriers to producers.

NGOs are increasingly becoming involved in supporting small-scale farm-
er access to premium markets. For example, CARE has established a private-sector 
partnership with a horticulture export company in Kenya to form a company that 
provides organisational support, advice and training to assist small-scale farmers 
conform to retail standards in Europe.

Standards cannot be diluted, but the question often facing producers is how 
to apply standards to their local conditions with systems that assure an equiva-
lence of risk outcome. This frequently requires the development of appropriate 
management systems.

Standards must be appropriate
Standards ought to be achievable by both small-scale and large-scale growers 
following good agricultural practice. Ideally, it should be possible to determine con-
formity to standards with basic equipment on the farm, or at least in the production 
areas or at the primary marketing organisation. Unfortunately, the determination 
of many standards requires laboratory conditions and specialised equipment and 
competences.
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Microbiological testing clearly requires a laboratory. Surprisingly, so does 
basic testing of coarse grain standards. The procedures for these are based on gravi-
metric determinations often of quantities of grains, or material present amongst the 
grains, that require accurate weighing. While such accurate weighing presents lit-
tle difficulty in a laboratory or a well-equipped grain-grading centre, it is neither 
cost-effective nor feasible for producers, traders or exporters to undertake such 
procedures in the field. Some organisations have partly addressed this issue by 
means of colour charts showing examples of the different standards and grades or, 
for durable commodities, by the dissemination of prepared samples. Nestlé Ghana, 
in its attempts to purchase its required quality from within Ghana or in neighbour-
ing Burkina Faso, has gone some way towards developing an alternative practical 
volumetric system of determining grain quality in the field with the aid of a plastic 
measuring cylinder. However, much more development would be required before 
such a system could be appropriate for nationwide application (Walker and Boxall, 
1998). A volumetric, as opposed to a gravimetric, approach for grain standard de-
termination would also be more appropriate for situations where grain is traded by 
volume and not by weight as is the case in some rural areas.

Broken grains lower the quality standard for millers because they do not 
yield so much flour as does an equal quantity of whole grain. The extent of ‘bro-
kens’ is determined by the fact that they will fall through a sieve with holes of a 
certain size. Sieve sizes used for this procedure differ in aperture size and shape 
around the world. To be meaningful the sieve size should relate to the screens used 
to clean the grain at intake into the mill. If the sieve and the screen have the same-
sized holes then the implementation of the standard will be directly related to the 
material that the miller will be unable to use in the production of flour. However, 
a study of standards and milling screens in Zambia found that there was often no 
correlation. The sieve sizes specified in some standards were frequently inappro-
priate as a quality determinant.

Standards must be applied correctly and consistently
Standards must not only be applied correctly and consistently, they must also be 
perceived to be so applied. Trust in the standards system is an important factor. 
However, there is widespread uncertainty in national and international commerce 
as to whether there are recognised and accessible competent authorities to imple-
ment, support, monitor and audit or verify commercial standards. National and 
regional agencies are often under-funded. They also sometimes lack skilled mo-
tivated staff, adequate infrastructure, and adequate inspection and certification  
capabilities. Another perceived weakness in the management of standards by devel-
oping countries is the lack in both the private and public sectors of technical capacity 
and available resources to engage in standards development and to assess the tech-
nical justification and economic implications of new standards and their application 
domestically or by export partners (Standards and Trade Facility, 2005).

To apply standards correctly it is important to understand the terminolo-
gy. However, this can be difficult because what appear to be common terms can 
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often have different meanings, e.g. the definition of a broken grain in one system 
of standards is frequently different from its definition in another, thus it is difficult 
to compare the standards for wheat in Bangladesh with those of the EU or USA. 
Anyone unaware of the small print of the definitions in standards could make un-
justified comparisons.

Need for a supporting and enabling environment
Whilst there is no doubt that the private sector plays an important role in develop-
ing and applying standards, it is the public sector that is often best placed to pro-
vide the necessary supporting and enabling environment. National governments 
are well placed to lower the cost infrastructure of nascent exporters and/or value-
added processors.

Different organisations with different interests have generated a standards situ-
ation that contains as much conflict as there is harmony. Multiple perspectives exist on 
the role of standards in the national, regional and global economy. Standards could be 
viewed by some as instruments and expressions of trade liberalisation, and by others 
as a means to reduce transaction costs and build trust. They are also viewed as ways of 
tackling difficult food safety hazards and of co-ordinating complex food systems. It is 
not surprising the producers, especially small-scale growers who have the potential to 
supply quality-conscious and probably premium-price markets, need support.

Producers need to be supported by accessible analytical laboratory services. 
Many African countries do not have the necessary laboratory support, and samples 
need to be couriered to regional laboratories, or on occasion to Europe, for certain 
aspects of quality determination, e.g., rancidity of vegetable oils, and evidence of 
genetic modification. The increasing need to monitor for genetically modified com-
modities will stretch existing expertise. Retesting or recertification of products in 
the importing country could be avoided if the there is mutual recognition or agree-
ment for conformity assessment procedures used to determine compliance with 
technical regulations in the exporting country (ITC, 2004).

Establishing, building and maintaining the confidence of international buy-
ers are crucial to the success of exporting countries. This confidence needs to be 
founded on a reliable and credible system of audit and verification of compliance 
with requisite standards. This is an area that commonly needs further development 
at national and regional levels.

Cost of conforming to standards
Conformity with standards requires investments of time, effort and probably 
finance. Small-scale producers, e.g., smallholder tea growers in Malawi, might 
have other conflicting and more immediate pressures and demands on their time, 
effort and resources that preclude the necessary sustained investment in develop-
ing their capacity and capability to meet the quality standard that would ultimately 
increase their economic return.

Changes in commodity production, harvesting and handling and processing 
practices often require significant financial investment. Producers are less likely to 
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invest in conforming to standards if they are unsure as to the sustainability of the 
market opportunity or suspect that the standards will be changed at short notice.

There could be opportunities for producers to share costs by affiliating into 
associations or similar groupings.

Need for aid donor support
Producers should continue to look to their national governments and their com-
mercial marketing intermediaries for support in linking them to their buyers and 
facilitating their compliance with the necessary standards. However, national gov-
ernments in many cases do not have the funds or the market awareness to meet 
the needs of producers. Marketing intermediaries might not be prepared or will-
ing to invest in developing the capacity and competence of would be suppliers. 
Some of the problems are at the public private interface. The general perception 
is that there is insufficient public–private dialogue and co-operation in standards 
development, implementation, domestic enforcement, and export market strategy 
(Standards and Trades Facility, 2005)

In the absence of adequate commercial sector support, there appears to be a 
need for continued donor assistance, especially for the small-scale sector.

Conclusions
1. Successful compliance with standards that facilitate access to premium mar-

kets has the potential to contribute sustainably to the improved livelihoods of 
small-scale producers, processors and traders.

2. Developing countries are reacting too late and ineffectively to the changing 
regulatory framework to avoid negative impact on their export markets, par-
ticularly on behalf of small-scale producers and traders who do not have the 
resources to monitor and react to change in market requirements.

3. It is unlikely that small-scale producers, processors and traders in developing 
countries will be able to take full advantage of the opportunities presented by 
the regional and global commercialisation of agriculture without significant 
donor investment.

4. There is a clear need for developing countries to develop further the necessary 
infrastructure required to facilitate market access for their producers. This in-
frastructure could include:
• Standards formulating bodies
• Laboratory testing facilities
• Accreditation, certification and auditing services
• Training services
• Information and enquiry points.

 However, it will require significant investment to achieve access to regional 
and international markets.

5. The demand for local and regional procurement of food aid is growing and 
provides a potentially large premium market for producers who can provide 
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commodities and delivery performance that conform to donor quality  
standards.

6. Investment is required in both the public and private sectors. The public sec-
tor has critical roles in developing minimum safety standards to protect local 
consumers, overseeing certification processes, and ensuring that resource-poor 
farmers and small-scale domestic industries are not excluded from markets be-
cause of an inability to comply. Achieving standards compliance and accessing 
markets is a private sector issue and therefore it is essential to have the active 
involvement of commerce.

7. There is a need for an effective private – public sector interface so that business-
es can inform public officials of their needs in the national, regional and inter-
national market place, and for them to understand the barriers that they face.

8. In-country frameworks have to be established that clearly define institution-
al responsibilities for developing national standards, implementation, surveil-
lance, and for participation in international standards-setting organisation. 
Resources are required for pro-active participation in the committees of these 
organisations and in positions of influence in setting the agenda of the bodies.

9. Developing countries need the resources and capability to track, assess and 
react to newly developing regulations through monitoring the WTO enquiry 
points for each country. This could pre-empt problems in achieving compli-
ance in export markets but requires financial and technical resources and in-
stitutional infrastructure that permit information flow to all relevant parties in 
both the public and the private sector.

10. It is important that the institutional framework of service providers functions 
within a supporting and enabling framework that specifically assists small-
scale farmers and traders to achieve compliance with standards. The support 
that they require will include:
• Access to the necessary information and ensuring that it is fully understood 

such that farmers comprehend the terminology of the standard and its sta-
tus, i.e., is it incorporated into a legal regulation

• Provision of training services to ensure technical and management compe-
tence to achieve compliance

• Assured representative, i.e., unbiased, commodity sampling services
• Up-graded capacity and competence of local laboratory analytical services 

which now have to cope with increased demand for precision and reliability
• Independent national audit services, ideally to conduct cost-effective pre-

audits.
11. Key areas for investment in developing countries include: 

• Building the capacity of government agencies
• Promoting participatory processes for establishing standards
• Promoting and upgrading skills and facilities of local producers and proces-

sors to ensure compliance and certification.
12. Where combined public and private sectors in individual countries lack the 

resources to create the necessary national infrastructure it will be necessary 

Understanding standards



Making markets work for the poor104

to consider regional initiatives and co-operation, e.g., the establishment of  
regional accreditation bodies to assess national conformity assessment service 
providers and the equipping of regional accreditation laboratories.

13. It is possible that some national and regional standards are not fully appropri-
ate for the producers or end users and require revision.

Selected researchable constraints
• Specific needs of individual developing countries. Not all of them have the 

same problems with compliance and they will have different support needs. It 
will be important to identify, appraise, quantify and cost the specific needs of 
each

• How producers, processors and traders could reduce costs of compliance by  
affiliating into associations or similar groupings

• The full cost of compliance with standards by individual developing coun-
tries, including the costs of: record keeping, facilities to monitor and audit, lost  
markets, cost in consumer health and the cost of traceability and verifying au-
thenticity. Determine transaction costs at producer level

• How the necessary support services to small-scale producers, processors and 
traders could best be provided, especially in the absence of an effective agricul-
tural extension service

• How quality perceptions along the supply chain match with those of the final 
buyer

• Field procedures, protocols and proxies for assessing conformity to standards, 
e.g., volumetric system for basic grain quality determination

• More-precise and consistent terminology when setting national, regional and 
international standards.

• Appropriateness of some nationally or regionally produced standards prior to 
investing in their widespread application

• If the export of the best quality food results in an increase in non-exportable  
unsafe commodities reaching the poorest

• Which standards have been more trade restrictive to developing countries than 
warranted by science, risk or necessity

• How to develop appropriate standards that are inclusive of the poor
• How small-scale producers can best access the premium local and regional 

food aid markets
• How private sector companies in developing countries are developing  

their own standards and ascertain the impact this will have on small-scale pro-
ducers, processors and traders.
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