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ABSTRACT
The Empowering Smallholder Farmers in Markets 
(ESFIM) research support programme aims to facilitate 
the linkage between research demand of smallholder 
farmers and the activity of the research community in 
developing countries. It supports national farmers’ 
organisations to articulate their information needs and 
improve their economic strategies and advocacy 
activities in terms of smallholder market access. The 
ESFIM research activities in each country are owned 
by a platform of participating national farmer 
organisations. They carry out advocacy activities on 
market access in line with their respective national 
policy context and respond to the specific interests 
and agricultural systems of their smallholder 
constituencies. ESFIM organised a series of 
participatory workshops for the platforms of national 

farmers’ organisations in eleven countries. Local 
research institutes and independent consultants were 
subcontracted to work on the thematic issues that 
emanated from the workshops, with their terms of 
reference elaborated by the national farmer 
organisations and supported by researchers from the 
European research platform AGRINATURA 
(Wageningen UR, CIRAD, NRI). In Peru for example, 
ESFIM helped to underpin advocacy efforts to open up 
the market of government procurement to the 
associated sector, and articulated market related policy 
priorities in the national advocacy platform 
CONVEAGRO. In Kenya, it supported a critical 
assessment of the input subsidy plan of NAAIAP in 
maize and in Uganda, it helped to assess the new 
NAADS guidelines through a consultation process of 
‘fire-place conversations’. Along with the successes of 

the ESFIM approach, we experienced a tension in 
budget allocation between contraction of local 
research support and investment in the consultation 
process. It seems sensible to establish country-
specific competitive funds, accessible to farmers’ 
organisations only, exclusively for contracted research 
support to them, and especially for the appraisal of key 
policy initiatives. International organisations could 
provide funding, as part of their monitoring and 
evaluation activities of their support to these policies. 

Key words: Policy Priorities, tension, Budget 
allocation, research suPPort 
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INTRODUCTION AND OBJECTIVES
Many countries have an agricultural policy and 
poverty reduction strategy that explicitly supports 
the inclusion of smallholders in markets, and the 
2008 World Development Report (World Bank, 
2007) emphasised the role of farmers’ 
organisations in agricultural development. In many 
countries, it is not the policy, the set of laws, as 
such, but the budgetary, technical and 
administrative implementation and governance of 
the specific laws that falls short and needs to be 
adjusted to generate positive impact for 
smallholders (Ton, 2008). Evidence and creative 
thinking are needed in the design process of 
effective rules and regulations and working 
institutional arrangements that empower 
smallholders in markets. Policy instruments and 
institutional arrangements are ‘designed’ in a 
political arena where smallholders have limited 
power. National farmers’ organisations (NFOs) are 
positioned to represent the smallholder farmers in 
these policy arenas, and need information and 
capacity to play this role (Carney, 1996; Bosc et 
al., 2001; Hussein, 2001). However, most of the 
current research and discussions about enabling 
policies and innovative institutional mechanisms 
for smallholder market access take place in 
academic and policy circuits, e.g. international 
institutions and think-tanks such as EU, IFAD, 
World Bank, FAO, GFAR, and specialised 
universities and research centres working on rural 

development. These debates and findings may 
be of good academic quality but generate 
knowledge and outputs that are scarcely used in 
the NFOs’ internal processes of learning and in 
their proposals for policy change. The capacity  
of NFOs in developing countries to articulate 
research and information needs to design 
focused and effective advocacy processes and 
adequate service delivery is generally quite weak. 
To address this problem, the Empowering 
Smallholder Farmers in Markets (ESFIM) 
programme started as a pilot initiative to provide 
an interface between NFOs and the research 
community that is flexible, effective and scalable. 
It intends to strengthen the capacity of NFOs to 
proactively steer and use evidence in their farmer-
led advocacy processes.

The ESFIM programme has been operating 
since 2006, and was the result of a call for 
proposals by the International Federation of 
Agricultural Producers (IFAP). During the inception 
phase (2007) of the ESFIM programme, an 
inventory was made of key relevant research and 
policy focused programmes that complement and 
reinforce, or could be reinforced by, ESFIM 
activities. AGRINATURA is an alliance formed by 
35 European universities and research 
organisations working in agricultural research, 
education, training and capacity strengthening for 
development. Of these 35 members, CIRAD, NRI 
and Wageningen UR are the three institutes that 

work together on the ESFIM programme. They 
have a range of other research, research outputs 
and programmatic lines that can be linked to 
specific research demands of farmer organisations 
in ESFIM. Amongst the most important other 
programmes were the ‘Regoverning Markets 
Programme’, led by IIED, ‘Linking Farmers to 
Markets’ by GFAR-GPP, and ‘Linking Smallholder 
Farmers to Dynamic Markets by IICA-FAO-USAID’. 
In these programmes, IFAP, as commissioner of 
the ESFIM programme, was involved as the driver 
of research priorities.

A major lesson from the regoverning markets 
research was that the linkages between 
smallholders and supermarkets were only of partial 
interest to NFOs. NFOs typically have a wider 
constituency than the local groups that engaged in 
vegetable production for niche markets. The topic 
of research in ESFIM needed to be more flexible 
and geared to the more immediate needs of the 
NFO. The comparative character of the 
regoverning markets programme which 
systematically explored best practices between 
countries and sectors proved popular (Vorley et al., 
2007). The GFAR initiative seemed to suffer from 
inertia and was regarded as in need of on-the-
ground pilot experiences to put policy discourse 
into practice. Their network of researchers in 
developing countries needed a way to articulate 
with the national farmer organisations in their 
country and/or continent, and vice versa.
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The core design of the programme was 
influenced by the author’s experience in Bolivia, 
during the national dialogue on the formulation of 
the Poverty Reduction Strategy Process (PRSP), a 
condition for eligibility for debt-reduction by World 
Bank, IMF and bilateral donors in the Heavily 
Indebted Poor Country Initiative (HIPC) (Andersen 
and Nina, 2000; Kay, 2010). There, with support of 
the International American Foundation (IAF) and 
UK Department for International Development 
(DFID), national representative organisations in 
different economic sectors were supported in 
articulating their needs and getting them included 
in the PRSPs and in the corresponding legislation 
(Molenaers and Renard, 2003). The resulting 
dynamics of evidence collection for supporting the 
NFOs’ advocacy agenda (CIOEC, 2001; Mendoza 
and Ton; 2003; CIOEC, 2004; Prudencio and Ton, 
2004) was considered by IFAP as the ideal 
outcomes for the ESFIM programme. 

The tentative selection of NFOs for the 
collaborative research partnerships was made 
during the ESFIM Inception Phase (2007). This was 
based on the quality and smallholder focus of the 
membership organisations, their ability to lead the 
process in the country and their commitment and 
experience to engage in advocacy for pro-poor 
policy development. This led to a selection of 
eleven countries for which the contours of a 
research partnership would be explored: Benin, 
Costa Rica, India, Kenya, Madagascar, Malawi, 

Peru, the Philippines, South Africa, Uganda and 
Uruguay. A first assessment of the partnership 
methodology was made with the prospective 
national farmers’ organisations in most of these 
countries during the ESFIM International Workshop 
held in Tunis in October 2007. The backbone of the 
ESFIM programme was defined by three 
objectives: collaborative research in pilot countries; 
comparative research on some priority issues; and 
learning for action to make research outputs useful 
for smallholder farmers. In 2008–2009 the ESFIM 
programme (see Table 1) started with a round of 
participatory national workshops with farmer 
organisations and other stakeholders in these 

countries to define the issues for improving market 
access of smallholders and to influence related 
policies and institutions. Based on these prioritised 
research needs, a process of collaborative 
research started in nine of these countries in 2010–
2011, led by the farmers’ organisations and 
supported by thematically specialised local 
researchers and with technical backstopping from 
AGRINATURA staff. 

In this paper we describe the core 
methodology of the ESFIM-process. We focus on 
the collaborative research component, where most 
of the budget and time has been allocated and 
with most relevant experience in building the 

Source: IFAP (2008)

Table 1: objecTives of The esfiM prograMMe 

Goal Strengthen the capacities of farmers’ organisations in developing countries to empower their smallholder 
members in markets, create an enabling policy and regulatory environment and effective economic organisations.

Objective The overall objective is to generate demand-driven action research supporting the activities undertaken by 
farmers’ organisations within the IFAP network in proposing changes in the institutional and legislative context, in 
order to strengthen their economic organisation and institutions and the power of smallholder farmers in markets. 

Specific 
objectives 

1.  Assist a number of national farmers’ organisations in developing countries with formulating feasible, evidence-
based propositions for changes in key elements in the institutional environment that will enable effective 
marketing strategies for smallholders. COLLABORATIVE RESEARCH

2.  Support farmers’ organisations with information and learning processes on innovative and replicable policies 
and institutional arrangements that empower smallholder farmers in markets through the study of, and reflection 
on, relevant market empowerment initiatives drawn from both industrialised and developing countries. 
COMPARATIVE RESEARCH

3.  Facilitate learning of national farmers’ organisations in both developed and developing countries to enable them 
to use evidence-based information to increase their capability to influence the lobby agendas and policy and 
market processes related to smallholder farmers’ access to markets. LEARNING FOR ACTION



EMPOWERING SMALLHOLDER FARMERS IN MARKETS: EXPERIENCES IN COLLABORATIVE RESEARCH WITH 
NATIONAL FARMER ORGANISATIONS TO IMPROVE PROACTIVE ADVOCACY FOR SMALLHOLDER MARKET ACCESS

4/12

PROCEEDINGS

INNOVATIONS IN EXTENSION  
AND ADVISORY SERVICES
INTERNATIONAL CONFERENCE

research–advocacy interface with NFOs. We 
present four experiences that illustrate the width 
and depth of ESFIM dynamics. To ‘embed’ these 
illustrative case studies, we present a comparative 
framework of four dimensions to illustrate the 
diversity of research advocacy dynamics in each of 
the eleven countries. The last section presents 
some conclusions, about the institutional 
framework that is needed to make these interfaces 
effective, sustainable and scalable in the future.

MATERIALS, METHODS AND DATA SOURCES 
The elaboration of the precise research priorities 
for their lobby agenda and marketing strategies is 
the responsibility of each of the NFOs leading the 
research in their respective country (see Table 2). 
They used participatory workshops for a coalition 
of platforms of (N)FOs in the country including their 
respective constituents. These workshops were 
enriched with existing and emerging research 
outputs and government officials and NGOs, to 
identify key issues related to the empowerment of 
smallholder farmers in markets. This is done to 
keep the research demand-driven and encourage 
as much learning as possible with the participating 
NFOs. A follow-up participatory process was 
essential to further define and refine the themes in 
the research partnership. In each country, an 
ESFIM country co-ordination team has been 
established to supervise and co-ordinate the 
research process. The process of priority setting 

and activity planning is cyclical, whereby research 
proposals can be amended when progressive 
findings/developments alter the research priorities.

Research support to harness and analyse the 
issues and to refine their proposals with technical 
and evidence-based research was provided by 
AGRINATURA and local research consultants. 
Local research institutes and independent 
consultants were subcontracted according to the 
thematic issues that emanated from the 
workshops and provided their research support 
under terms of references drawn up by the NFO 
with AGRINATURA support. AGRINATURA 

support to these plans was funded by the 
International Fund for Agricultural Development 
(IFAD), with 40 staff days allocated per country. 
Contracted local research and participatory 
workshops were funded through a €30,000 grant 
to each ESFIM-country, funded by the Dutch 
Ministry of Economic Affairs, Agriculture and 
Innovation. 

The ESFIM Steering Committee, with 
representatives of World Bank, Global Forum on 
Agricultural Research, FAO, IIED, IFAD, AGRICORD 
and CTA, linked the ESFIM activities with 
complementary research and development 

Table 2: iMpleMenTing parTners in The esfiM prograMMe

Partner number Name of partner organisation 

1 International Federation of Agricultural Producers (IFAP)  (dissolved in October 2009)

2 AGRINATURA The European Alliance on Agricultural Knowledge for Development (Wageningen UR, CIRAD, NRI)

3 Coalition Paysanne de Madagascar (FTM/CPM)

4 Cooperativas Agrarias Federadas (CAF),Uruguay

5 Coordinadora de Mujeres Campesinas de Costa Rica (CMC)

6 Fédération des Unions de Producteurs de Bénin (FUPRO)

7 Federation of Farmers’ Organisations in Andhra Pradesh (FFA – AP), India

8 Federation of Free Farmers (FFF), Philippines

9 Junta Nacional del Café (JNC), Peru

10 Kenya National Federation of Agricultural Producers (KENFAP)

11 National Smallholder Farmers’ Association of Malawi (NASFAM)

12 National African Farmers Union, South Africa

13 Uganda National Farmers’ Federation (UNFFE)
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interventions (Figure 1). However, due to the 
bankruptcy of IFAP in 2009, this governance 
structure only succeeded in gathering together 
once in a teleconference. The ESFIM project 
management team took up the co-ordination of 
the ESFIM project. Within this project management 

team, the AGRINATURA researchers held regular 
methodology workshops to brief on developments 
and discuss the tools and methods used to 
increase performance of the research support 
interface. In each country, at least two 
AGRINATURA research institutes co-operated. 

This enhanced the opportunities to channel the 
knowledge and expertise in the AGRINATURA 
network and to benefit from different approaches 
and perspectives inherent in the research practice 
of each institute. Nevertheless, in each work 
package, one AGRINATURA institute had the lead 
in communicating and co-ordinating with the 
respective NFO. 

The programme management team collected 
information to track the activities and dynamics in 
each of the eleven pilot study areas. To do so, it 
developed a method based on theory-based 
evaluation (Weiss, 1997; Ton et al., 2011). As 
advocacy on market access issues in developing 
countries takes place in a dynamic and complex 
social environment and the participative process is 
inherently adaptive to changes in this environment, 
the monitoring and evaluation system had to be 
tailored to cope with changes and uncertainty 
(Morell, 2010). In each country an initial ‘logic 
model’ for the ESFIM support was established. 
These models indicated how the research support 
inputs are expected to translate in terms of 
outcomes and impact and help to discover the key 
assumptions in this causal reasoning. These logic 
models are adjusted regularly to reflect ongoing 
dynamics in each country. The essence of each 
logic model is used on the multilingual ESFIM 
website (http://www.esfim.org) to concisely explain 
the policy issues in each of the countries. The 
changes were reported to the project management 

figure 1: Governance of the eSfIM proGraMMe
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to make sure that the planned dynamics still fell 
within the objectives of the ESFIM concept note 
agreed upon with the funders.

In addition to the use of logic models for 
programme management, ESFIM has developed a 
system to track the impact of its activities in the 
future. First, we developed a detailed result chain 
as a ‘theory of change’ that reflected the 
expectations of the ESFIM programme for the 
impacts on smallholder market access. Often 
ESFIM will only contribute to a result where a whole 
range of other actors and factors provide support 
too. Key intermediate outcome indicators related to 
the NFOs’ organisational capacities are chosen to 
monitor changes that can (partly) be linked to the 
ESFIM supported activities (see Figure 2). The 
benefits of advocacy activities for smallholder 
farmer households are very indirect. It is assumed 
that the advocacy will enable non-traditional 
marketing arrangements to emerge and expand 
(e.g. contract farming, niche marketing and 
collective marketing). The ESFIM action will 
improve the social capital, the level of the farmers’ 
organisations and networks and their strengths in 
organising market access for smallholders. The 
changes in the institutional environment and 
economic strategies which the ESFIM programme 
intends to induce will impact on beneficiaries. At 
the level of the partners, ESFIM dedicates 
resources to research that will enhance the 
capacities of NFOs to influence and shape a more 

conducive institutional environment. These NFOs 
will be more closely involved and proactive in 
contributing to the creation of public policy, 
research agendas and donor community 
programmes. However, impacts on bills, policy 
programmes or projects drafted, which include 
specific amenities for small farmers and their 
organisations, will probably be beyond the scope 
of this project period. To assess the change in 
advocacy strengths of the NFOs in the future, a 
monitoring tool has been developed which collects 
panel scores on the key dimensions relevant to 
organisational strength and advocacy efficiency. 
The situation of the NFO related to its advocacy 
capacity is assessed as a baseline for tracking 
changes (improvements) in the future.

RESULTS AND DISCUSSION 
One of the most contentious aspects of 
programme management is related to the 
tendencies that made the process deviate from  
the correct balance in four dimensions of the 
research–advocacy interface: workshops versus 
fact-finding; policies versus institutional 
arrangements/services; external research support 
versus the use of internal NFO staff and centralised 
versus broader consultation and deliberation on 
advocacy priorities (Figure 2).

Workshops versus fact-finding
The need for grass roots consultation and 

deliberation was central in the ESFIM approach. 
However, fact-finding and evidence-based policy 
development were its distinguishing features 
compared to other donors and projects e.g. 
AGRITERRA’s Farmers Fighting Poverty Programme 
(AGRITERRA, 2006). A research–advocacy interface 
inherently needs researchers and the influx of new 
information. Due to budgetary constraints and 
because they are a member-based organisation, 
many of the NFOs (e.g. in Costa Rica, Uganda) opted 
to place most of their resources in funding workshops 
and were reluctant to designate much of the budget 
for research. However, in some other countries (e.g. 
Malawi, Uruguay) the NFOs prioritised research to the 
detriment of budget for workshops to explore and 
discuss the research topics.

Policies versus institutional arrangements
The Bolivian experience of the author was directed 
especially to government policies that prevented 
collective marketing arrangements from developing. 
Other researchers such as the lead researcher from 
NRI, focused on commodity exchanges and 
warehouse receipt systems (Coulter and Onumah, 
2002). The NFOs had the lead in identifying issues 
but were influenced by the AGRINATURA 
researchers and their respective expertise. The 
programme management team informed the NFOs 
about this potential bias in their country action plans, 
in a way that the process continued to be primarily 
NFO-led. 
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External research versus internal staff 
deployment
Most resources were dedicated to facilitate the 
establishment of participative research 
workshops and to subcontract local research 
expertise on thematic issues. However, ESFIM 
considered it necessary to pay for the additional 
administrative and logistic costs that managing 

the ESFIM activities meant for the NFOs. To 
facilitate the ESFIM process in each country, a 
staff member of the NFO was partially funded to 
co-ordinate the processes in the country. 
However, for some of the NFOs, this was not 
enough. They regarded the allocation of budget 
to external researchers as a drain of ‘their’ budget 
for advocacy action, and they proposed that their 

staff members should be the researchers in 
several of the local research assignments. As the 
NFO and AGRINATURA spelled out the terms of 
reference and the NFO insisted that these 
persons were best qualified for the job, the 
contracting of internal staff was difficult to control. 
This issue negatively impacted on some of the 
assignments, especially in the phase of writing and 

figure 2: the eSfIM reSult chaIn and theory of chanGe 
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finishing the research output. It led to increased 
knowledge by NFO staff but did not necessarily 
result in outputs that could be used to reach 
farmers or to strengthen the institutional capacity 
and organisational memory of the NFO, as staff 
turn-over tends to be high in farmer organisations.

Centralized versus broad-based consultations
Some of the organisations with vast experience of 
advocacy and policy generation (e.g. FUPRO in 
Benin, KENFAP in Kenya, JNC in Peru and CAF in 
Uruguay) set the priorities for ESFIM research 
involving a small group of knowledgeable persons 
at the respective NFO’s headquarters. This is not 
necessarily contrary to grass roots participation, as 
they interact continuously with their members on 
advocacy issues, not just on ESFIM. Centralized 
decision-making on how ESFIM resources can 
add to these ongoing activities is a sign of strength, 
not weakness. However, in some organisations 
with a weak constituency (e.g. in India and Uganda) 
the process was sometimes very centralized and 
the priority issues and actions were not so clearly 
linked to existing advocacy strategies, nor to 
previous participative consultations. Some NFOs 
selected in the inception phase did not have 
characteristics or potential for national advocacy 
and needed broad-based consultations to develop 
a mandate to do so, in close collaboration with 
other farmer organisations in their country (e.g. 
CMC in Costa Rica).

Case-study 1: KENFAP, Kenya
KENFAP conducted a study on the Government of 
Kenya’s interventions in agricultural input and 
output markets, focusing on the voucher system to 
provide subsidised maize seed and fertiliser to 
farmers. The study, which included desk reviews 

as well as collection and analysis of primary data 
from a panel of farmers in the study area, was 
undertaken by KENFAP staff. The results of the 
study were validated during a stakeholders’ 
workshop held on 15 March 2011 in Nairobi. It 
concluded that only 12% of the target smallholder 
farmers benefited directly from the government 
interventions. As a result of using the inputs 
provided, the beneficiaries obtained a 74% 
increase in output and their production costs were 
reduced by over 40%. However, persisting 
infrastructure and marketing constraints 
substantially reduced the net benefits to 
beneficiary farmers. For instance, market prices 
were distorted because the price of maize grain 
was arbitrarily fixed by government, without 
considering farmers’ production costs. Most 
smallholder farmers were unable to access formal 
markets outside their production region due to their 
lack of capacity to comply with stringent quality 
requirements. It was further noted that 
interventions in the inputs markets expanded the 
number of private input distributors and 
undermined some of the existing distribution 
systems, thus casting doubt on the sustainability of 
future input supply . On the whole, the report 
raised significant doubts about the sustainability of 
the government programme when output markets 
were not improved. The workshop participants 
endorsed the conclusions of the report and 
resolved that the observations and conclusions 

figure 3: four dIMenSIonS to capture the dynaMIcS of 
the reSearch–advocacy Interface
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should be brought to the attention of the Government 
of Kenya. The government should address the 
identified weaknesses in the existing programme 
before expanding to cover other crop subsectors.

KENFAP presented a formal resolution to the 
President of the Republic of Kenya in June 2011. 
The main platforms through which KENFAP is 
pursuing further policy advocacy action on the 
issues raised in the report are the Kenya Private 
Sector Alliance (KEPSA), the Prime Minister’s 
Quarterly Round Table and the biannual 
Presidential Forum. In response to the resolution, 
the Ministry for Livestock Development met with 
KENFAP representatives to discuss issues on 
drought response and management in arid and 
semi-arid areas in Kenya. The Ministry of 
Agriculture has also agreed to schedule a meeting 
with KENFAP to discuss issues related to 
programmes affecting grain marketing as well as 
input supply to resource-poor farmers.  

Case-study 2: JNC, Peru
CONVEAGRO in Peru is an influential alliance of 
farmer organisations and research institutes for 
advocacy. Most of these farmer organisations do 
not have collective marketing services and are only 
advocacy oriented, but some do. This subgroup of 
farmers’ organisations aimed to increase the depth 
and content of specific advocacy issues related to 
its identity as an economic organisation. During a 
national workshop, a number of economic 

organisations from different departments and 
commodity sectors, led by the Junta Nacional de 
Café, identified three priority areas where research 
support was needed: government procurement 
procedures; quality requirements and internal 
control systems and collective marketing 
management challenges. This platform met at two 
ESFIM workshops in 2009 and 2010 as an informal 
group. In November 2010 it became elected within 
the board and the presidency of the major Peruvian 
agricultural policy think-tank CONVEAGRO. 

One of the key advocacy issues was a critical 
reflection on the government procurement policies. 
Peru has an extensive legal framework to target 
government procurement from small farmers. The 
most prominent programme is PRONAA that 
procures for nutritional programmes and has the 
explicit task according to the law (Ley Nº 27060 
and Decreto Supremo Nº 005-2008-MIMDES) to 
procure from local small farmers. To analyse this, in 
2010 a sequence of workshops were organised 
and an ESFIM Policy Brief on the subject was put 
on the website. To further feed the advocacy 
agenda on government procurement policies, 
case-studies were commissioned to highlight 
organised producers who managed to provide 
goods to the government procurement 
programmes. The studies were used by JNC to 
lobby for increased access to local and regional 
development funds within the government, and as 
a learning opportunity for organisations that 

wanted to benefit from this market. ESFIM also 
supported actions to resolve an emergency 
situation around the abolition of the tax preferences 
for co-operatives in 2011.

Complementary to this, AGRINATURA helped 
to strengthen and systemise the organisational 
trajectory of the cotton organisation COSTACH in 
Piura, as a promising model for strengthening an 
associated sector, engaging in collective 
processing and the development of specific quality 
parameters to gain a niche market (in this case 
Piura long-fibre cotton). 

Case-study 3: UNFFE, Uganda
In Uganda, the ESFIM partner Uganda National 
Farmers Federation (UNFFE) decided to focus on 
the implementation of NAADS (National 
Agricultural Advisory Services). NAADS is a 
government-run programme to improve the 
Ugandan agricultural sector. However, there are 
serious constraints which hamper the efficient 
implementation of the programme and concerns 
about the benefits for smallholders from the 
programme. UNFFE hired a consultant to do most 
of the research work, in co-ordination with UNFFE. 
He carried out a scoping survey on farmers to get 
their opinion on NAADS, resulting in ‘The NAADS 
that farmers want – dialogue report’. This served 
as an input into the first focus group dialogue, held 
on 3 February 2011. This first focus group dialogue 
brought together key stakeholders, from the private 
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sector, (inter)national NGOs, government (including 
representatives of Ministry of Agriculture and the 
NAADS secretariat), farmers and researchers. 
UNFFE also engaged the Ministry of Finance 
where improving NAADS was one of the key 
issues discussed. Both the research theme and 
workshop initiative were well received by 
government and NAADS officials. 

The main constraints on NAADS which were 
mentioned in the consultation were overpricing of 
inputs and poor quality technologies to farmers; 
poor public relations at local government level; a 
flawed selection process for the ‘six model’ (only 
rich farmers or those in political leadership 
benefited) and its limited impact on agricultural 
growth. Annual growth in the Ugandan agriculture 
sector continues to fall, despite the investments 
made in NAADS. The next step in the research 
was to look for evidence to support or contest 
these farmer views. This was carried out using a 
questionnaire on groups that do and groups that 
do not participate in NAADS. The information 
collected through these interviews was input for 
the lobby strategies, as it supplied UNFFE with 
various actionable issues. UNFFE is currently 
consolidating relations and is participating in 
consultations with key policy stakeholders such as 
Ministry of Agriculture and NAADS secretariat, 
Ministry of Finance, Planning and Economic 
Development and Parliamentary Committee on 
Agriculture. UNFFE participated in the national 

farmers’ council which brought together national 
stakeholders, development partners (FAO) and 
farmer leaders from all districts. UNFFE also 
participated in the launching of the Eastern Africa 
Agriculture Productivity Programme (EAAPP), 
which attracted participants from Kenya, Ethiopia, 
Tanzania and Uganda. UNFFE pushed for farmer 
involvement in research and technology 
dissemination activities in EAAPP. 

CONCLUSIONS, RECOMMENDATIONS  
AND IMPLICATIONS 
The main objective of ESFIM was to generate a 
successful pilot experience to articulate NFOs with 
evidence-based policy formulation and strategic 
advocacy on issues that benefit smallholders’ 
empowerment in markets. A precondition for 
participating FOs is that they value the role of 
research to validate and refine their policy proposals. 
The ensuing assumption is that this drives the 
willingness of FOs to create sustainable linkages 
with research institutes, NGOs and universities. 
ESFIM worked only with organisations that have 
already some experience in advocacy. Indeed, 
organisations that had an extensive trajectory of 
advocacy provided better conditions to focus 
research than the organisations with little experience 
(e.g. CPM, Madagascar; CMC, Costa Rica).

The major challenges that have appeared in  
the process are the budget allocation between 
contracted research support and member 

consultation processes. In some countries, this 
affected the ability of the ESFIM programme to 
establish a functioning interface for articulating 
research support with policy definition and 
advocacy in farmers’ organisations. It is continually 
necessary to convince the (changing) leaders and 
stakeholders of the resources, time and effort 
required to have quality and evidence-based 
research findings. The way forward appears to 
separate funds for contracted research from funds 
for participatory processes through the 
establishment of ESFIM Research Support Funds 
– country-specific competitive funds, eligible to 
farmers’ organisations only and to be used 
exclusively for contracting research support to 
them. Eventually, to capture funding, special 
preference could be given to the appraisal of key 
policy initiatives of international organisations that 
could provide funding as part of their monitoring 
and evaluation activities. 

Through the ESFIM programme, NFOs have 
increased experience with managing research 
assignments and articulating more precise 
research needs. They gained experience with a 
wider group of researchers and consultants, and 
deepened their relation with the ones that have 
gained their trust and respect. The key 
components to harness the research–advocacy 
interface of NFOs is the stepwise increase in 
mutual trust between researchers and NFOs, 
leaders and staff, coupled with transparent and 
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farmer-led grant funds with a governance structure 
that anticipates the eventual biases due to internal 
funding needs of NFOs and/or the professional 
preferences of researchers.
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