
ENABLING RURAL INNOVATION (ERI) 
An Integrated Approach to Empower Small Scale Farmers   

WHAT IS ERI? 
ERI is an approach to strengthen the social and entrepreneurial 
capacity of small scale farmers. ERI is a solution focused approach: 
it stimulates farmers organized in groups to (re)discover their 
existing resources (natural, social, financial and personal) and 
enables them to find innovative solutions and make informed 
decisions on marketing, production and consumption. In many 
other approaches, farmers are seen as                 and passive 
recipients who need to be told what to do. They are expected to 
take up new ideas and solutions that have been designed for them 
by experts who think they know what works best for the farmers, 

ERI looks at farmers differently: active or potential agro-entrepreneurs who can take matters into their own 
hands. It is up to them to choose what they need and want after being supported in acquiring objective 
information. Key in the approach is to encourage the entrepreneurial spirit within farmers: it encourages 
them to produce what they can market rather than trying to market what they produce. ERI enables farmers to 
respond appropriately to ever changing, dynamic markets. Because these are live skills and attitudes, the 
impact of the approach is sustainable and reaches far beyond a specific enterprise or farmer group .  

BACKGROUND 
ERI was developed and first piloted in Uganda by CIAT (International Centre for Tropical Agriculture) and 
Africare in 2003 with –among others-_ om     m   ’  ommu  t       K   l  d  t   t. O   o  th m    th  
famous Nyabyumba United Farmers Association that, after an ERI training cycle, managed to obtain a long 
term trade relationship to deliver about 11 tons/month of ware quality potatoes to a fast food restaurant in 
Kampala (Nandos).  Up to today (2013), this Association is recording successes.  Based on this and other 
successes, Trias and its partners decided to adopt the approach in a six year programme (2008-2013), which 
turned out to be very successful. In 2011, Trias Uganda in cooperation with Horizont 3000 and their partners, 
decided to consolidate its experiences in a very practical and concise manual. A communication firm was 
commissioned to develop simple visual tools to increase effectiveness and efficiency of the trainings. By now, 
several partners of Trias (in Uganda) and Horizont 3000 (in Kenya, Uganda and Tanzania) have embedded ERI 
into their way of working.. After the launch of the manual, also Agriterra and ZOA (Dutch NGO) decided to use 
the approach for the work with their partners (in Northern Uganda, Tanzania, Zambia, Burundi, and even 
Indonesia).  

ERI MODULES 
The ERI approach consists of 5 main pillars. In the manual, these are organised in 25 small booklets and 17 
visual tools covering 5 core modules: 
 
Participatory Diagnosis (PD) – Farmer groups agree on their 
vision and assess which resources and opportunities are available 
to them and how they can use them to achieve their goals. 
Participatory Market Research (PMR) – Farmer groups conduct 
market research to identify and analyse profitable markets and 
enterprises. 
Farmer Participatory Research (FPR) – Farmer groups 
experiment on their own fields to test which practices, 
technologies and crop-varieties work best on their farms 



Enterprise Development (ED) – Farmer groups develop profitable enterprises and build sustainable business 
relations based on simple business plans and market intelligence 
Participatory Monitoring & Evaluation (PME) – Farmer groups keep track of their progress towards achieving 
their goals and learn from successes and failures. 
+ Cross-cutting issues – Gender and environment are integral parts of ERI that cut across all modules. 
  
All training sessions are carefully designed to be simple, very participative and accessible to the less educated 
farmers. Training sessions are combined with coaching sessions depending on the progress and needs of the 
farmer groups.  

WHO COULD BENEFIT FROM ERI? 
The target group of ERI are small-scale farmers who are willing to be, in the process of, or already organised in 
small groups that want to make a (better) business from their farming activities. Although the principles and 
some of the training sessions are relevant to the more advanced 
farmers, basically the approach is not meant for farmers who 
already have successful agri-businesses and have organised 
themselves in higher-level business-oriented cooperatives. ERI is 
therefore a grassroot approach that instils social and 
entrepreneurial attitude, knowledge and skills in people. 
Crucial for the success of ERI is the quality and commitment of the 
trainers. Any programme that wants to use ERI is therefore highly 
recommended to invest in proper recruitment, selection, training 
and coaching of trainers.  
The tools and manual are designed for an audience of Ugandan farmers and trainers but can easily be adapted 
to other Trias countries where the culture and environment is very different (e.g. Latin America). 

WHICH ARE THE BENEFITS OF USING ERI? 
From the various evaluations in the Trias Uganda programme (2008-2013), the following benefits were 
observed in 30 to 40% of farmer groups trained using ERI: 

 ERI sparked off an empowerment process that created much needed self-confidence and critical thinking 
in all members of a farmer group (including the more vulnerable youth and women and not just the more 
educated leaders of a group). As a result, farmer groups became more coherent and agreed on a common 
vision. In a further stage, several farmer groups joined hands and formed small farmer group associations 
of which some registered as cooperatives; some with more than 200 members. 

 Farmers’ business attitude, knowledge and skills improved resulting in improved production and 
productivity, better quality of produce, better trade relations (often with contracts and long term 
commitments), better prices and thus increased incomes. Farmer groups started to function as business 
entities that can respond adequately to the changing environm  t (dy  m   m  k t ,  h  g  g p     ,…). 

  u  to    m        l ty to g     t  mo      om , to save more and to produce business plans, micro-
finance institutions and SACCOs became more willing to provide appropriate financal services to groups 
trained in ERI. In one case, a SACCO started to pay for ERI trainings to farmers because of the resulting 
increase in savings. 
 

Additionally, there was also a tremendous change in the trainers who were equipped with skills to train and 
coach farmers in ERI: apart from being able to facilitate participative processes within a farmer group, many 
of them became very committed, business oriented and solution focused.  

YES, WE ARE INTERESTED! 
If you think ERI could be a good approach to introduce in your programmes, you could join a training of 
trainers programme in Uganda to get more familiar with ERI, the ERI manual and the experiences of Trias 
Uganda. After that, copies of the manual and its tools can be obtained.  
 


