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Résumé: 

L'objet de ce papier est de caractériser les divers types d'interventions et d'approches 

mobilisées dans les projets de développement visant à améliorer la connexion des petits 

agriculteurs au marché afin de mieux concevoir ces projets. Pour ce faire, nous nous appuyons 

à la fois sur une revue de littérature et sur l'évaluation d'un ensemble de projets. 

 

Summary: 

The issue dealt with in this paper is how to choose among the variety of interventions and 

approaches when designing a project aiming at supporting smallholder farmers' better 

connection to market. We draw elements of answer to this question by characterizing the 

different interventions and approaches firstly, based on a literature review and secondly, on 

projects review and assessment. 
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The context of globalization and trade liberalization presents new opportunities for farmers to 

connect to markets. But it also entails market risks mainly due to high competition, price 

fluctuation and long term declining agricultural prices. Moreover, small farmers from 

developing countries are not only competing with intensive capital farmers whose 

productivity is very high; they are also facing market distortion due to public interventions 

and agricultural subsidies in developed countries.  

It is worth putting forward that, even in very remote areas, farmers are connected to markets 

in one way or another. So the question is not how to connect farmers to markets but how to 

support small farmers in improving their access to markets and getting a higher benefit from 

it. The issue we deal with is how to design and implement projects for reaching this goal. The 

linkage of farmers to markets in general is a very complex issue since it can involve very 

different coordination issues, farmers' strategies and activities… In order to make the issue 

tractable, we limit the scope of our research to agricultural products markets. We are thus not 

dealing with production factors markets such as land and labour markets. We base our 

analysis firstly on a literature review and secondly on the review and assessments of 17 

projects listed in annex 1 and chosen to cover a wide range of intervention dealing with this 

issue. 

1. 

                                                

Literature and projects review 

1.1 Type of interventions according to literature review  

We identified five types of interventions mobilized in development projects that can improve 

their access to markets. Taking into consideration small farmer’s specific constraints, we 

analyse how each type can help farmers to get more benefit from their market connection. 

Some results are reported in an analytical gridline (see annex 2) based on 5 criteria: impact on 

barrier to entry, on risks, on transaction costs, on asymmetry of information, on bargaining 

power and on economy of scale.  

1.1.1 Provision of infrastructure1 and equipment  

Infrastructures of transportation, communication, and market typically have characteristics of 

public or collective goods. Thus, they are often lacking in remote rural areas where the State 

poorly intervenes and where local communities do not have sufficient financial nor 

management capacities to provide them. The development of infrastructure of 

 
1 Numerous definitions of infrastructures have been adopted during the last decade [for more details, see Orden et al., (2004) ]. In the 
following, we follow the concise definition adopted in the World Development Report [World Bank, (2001)] that refers to long life 
engineering structures, equipment and facilities. 
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transportation may increase the number of traders [Heinemann, (2000)]. It can also 

contribute to increase the competitiveness of farmer’s products, especially for bulky products 

and perishable products via the reduction in losses, and reduction of per-unit transportation 

costs. It can also favour economy of scale [Fraval, (2000)]. Finally, by fostering the 

development of the traders' network, with the support, for example, of a commercial credit 

system, it can favour a more competitive environment, and thus improved the bargaining 

position of the farmers. 

However, small farmers' capacity to take advantages of infrastructures depends on their 

access to means of transportation and production. Hence, complementary investments, e.g. 

credit system, may be needed [Songco, (2002)]. Furthermore, by enhancing the products flow 

exchanges between regions, the development of infrastructure may increase the competition 

between local products and that of other regions, and may affect adversely small farmers. 

In addition to reduction of information asymmetries, transaction costs and risk, the 

development of infrastructure of communication, such as telecom network, as shown by the 

Grameen telecom experience, can increase farmers' bargaining power [Rush, (2000); cited in 

World Bank, (2001)].  

The development of market infrastructure may reduce transaction risks and enhance 

farmers' access to market information (price, quantity) as well as their bargaining power. But, 

in some isolated areas, transportation costs may be too high to permit exchange centralization 

via market places, and then, traditional commercial channels may be more efficient [Moustier, 

(1998); Sabourin et al., (2002)].  

Although equipment for post-harvest and processing have characteristics of private goods, 

small farmers cannot invest in individually for not having both the investment capacity nor 

the access to credit and possibly, the proper level of production to make the investment 

profitable. Storage facilities limits losses risks [e.g. grain market in Ethiopia, Amha, (2002)], 

improves the quality of products and increases the access to markets with high quality norms, 

especially the export market [Jaffee and Morton, (1995); for vegetables, see Maxwell and 

Holtzman, (1997)]. It increases farmers’ flexibility for selling their production and thus, 

farmers’ bargaining power.  

1.1.2 Provision of technical and economic services  

Better access to technical information and technology may reduce barriers to entry for 

small farmers, especially for high value products– where know-how and compliance to 
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standards are of utmost importance. It may also reduce production risks as well as marketing 

risks by a better adaptation to seasonal demand [Jaffee and Morton, (1995)]. 

Small farmers' access to financial markets may support them in adopting new technology 

and getting out of small-scale capital-extensive production systems with low productivity. 

Moreover, it may help farmers in not necessarily sell their production at low price to get cash.  

Market Information Systems (MIS) are dissemination networks of market information that 

may lower risk and transaction costs [Giovannucci and Shepherd, (2001)]. Nevertheless, they 

may not be sufficient to increase farmers' bargaining power faced with non competitive 

market structures, low production level and specific financial constraints. 

1.1.3 Promotion of new institutional arrangements  

Following Davis and North [(1971), cited by Dorward et al., (2003)], we consider two 

institutions-oriented interventions: institutional arrangements promotion and institutional 

environment2 changes. Within institutional arrangements, we distinguish between vertical 

coordination (contracts, vertical integration) and horizontal coordination [Moustier, (1998)].  

 Promotion of vertical coordination 

Promotion of commercial contracts between producers and other stakeholders for product 

supply, among which is "contract farming"3, can facilitate farmers' access to inputs and 

production services, new skills and technology and allow for price risk reduction and opening 

up of new markets.  

Nevertheless, contract farming is not likely to be developed with small farmers because they 

rarely fulfil possible contract conditions such as legal title over land, minimum land size, 

good health, a proven ability to hire labour, and sometimes even education skills or prior 

experience with the crop [Baumann, (2000)]. Moreover, buyers prefer to deal with larger 

producers to ensure access to greater production volume and regularity of supply, reduce 

transport and monitoring costs and facilitate quality assurance and traceability [Coulter et al., 

(1999)]. Hence, combination of farmer cooperation with contract farming may lead to 

increased benefits for both parties, in particular in terms of transaction costs; and when 

                                                 
2 Following the broad orientation of North [1990] and Davis and North [1971], cited by Kydd et al. [2002], institutional environment refers 
to the "rules of the game", the organisations being the “player of the game”.  
3 "Contract farming refers to a system where a central processing or exporting unit purchases the harvests of independent farmers and the 
terms of the purchase are arranged in advance through contracts." [Baumann, (2000)] 
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contracts are negotiated with Rural Producer Organizations (RPOs)4, farmers gain from 

additional bargaining power [Coulter et al., (1997)].  

Vertical integration5 may be a very effective means of overcoming problems of risk and 

uncertainty [Arrow, (1975)]. According to transaction cost theory, it is the more efficient 

governance structure when a transaction asks for specific assets, uncertainty is high and 

transactions have a high frequency [Williamson, (1985)], and it contributes to reduce 

marketing risks and barriers to entry. Nevertheless, for small farmers, it is difficult to achieve 

on an individual basis since it presents high requirements in assets but it may also be difficult 

to achieve for inexperienced RPOs, because it requires high organizational and management 

capacities. Furthermore, it may reinforce situations of dependence [Moustier, (1998)]. 

Flexible forms of coordination (contracts) may thus be more efficient, except in cases of high 

risks.  

Inter-professional bodies6 aim at creating more value thanks to collaborative behaviors 

among stakeholders and the sharing of this value [Fraval, (2000)]. They also help to provide 

commodity chain stakeholders with a dynamic flexibility, i.e. an ability to face unexpected 

and unforeseeable situations and to manage them in a collective way [Valceschini, (1993)]. 

They can facilitate the establishment of contractual relations between the different operators 

and ease the debate with the authorities to influence the policy making progress. They are 

particularly useful for quality oriented products where standards and enforcement rules are to 

be negotiated.  

 Promotion of horizontal coordination 

RPOs promotion enable the pooling of different resources such as credit, information, labour 

force, transportation means for selling products or buying inputs, and can assume several 

functions in the commodity chain, such as collection, grading, post-harvest and storage. They 

include a large range of organisations, such as self-help groups, farmers associations, 

cooperative-type organisations [Bosc et al., (2003); Perret and Mercoiret, (2003)]. Through 

bulk purchase or selling, they increase individual farmers' bargaining power. Moreover, 

                                                 
4 "Rural producer organizations (RPOs)) are membership organizations created by producers to provide services to themselves. […] RPOs 
perform advocacy or policy functions (syndicates or unions), economic and technical functions (cooperatives or associations) and sometimes 
local development functions (especially when decentralization has not yet taken place and local governments do not exist." [Collion and 
Rondot, (2001)] 
5 Based on hierarchical relationships, vertical integration involves the combination of two or more separable stages of production or 
marketing under a common ownership and management [Jaffee and Morton, (1995)]. 
6 These are private organizations grouping various stakeholders involved in the different functions of a commodity chain (producers, traders, 
carriers, exporters...) and possibly State representatives [Gitz and al., (1998)]. Inter-professional bodies are a form of "organic" (i.e. real 
entities in charge of implementing mechanisms), "constitutive" (i.e. they lead to new behavior from actors) and "programmed" (i.e. they lead 
to explicit agreement between actors) types of institutions according to Walliser classification of institution [Walliser, (1989)]. 

 5



through their advocacy function, RPOs can play a role in negotiating with other stakeholders 

changes in institutional environment according to small farmers’ interests. Stockbridge [2003] 

argues that RPOs are a good candidate for solving coordination problems since they may 

build up internal and external relationships of trust that are required to secure credible 

commitment forms and to cooperate in order to realize mutually beneficial actions and 

investments. 

Nevertheless, voluntary cooperation faces several generic problems such as "free rider" 

behaviours for which incentive systems may be developed [Olson, (1978)]; Jaffee and 

Morton, (1995)] or scale problems. Large groups enable economies of scale with limited 

mobilization of capital per member and greater scope for pooling risks. Yet as group size 

increases, so will transaction costs. And larger groups are likely to encompass more divergent 

interests and asymmetric information and power [Jaffee and Morton, (1995)]. Moreover, in 

small groups, members are likely to receive a higher share of total benefits and thus, to more 

easily promote member commitment and knowledge of each other. Selection of members is 

often a key element in creating necessary trust among members. But organizations with 

restrictive membership conditions tend to create more unfavourable and unstable market 

conditions for non member farmers.  

1.1.4 Promotion of a new institutional environment 

The institutional environment consists "in a set of fundamental political, social and legal 

ground rules", which govern and constrain production exchange and distribution in a society 

[Jaffee and Morton, (1995)].  

The development and enforcement of the legislative framework can contribute to set an 

environment closer to perfect market competition conditions (such as antitrust laws) or it can 

create an enabling environment for the development of organizations and cooperation.  

Laws on norms and standards intend to reduce information asymmetry and frauds as well as 

transaction costs by increasing the available information to buyers and consumers [Jaffee and 

Morton, (1995)]. Nevertheless, they may increase smallholder farmers' barriers to entry, since 

they usually require adopting new technologies and investing in specific assets. Laws to 

allocate and enforce property rights are seen as a prerequisite for efficient exchanges within a 

commodity chain since lack of clear property rights increase smallholder farmer’s transaction 

risks and reduce their incentives to invest in new technologies and assets [Hodgson, (1988); 

Jaffee and Morton, (1995)].  
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 Support to policy design and promotion of quaternary institutions 

Agricultural and trade policies, that encompass the regulation of international and domestic 

exchange and of price instability, which is a huge source of uncertainty for smallholders, as 

well as transfers between sectors through the tax system and the provision of a comprehensive 

framework for projects interventions, may strongly modify the conditions under which 

farmers operate.  

State deficiencies are usually high in Less Developing Countries, i.e. lack of reliable 

statistical data, difficulties in organizing internal negotiation with the stakeholders and 

pressure of foreign aid [Félix, (2003)]. Even if support can help in overcoming those 

problems, policy design through a centralised decision process often leads to failure [Jésus 

and Bourgeois, (2003)]. Proposals are made to promote new institutions - quaternary or 

deliberative institutions - that could facilitate a more participative process in changing the 

institutional environment [Kydd et al., (2002); Bourgeois, (1998)]. Among these are the 

negotiation platforms between representatives of rural producer organizations, other 

stakeholders and state representatives. These mediating institutions should not depend on the 

State, but it should act as a guarantor of efficiency [Bourgeois, (1998)].  

1.1.5 Strengthening of the individual, collective and public capacities 

The strengthening of capacities in rural areas may be reached through individual, collective, 

or public capacity building.  

The lack of education is commonly stated as one of the major constraints small farmers meet 

in getting benefit from their access to markets [World Bank, (2002)]. The intensification and 

further integration of the production systems into market systems increases the need for 

enhanced human capital [Dixon et al., (2001)]. Interventions aiming at improving human 

capital can focus on basic knowledge, such as numeracy and literacy, or on professional skills 

through vocational training.  

As long as collective capacities are concerned, two main aspects have been stressed as 

particularly critical for RPOs to prosper [Rondot and Collion, (2001)]:  

- strategic capabilities, i.e. the development of an effective communication and information 

program and the improvement of leaders' management as well as of staff skills.  

- organizational, business and financial management capacities (internal financial 

management, book keeping and accounting skills, conflict resolution and communication 

skills etc…). 
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Capacity building support to government may be necessary to enhance its capacity of 

diagnosis (especially of small farmers' situations and constraints), of designing and leading 

the negotiating process of public policies definition and to negotiate agreements related to 

international trade and public goods management.  

1.2 Overview of the main project approaches 

The other important aspect to analyse is the project approach within which the interventions 

will be mobilized. To improve smallholder farmers' connection to markets, projects adopt 

different strategic approaches: targeted approaches and global or multi-sectoral approaches.  

Targeted approaches focus on specific products and commodity chains. They encompass 

strengthening farmers' positions on existing markets, improving supply chains performances 

and taking advantage of new market opportunities. Global approaches concern not only the 

agricultural sector but also the trade and industrial sectors. This type of support program 

intends to account for the whole economic environment at the national scale for improving 

small farmers' access to market. They basically aim at making the economic and institutional 

environment more conducive to market development and to private sector investment 

capacity enhancement. They do not intend to bring direct support to producers. But positive 

effects on producers are expected through improvement of the general functioning of the 

economy, in particular through economic growth7.  

1.3 Operational analysis according to the project review 

Projects were basically assessed and analyzed following a same operational grid but emphasis 

was different according to their major focus in terms of interventions. Not all specific type of 

intervention that was referred in the previous part are reviewed here as findings in this part 

depend on materials that were available on selected projects8.  

1.3.1 Provision of technical and economic services  

Various projects reviewed centre their intervention on technical services provision and on 

advice and counselling. These projects operate in different ways and thus perform differently 

with respect to the focused operational evaluation criteria that are reported in table 1.  

                                                 
7 The assumption is that the re-distributive effects of economic growth will also improve the situation of the small farmers. 
8 The assessments of the projects are based either on available evaluation reports or on personal communication with persons in charge of the 
projects. 
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Table 1: Analysis of performance criteria for technical and economic services provision projects 
 Project 3, MdP Project 5, ESOP Project 9, PCPS Project 13, BDSM Project 16, AGROPYME 

Target group 
 (Direct 
beneficiaries) 

• One regional RPO • One service provider 
• + small producers’ groups 

• One service provider/ several 
RPOs 

• Private service 
providers, all sectors 

• Private service providers, 
agricultural sector + 
RPOs 

Scale • Regional • Local • Regional • National • National 
Sustainability • Possibility of putting 

means in common to buy 
services: need to attain a 
critical mass (economy of 
scale) + adaptation of 
services to clients needs 

• Interdependence between 
ESOP and clients: market-
oriented services in 
profitable activities, target 
high-value production 

• Capacity of providers to 
respond to RPOs’ needs  

• Possibility of putting means 
in common to buy services: 
need to attain a critical mass 
(economy of scale) 

• Profitability of 
enterprise dependent on 
solvent clients 
(commercial farmers) 

• Adaptation to clients’ 
needs 

• Profitability of enterprise 
dependent on solvent 
clients (commercial 
farmers) 

• Adaptation to clients’ 
needs 

Income 
generation 

• Market-oriented services 
and experimental services 
that have deferred effect 
on incomes 

• Yes 
• Market-oriented services 

• Yes 
• Market-oriented services 

• Yes 
• Market-oriented 

services 

• Yes 
• Market-oriented services 

Spill over 
effect 

• Dissemination of 
information and 
techniques in rural areas 

• Boost activity of other 
traders which creates a 
competitive environment 

• Boost activity in the cotton 
sector 

• Boost activity of other 
actors 

• Boost activity of other 
actors 

Equity • RPO more likely to reach 
the small farmers 

• Only the co-opted farmers 
can access services 
(tontines) 

• Access to all members of 
RPOs (strongly regionally 
established) 

• Only solvent clients; 
poor excluded 

• Only solvent 
cooperatives 

Provision of technical and economic services has an important spillover effects by boosting 

the local economic activities. But differences in the accessibility for poor farmers appear 

clearly between RPOs and private service providers. The review shows that RPOs have a 

comparative advantage in reaching small farmer (e.g. PCPS, project 9). Services provision on 

a strictly marketing base tends to exclude small farmers (e.g. BDSM, project 13). Moreover, 

RPOs seems to be more efficient in understanding and responding to farmers needs than 

external actors. Nevertheless, financial balance for RPOs managed services is difficult. Long 

term support from projects and diversification of funding sources (additional public or bank’s 

funds) is then a key issue for the sustainability of this type of service provision system.  

1.3.2 Information on market and Market Information System (MIS) 

Different mechanisms of dissemination of the information are implemented by projects 

reviewed according, among others, to the audience. This leads to various impacts reported in 

table 2.  

Table 2: Analysis of performance criteria for projects promoting MIS 
 Project 7, PASAL Project 10, PRIAF Project 14, RUSEP 
Target  • All farmers  

• agents of the project 
• RPO in rice sub-sector • All market oriented farmers 

 (agricultural entrepreneurs) 
Scale • National • Supra-national • National 
Income Generation • Indirect • indirect • Indirect 
Indirect effects • Increase in bargaining power • Increase in advocacy and bargaining 

power 
• Increase in bargaining power 

Equity • unknown • unknown • possibly increase differentiation between 
commercial and subsistence farmers 

In general, the major effect of MIS was to increase the farmers’ bargaining power. If it tends 

to have an indirect impact on farmers’ income generation, it is worth outlining that it may 

increase farmers' differentiation when market oriented farmers are targeted (e.g. RUSEP, 
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project 14). Problems may also arise due to farmers' lack of capacity to effectively access to 

the information and to financing issues. Finally, project reviews shows that the setting up of 

an MIS can also foster advocacy function of RPOs and may have a potential benefit in 

strengthening inter-professional bodies, whose range of activities and potential benefit 

through their ability to promote new institutional arrangement and environment overpasses 

the preliminary stand alone issue of maintaining an information broadcasting system (e.g. 

PRIAF, project 10) and may encourage the negotiation about agricultural policies such as 

imports barriers setting to reduce competition between imports and local production (e.g. 

PASAL, project 7). 

1.3.3 Promotion of new institutional arrangements and organizations: contract farming 

The projects reviewed confirm that contracts can consolidate commercial links to ensure 

production sales and provide a more stable environment to small producers (price and 

production stability). It can work out at different level, and have spill over effect (see table 3).  

Table 3: Analysis of performance criteria of contract farming supporting projects 
 Project 2, FPFD Project 4, BIODESA Project 5, ESOP Project 11, hortical export 
Target group • Farmers members of FPFD 

(13,500 members) 
• Small rural communities • Small groups of farmers  • Smallholder 

horticulture producers 
Products / Market 
 
 Scale 

• Onion, potato / domestic 
 
• Regional 

• Aromatic oils / export 
 
• Local, but several regions 

• Cereal, soybean, cashew / 
domestic, export 

• Micro, but several regions 

• Hortical / export  
 
• Objective: national 

Sustainability • Well structured organization 
• Favorable institutional 

framework (protection 
measures) 

• Negotiated agreements after a 
long coordination process  

• Uncertainty of market demand for 
this kind of non-food products 

• Strong dependence upon external 
intermediation 

• Long period of experimentation  

• Requirement of: 
- market demand 
- production management 
- quality products 

• Requirement of: 
- stable or growing market 
demand 
- production management 
- quality products 

Income generation • Yes • Yes • Yes • To be assessed 
Spill over effects • Boost activity of all actors  

• Increase the number of 
producers involved which can 
trigger the risk of a local market 
saturation (already 95% of 
demand) 

• Boost activity of all actors  
• Increase the number of producers 

involved: facilitate product regularity 
and strengthen contractual relations 

• Boost the activity of traders 
• Support commodity chain 

structuring 
• Foster competition 
• Positive effect on price paid to 

producers 

• Boost overall economic 
activity 

Equity • Benefit only to producers in the 
FPFD  

• Yes because at community level • So far, work only with few 
producers 

• To be assessed 

The project reviewed shows that contract farming can be effective for farmer to get better 

connection to market what ever type of product is considered (export or domestic products). 

Nevertheless, project reviews shows that contracts are less likely to be promoted in the cereal 

market, because, due to low prices, the traders draw more benefits from price volatility and 

from high volumes sold than from supply regularity (e.g. ESOP, Project 5). More over, it 

shows that RPOs reduce risks of farmers contract default (peer pressure, joint collateral, good 

communication within groups) and improve production management (organization of 

collection, storage etc.), so the contractual relations between the buyers and producers' 

organizations have more opportunities to work out. (e.g. ESOP, Project 5) 
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The contracts can only work as part of a more global intervention and in a favorable 

institutional framework and that it is important to analyse the contract sensitivity to possible 

market context modifications in order to anticipate the difficulties and to develop dialogue 

among concerned stakeholders (FPFD, project 2). 

The BIODESA program (Project 4) case shows the positive role of outside intervention in 

facilitating direct commercial linkages between farmers and international buyers. 

Nevertheless it stresses the remaining challenge of meeting the international quality standards, 

controlling technology innovation and managing production (quality, labor management and 

delivery on time). Agreements are difficult to enforce in such an activity where climate risks 

and crop failure risks are high. For new products, one of the difficulties lies in the fact that as 

long as the buyer is not committed to buy regular volumes, the production cannot be expand 

on large surfaces, hampering the access to right technologies. The development of business 

linkages and increasingly stabilized markets is a long and uncertain process.  

To reduce barriers to entry due to competitive and high standard requirements (especially for 

export products), promotion of Interlinked Factor and Market Contracts (IFMC) especially by 

establishment of contract farming scheme between large producers and small-sized is now 

experimented (e.g. Hortical export - Project 11).  This mechanism helps the latter to access 

the export market since larger farmers channel extension services and monitor quality 

requirements in accordance with final importers.  

Nevertheless, requirement for sustainability are generally high as reflected in table 3 and 

contracts are not a stand-alone solution. 

1.3.4 Horizontal coordination, Rural Producer Organizations (RPO) and collective action  

Two projects reviewed especially concerns horizontal coordination strengthening and RPO 

support : the NGO FERT project (Project 1, Madagascar)  and the PCPS (project 9,  Mali).  

The first project shows that an operational learning process is a key element in fostering 

farmer-driven initiatives and that primary commercialization is likely to be more effective if it 

is instigated by the farmers themselves, rather than by farmers' organizations serving the 

purposes of a project. The key element is to accompany the processes, with adapted capacity-

building programs. The FERT project implied large technical assistance during more than 10 

years. It suggests that the creation of an effective farmers’ organization setting is a long and 

difficult process, which may be hindered by the lack of management skills and by potential 

"free-riding" behaviors of leaders. 
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The second one shows firstly that grouped purchases at the local level not necessarily ensure 

efficient access to inputs for farmers. Farmers groups not only need to have access to market 

information and understand the characteristics of markets (price fluctuations, control exerted 

by larger operators etc.), but they also need to master finance management, stock 

management, and ensure punctuality of delivery, respect of quality norms, transparency etc. 

Thus, supporting collective organizations capacities is a key factor for RPOs to effectively 

and efficiently take on economic functions. 

Moreover, the two projects reviewed illustrate the fact that the economic and advocacy 

functions cannot be thought out separately. The grouping of economic operations by RPOs 

might be a good start; nevertheless, it remains necessary for local farmer groups to structure 

up at larger scale 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 favorable 

environment. Inversely, the control of economic functions by the RPOs is an indispensable 

step in their capacity building process to assume advocacy functions. The project review 

shows that basically RPOs can defend farmers' interests and improve their participation in 

three domains: in decision making processes over programs and projects, in policy making 

processes regarding their market access reinforcement and market environment enhancement 

(formal recognition of specific product quality, negotiation about tariffs to encourage the 

development of the national production…) and finally in a prospective reflection about the 

place of family agriculture in a liberalised and global environment, the challenge being to 

propose and defend general policy orientations which would be more consistent with small 

farmers' objectives, strategies and specific constraints. The FERT and PROMOPA projects 

reveal the relevance for a project to articulate a continuum from farmers' grassroots technical 

activities up to RPOs institutional and policy level investment, thus reinforcing the farmers 

representatives' legitimacy. 

1.3.5 Collective capacities strengthening 

Considering the constraints farmers may face when aiming at defending their interests with 

the authorities (dispersion, lack of information and analysis skills, poor level of literacy, 

legitimacy of representatives), the programs reviewed brought diverse support to farmer 

representatives' capacities strengthening.  

PSO in Madagascar (Project 3) brought a specific support to the creation of the 'Maison des 

Paysans' to strengthen farmers’ capacities to negotiate with policy makers. This initiates an 
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extensive rural animation at village level, to encourage farmers to participate to the 

democratic debate. PROMOPA in Guinea (Project 2) supports the functioning of support 

service centers to strengthen RPO leaders' (advocacy) and members' capacities (literacy, 

information, participation to debates). PRIAF (Project 10) organizes participatory studies, 

training seminars for RPOs on selected agricultural markets and policy making process at 

regional and supra-national level (West-Africa), to enable them to participate to public 

debates with other actors and policy makers. The rice sector RPOs' participation in studies, 

workshops and information production, aims to reinforce their position in the policy making 

decision process. Moreover, the sub-regional scope of the program facilitates RPOs 

representatives' exchange of information and experiences and then, they can prepare common 

positions and have a weight in debates at regional level (UEMOA). This last case suggests the 

importance of supporting RPOs in using their own sources of information and analysis. A 

learning-by-doing process, through participative commodity chain study, local and regional 

workshops to debate the results, is an efficient way to help farmers and their organizations to 

build their own political and economic vision.  

1.3.6 Improvement of specific commodity chain functioning 

Two projects reviewed specifically adopted a project approach basically focused on a specific 

commodity chain: the PASAL project (Project 7) focused on rice sector for domestic 

demand, the "Agricultural processing and trade" (APT) project (Project 8, Mali) focused on 

Mango for export market. Analysis of evaluation criteria shows that those projects stand on 

specific identified bottleneck resolution (see table 4).  

In these two cases, the stress was put not directly on producer support but on the commercial 

link in the commodity chain. This however had a clear impacts on producers through 

increased volume of production (e.g. PASAL, project 7) or through increased price and job 

opportunities (e.g. APT, project 8). If specific factors of success could be highlighted for each 

case, good coordination among stakeholders appears of tremendous importance. If spill over 

effect appear to be substantial in both case, the impact of this type of approach in term of 

equity is not clearly established yet.  
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Table 4: Analysis of evaluation criteria for specific commodity chain projects 
 Project 7, PASAL Project 8, APT 
Product / Market • Rice / Domestic  • Mango / European export market 
Bottlenecks 
identified  

• Commercialization: poor technology in rice processing 
and  
low sale turnover 

• High transport costs 
• High transport delays + conservation: quality issue 
• Technical operations (packing) outside the country  

Direct beneficiaries 
and interventions 

• Traders-processors: equipment and  commercialization  
credits 

• Transporters: coordination for multi-modal shipment 
• Packers: set up of packing-houses in the region 
• Producers: produce quality, production techniques 

Impact on 
producers 

• Increased volume of production and incomes • Increased paid price to producers 
• Job opportunities in pack-houses 

Spill over effects • Technology dissemination outside the framework of the 
project 

• Unknown 

Equity • Unknown • Unknown 
Factors of success • Previous improvement of road accesses 

• Rise of international rice prices during the period of the 
project and favorable currency rate 

• Favorable sectoral policy: protection tariffs 
• Differentiated quality of Guinean rice (steamed) 

compared to imported rice (non-steamed) 
• Participative diagnostic and long process of coordination  

• Stable market demand for quality mangos 
• Good coordination among stakeholders 

1.3.7 Secured market access: “fair trade” (FT)  

Two projects reviewed adopted an FT approach: Kuapa Kokoo (Project 17), who is a 

Ghanaian cocoa cooperative, that benefited from the assistance of Twin Ltd UK and the 

PROCAFE project (Project 6), within which NGO CICDA has been assisting FECAFEB, the 

National Federation of Coffee Producers and Exporters of Bolivia.  

Evaluation of those projects shows that this type of approach had a positive effect on farmers 

incomes (see table 5). It also shows that the problem of access of small farmers to this niche 

market arise due to the still relatively low demand of the Fair Trade products but also to 

logistic and organizational problems, among which the lack of capacity of smallholder 

farmers to get involved in well organized cooperatives. Fair trade projects a priori exclusively 

propose an export-based development. Hence, special attention should be given to the 

potential risks associated with a specialized strategy in FT products, even though guarantees 

are given to the producers for the selling of their FT products. Support to diversification of 

products and to the food crops, especially for the least advantaged farmers involved in FT 

may be considered within a FT oriented support program. Finally, this type of approach, 

relatively new, still lacks impact studies especially regarding equity. 

Table 5: Analysis of evaluation criteria for "fair trade" projects 
 Project 6, PROCAFE Project 17, Kuapa Kokoo 
Product / Market  • Coffee / export • Cocoa / export 
Target group  • 3,500 members in 18 cooperatives  • 35,000 members in one cooperative 
Scale • Local (concerns 3,500 households) • spans 5 out of the 6 cocoa growing regions in Ghana 
Sustainability • Depend on cooperatives organizational, technical abilities  

and on the ability to run the certification control system (skilled staff) 
Income generation • Yes • Yes 
Externalities • Community development, through social premium 
Spill over effect • Growing in cooperative number • Cooperative growing in size 
Equity • Difference between producers who are part of cooperatives and those who are not 
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1.3.8 Global approach 

Interventions, encompassed in projects following a global approach, aim to enable economic 

actors to make the right strategic choices and to implement them. New generations of projects 

are now designed this way. Yet evaluation on smallholders remains to be carried out.  

The review of two on-going projects, DBSM project in Bangladesh (Project 13) and the 

"Agricultural marketing system development" project in Tanzania (Project 15), suggests that 

in practice, the stakeholders most likely to benefit from these projects are those with high 

social capital, i.e. those who have a network of relations and access to information, and those 

with collateral (condition to access credit). Thus, the smallholder farmers, as generally being 

among the weakest actors in term of social capital, might be excluded. The undifferentiated 

treatment of all actors on a national scale renders it difficult to take into account the diverse 

and specific situations of smallholders. To cope with this problem, ensure the full 

participation of the small farmers and to take their specific needs into consideration, dialogue 

processes were implemented at the local level by IFAD in Tanzania. However, this approach 

generates important transaction costs. Moreover, such projects start to develop their activities 

in urban areas (Bangladesh) or in regions where the agricultural and socio-economic context 

is favorable (Tanzania), with the risk of excluding the marginalized areas.  

2. Main lessons learned and further insights 

2.1 A global vision of the projects 

To have a global vision of the projects, we built a matrix by crossing the types of 

interventions with the project approaches and we identified 3 types of projects. Firstly, some 

projects (see table 6, red box) that focus on processes more than on interventions. These are 

notably projects aiming at developing diversification or fair trade production. Secondly, some 

projects (green box) focus more specifically on supporting the actors (farmers, traders, 

exporters) through capacity building, support to services and promotion of conducive 

institutional arrangements, whatever their approach is. Finally, some projects (blue box) are 

following a global approach and thus, are more prone to encompass all types of interventions. 

While the first two types of projects may support institutional environment enhancement 

through the support of specific market regulatory laws or trade policies development, the third 

type get more involved and is more liable to handle more ambitious programs of institutional 

environment improvement. 
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Table 6: Global vision of the projects 

Targeted approaches 
Existing markets New market opportunities 

Global 
approaches 

 
Approaches  

 
 
 

Interventions 

Strengthen 
farmers 
position 

Improve specific 
commodity chain 

functioning 

Diversification Niche markets 
(Fair trade) 

Improve 
global 

environment 

Infrastructures      
Capacity-
building 

     

Services      
Institutional 
arrangements 

     

Institutional 
environment 

     

2.2 The central role of RPOs in connecting farmers to markets 

RPOs have a central role in reducing small farmers' constraints to benefit from market as they 

facilitate the implementation of other types of interventions such as development of adapted 

infrastructure and equipment, provision of technical and financial service, promotion of new 

vertical coordination mode, promotion of pro-small farmers institutional environment 

changes. Thus, strengthening RPOs has a great spill over effects on small farmers. Moreover, 

farmers' involvement in RPOs can create the conditions for setting a collective offensive 

strategy to catch new market opportunities or even to create them. Numerous projects show 

how RPOs are important in reinforcing farmers' positions in the technico-economic area of 

the agricultural marketing vis-à-vis other actors of the commodity chains (project 1, FERT; 

project 2, PROMOPA; project 5, ESOP).  

However, for RPOs to play an effective role, specific support in capacity building may be 

required to conduct diagnoses, build prospective vision and design strategies, and negotiate 

with other actors (institutional arrangements and policy making). These support actions must 

be carefully adapted to the RPOs wide diversity. RPOs may differ in their conditions of 

creation (local initiative, external impulse, …), their objectives and functions (local 

development, natural resources management, marketing, etc), their level of structuring, their 

membership features (women, young, small to large farmers), the type of relations they 

maintain with their social environment, etc [Mercoiret et al., (2001)].  

RPOs have to be considered as full partners of the projects and not instrumentalized by 

project managers so as to implement non concerted interventions, as can be the case. 

Otherwise, they may get involved in activities that they cannot manage effectively or that are 

not part of their strategic objectives. Therefore, support should be given to them in building 
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their strategic vision according to their resources and to market structure and context9, as a 

prerequisite for negotiation during the project's construction phases.  

2.3 Multi-actors approaches and development of new modes of coordination 

When addressing the issue of farmers' linkages to markets, oppositions between the roles of 

private and public institutions, and between farmers and traders, are often emphasized. 

Nevertheless, actions at a multi-actors level (traders, farmers, public bodies and consumers) 

are more likely to be effective than those exclusively focusing on small farmers. The PASAL 

(project 7) demonstrates the potential spill over effect on small farmers of well thought-out 

interventions targeting downstream players, such as traders or processors, through the 

resolution of bottlenecks in commodity chains. It points out the importance of new 

coordination modes between actors - economic actors, public authorities, services providers 

and support projects - in the small traders credit line implementation as well as in rice millers 

development policy. To be built efficiently in a sustainable way, they entail a complex 

process, as they require the building of a consensus among actors and imply the learning of 

new relationships. The PRIAF (project 10) also suggests that common interests and positive 

synergies may be constructed between farmers and traders, and by extension with other 

actors. Thus, deliberative institutions and inter-professional bodies should be promoted as 

they facilitate the search for collective solutions and the implementation of actions. The 

support to their emergence may help in establishing a mediation process to promote a 

concerted identification and diagnosis of constraints, as well as to foster information-sharing. 

Thus, participative research development, information dissemination, capacity building 

involving farmer’s representatives, public institutions and other stakeholders, appear to be 

strategic tools in a multi-actors approach perspective. 

More than a technical issue, enhancing farmers’ linkages with market appears to be an 

institutional challenge, characterized by the way actors are able to establish new modes of 

coordination.  

2.4 Strategic approach priorities 

In a situation where the agricultural sector is dominated by self sufficiency oriented farmers 

or weakly market oriented farmers, where markets are not very competitive, and where the 

institutional environment is still poorly developed, targeted approaches appear to be more 

relevant than the global approach. However, some graduation and a combination of strategic 

                                                 
9 Else, they may assume functions that are effectively taken charge of by other actors (project 10, PRIAF – see the pedagogical tools 
developed by the APM network [APM, (1999)]). 
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choices based on the following approaches are necessary to take into account the local current 

situation and it’s evolution in implementing different interventions: 

- Targeted approach on staple food production and diversification for domestic demand. This 

includes bottlenecks resolution to increase farmers' outlets, in particular processing and 

packaging adaptation to fully respond to specific local demand such as in PASAL (project 7). 

In parallel, actions may also target the reinforcement of farmers’ collective position so as to 

allow their taking on primary commercialization activities (input purchase – output supply). 

The aim is to reduce market risks by enhancing farming contracts and modifying the price 

system by reinforcing their bargaining power such as in PROMOPA (project 2). Support to 

production development will thus have major effects within this more general framework. 

However, competitiveness with imported or substitution staple food must be carefully 

analyzed, in order to ensure domestic markets outlets sustainability. A favorable institutional 

environment, e.g. through activating a tariff policy and implementing a coherent and 

transparent food aid policy (avoiding competition with the local production), has also to be 

well thought-out. Positioning of national RPOs in such public policy debates is therefore 

strategic for small farmers to defend their interests.  

- Targeted approach on differentiated and specialty products for segmented demand. 

Emerging markets for new products responding to a specific demand, such as goods with a 

protected denomination of origin, with a specific production process (organic, eco-friendly) or 

trade mechanism (fair trade), are new opportunities for small farmers. Indeed, such 

productions are not easily competed with by intensive production systems. At the same time, 

they offer opportunities of capturing more added value for small producers by promoting 

shorter supply chains10. However, to access these market opportunities, strong attention is to 

be paid to organizational and managerial capacities of farmers organization, fulfillment of 

product standards, etc. Given these requirements, long term support is therefore necessary as 

show projects BIODESA (project 4), PROCAFE (project 6) and Kuapa Kokoo (project 17).  

In a situation where agriculture is largely oriented towards market supply, characterized by an 

intermediate to highly market oriented farmers ratio and a well functioning market for goods 

and factors, global approaches will be more adapted. The mobilization of the diversity of 

interventions as institutional arrangements support, services specialization, property rights 

                                                 
10 "The channels for differentiated coffee often involve a shorter supply chain and can thereby represent opportunities for greater market 
access and capturing a greater part of the products' value. The ability to reformulate the supply chain wherein information, finance, and 
sometimes even risk is more readily transmitted between participants, may ultimately help producers more than anything else." 
[Giovannucci, (2003)]. 
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and product standards definition should help to enhance the market environment and create an 

environment conducive to specialized agricultural production and trade and diversification on 

high value and niche products. 

3. Intervention priorities 
Infrastructure enhancement is often a pre-requisite when products' physical flows are the main 

constraint (remote areas). When infrastructures are effective, farmers’ integration to markets 

increases, and problems of information asymmetry, bargaining power, marketing risks on 

price and delivery may become more stringent. Then, services and support for institutional 

arrangements become more relevant.  

Regarding institutional arrangements support, priority should be given to collective action and 

contract-farming support, since the outcomes are more tangible and rapid, and tends to be 

more focused on small farmers. Nevertheless their efficiency relies on the institutional 

environment, in particular the legal framework, the evolution of which should thus be 

addressed at the same time. But heavy investment in institutional environment enhancement 

may have minor effects and be useless, however costly it might be, as long as institutional 

arrangements are not developed enough among actors [Dorward et al., (2003)]. The 

promotion of multi-actors institutions may be a good starting point for improving it.  

Individual, collective and public capacity building is always a key complementary 

intervention. It fosters learning processes and negotiation skills. The promotion of 

institutional arrangements with small farmers cannot be thought of without it. Capacity 

building interventions appear to have the highest spill over and long term effects.  

 

Conclusion  

Supporting smallholder farmers to improve their access to market and helping them to get 

more benefits from it is a complex issue. The combination of literature and project reviews 

shows the key role of RPOs in enhancing small farmers’ access to agricultural markets as well 

as the importance of developing multi-actors approaches. It also shows that dealing with this 

issue is mainly an institutional issue and highlights the importance of developing new 

coordination mode among stakeholders. Moreover, it enables to draw lessons to define 

strategic approaches and interventions priorities according to existing situations and their 

evolutions.  
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Some limits to this study can be pointed out. First, the projects review reveals that few 

comprehensive evaluations were actually carried out to assess projects impacts, especially on 

small farmers’ income generation. Further on-field research and efforts from project 

promoters should be made to design proper monitoring and evaluation system.  

Second, the social and symbolic values as well as environmental functions of agricultural 

production should be considered when addressing the issue of enhancing small farmers living 

conditions (e.g. through the remuneration of agricultural non-market function) as well as the 

sustainability of small farmers agriculture.  

Third, if poor agricultural markets access is an impediment to the development of small 

farmer’s living conditions, small farmers are also facing other impediment such as access to 

land, labour, financial and risk market. Further study considering small farmer’s access to 

those markets, especially on risk market that are poorly developed by projects, seems to be 

fruitful direction to address the issue of escaping poverty in a comprehensive way. 
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Annex 1: List of case studies 
Case  Project name Donor Area Duration Indicative

budget 
(USD11 
million) 

Description 

1 Support to farmer associations 
Operator: FERT 

EC, French 
Ministry of Foreign 
Affairs, AFD 

Madagascar Since 1985 2,196 (per year 
over about 15 

years) 

Technical and institutional assistance to structuring of farmer organizations through partnership 
between farmers in France and Madagascar. 

2    Professional Agricultural
Organizations Promotion 
Program (PROMOPA) 

French MFA Guinea 
All regions 

2001-2003 2,44 Strengthen capacities of producer organization through setting up of 4 regional support service centers; 
support their representative function and set up a coordination framework with government 

3 South-West Regional
development project (PSO) 

 French MFA Madagascar 
South-West region 

1994-2002 
(2 phases) 

6,15 Support the creation of a regional farmer organization (Maison des Paysans) to strengthen their 
representation with policy makers and provide technical services to farmers. 

4 Biodiversity and Agro-industry 
dev. (BIODESA) 

French MFA, 
FFEM 

Argentina, Bolivia, 
Uruguay; Regional 
scale 

2001-2004 
(phase II) 

0,64 Support rural communities to diversify production to high-value aromatic plants for export market. 
Develop processing technologies in partnership with universities. Develop linkages with international 
clientele. 

5 Agricultural services providers 
support program (ESOP) 

French MFA 4 West African 
countries; Local level 

1997-2001 2,61 Set up private agro-enterprises to develop market opportunities, process and sell new products and 
provide services to farmers. 

6  Coffee marketing support
project (PROCAFE) 

 EC, UNDCP, 
French MFA 

Bolivia  
3 provinces 

1994-2001 
(2 phases) 

0,73 Support to coffee producers’ cooperatives and their national federation to strengthen their 
organizational capacities, in order to enter a fair trade program 

7 Food security program 
(PASAL) 

French MFA, AFD Guinea 
National scale 

1997-2001 2,80 Improve food security. Focus on of rice supply chain to improve commercialization, through 
technology innovation and credit to traders. Support government to elaborate sectoral policies. 

8 Agricultural Trading and 
Processing Promotion pilot 
project (APT) 

IDA, IBRD Mali 
Southern region of 
Sikasso 

1995-2000 6,0 Improve functioning of mango supply chain from Mali to Europe; establish a multimodal shipment 
system, business partnerships between stakeholders. 

9 Business centers project (PCPS) 
 

AFD  Mali
Niono region 

1995-2002 
(2 phases) 

3,49 Set up service centers managed by producer organization to support them in their economic activities in 
irrigated rice region. 

10 PRIAF-Riz French MFA Senegal, Mali, Guinea 2002-2003 0,17 Set rice sub-sector monitoring systems; develop capacities of actors in rice sub-sector in market 
information analysis to participate to debates on sectoral regional policy making process 

11 Horticultural exports promotion 
and technology transfer project 

IDA, IBRD Jordan 2002-2006 6,4 Improve horticultural export marketing by testing a system of out-grower farming between large and 
small-scale farmers and quality improvements, so that the smallholders gain access to export markets. 

12  Smallholder cattle development
project 

IDA, IBRD China 
4 provinces 

1999-2005 180,8 Diversify rural household incomes by producing high-value beef products for urban domestic markets: 
increase production and quality, upgrade processing facilities, develop market linkages.  

13 Developing Business Services 
markets for SMEs (DBSM) 

DFID, SDC, SIDA Bangladesh 
National scale 

2002-2007 24,46 Support development of SME non-financial service providers in a sub-sector approach, for agricultural 
and non-agricultural sectors. 

14     Rural Sector Enhancement
project (RUSEP) 

USAID Nigeria 
Initially 4 pilot States 

2001-2003 Not
documented 

Develop market-oriented agriculture: identify market opportunities, train farmers and traders, generate 
business linkages. 

15 Agricultural Marketing Systems 
Development project  

IFAD, African Dev 
Fund 

Tanzania 
Initially 2 zones 

2001-2008 42,3 Holistic approach to improve functioning of rural markets: Assist government to rationalize policies; 
provide infrastructure; support farmer groups; set up market information service etc. 

16 Marketing of agricultural 
products (AGROPYME) 

SDC    Honduras
National scale 

2001- Not
documented 

Develop a market for business services for horticultural sub sector; support private service providers 
through training, technical assistance to farmer cooperatives. 

17   Kuapa Kokoo 
 

DFID Ghana 1993- Not
documented 

 Technical, institutional support to cocoa producers’ cooperatives, in order to implement a fair trade 
program 

                                                 
11 Exchange rate (14/03/2004): 1.22 USD=1€ ; 1 USD=0.5559 GBP ; 1 USD=536.206 CFA 



Annex 2. Potential effects of type of intervention on reduction  

of farmers’ constraints to get benefit from markets linkages 
Constraints of small 

farmers  

Types of intervention  

  

Barrier to  

Entry 

 

 Risks 

 Transaction 

Costs 

  

Asymmetry of 

Information 

 

Bargaining 

Power 

 

Economy of 

Scale 

A - Infrastructure and equipment provision 

Infrastructure of 

transportation 
Facilitating facilitating yes yes facilitating facilitating 

Infrastructure of 

communication  
Facilitating facilitating yes yes facilitating no 

Infrastructure of market 

(market place) 
facilitating facilitating yes yes facilitating - 

Equipments  

of post-harvest, 

processing, storage 

Facilitating Yes no no facilitating yes 

B – Strengthening of the individual, collective and public capacities 

Strengthen Individual 

capacities 
Facilitating - - facilitating facilitating - 

strengthen collective 

capacities 
facilitating facilitating facilitating facilitating facilitating facilitating 

strengthen public 

capacities 
(facilitating) (facilitating) (facilitating) (facilitating) (facilitating) (facilitating) 

C - Technical and economical services  

Technical information 

supply 
Facilitating Facilitating no no Facilitating no 

Rural Financial system Yes no no no Yes facilitating 

Market information 

supply 
facilitating yes yes Yes Facilitating no 

D - Promotion of new institutional arrangements and organizations 

Trust-based contract Facilitating Yes Yes Yes facilitating no 

Contractual arrangement Facilitating Yes Yes facilitating facilitating Facilitating 

Vertical integration Yes Yes Yes Yes No Yes 

-collective action – 

 RPOs 
Yes facilitating Yes facilitating Yes facilitating 

Inter-professional body  Facilitating facilitating Yes Yes facilitating facilitating 

E - Promotion of new institutional environment 

Laws on norms and 

standard 

No / possibly 

 
facilitating facilitating yes no no 

Laws on competition - - - - possibly - 

Laws on property rights No facilitating facilitating - possibly possibly 

Laws on cooperation and 

organization  
Facilitating facilitating facilitating facilitating facilitating facilitating 

Quaternary and 

deliberative institutions 
Facilitating facilitating facilitating yes facilitating possibly 
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