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“In ERI there are no handouts” 

When the Enabling Rural Innovation (ERI) approach was first introduced to HORIZONT3000 East Africa, one of 
the comments mentioned most was that “in ERI there are no handouts given!” It meant that in this approach 
apparently agricultural extension and training activities were not supplemented by the provision of free 
inputs like seeds, tools, livestock, etc. to increase farmers’ adoption of innovations. “But how can that work?” 

some asked. A common statement was “Farmers are so poor they need something to start with”. Others said 
“then farmers will no longer attend our trainings”. Someone concluded “oh, I see, you send them to another 
organization to ask for the handouts there.”  

Some confusion surely had been created! Based on the experiences where the ERI approach has been 
applied in Uganda, this article tries to explain some parts of the philosophy behind the approach and behind 
that statement “in ERI there are no handouts”.  

 

In ERI it is much emphasized to maintain the natural resource base and to focus on food security, yet this is a 

programme for enterprise development. Then why is that important for enterprise development? 

First of all, for most small-scale farmers, natural resources like soil, water, and crop and livestock diversity, 
are the main ingredients of their livelihood and also the basis to build their enterprise on. It is essential to 

nurture those resources, not to lose the foundation of the business. Soil fertility, not just nutrient levels, 
needs to be built up, water needs to be conserved and a diversity of established crop varieties and livestock 

breeds needs to be maintained, to fall back to if improved varieties fail.  

Crops for food and nutrition need to be maintained. If all natural resources are invested in the business, the 

risk to fail completely becomes too high.  The aim is not to produce for complete self-sufficiency, but to have 
at least some food and nutritious supplements throughout, in case the business fails.  

But this still does not answer why in ERI, material inputs are not provided by the implementing organization. 

Why should we not give out the initial sacks of seeds for the group to start their selected enterprise? Or 
provide that start-up capital, at least in form of a loan to get that group business going?  

One of the answers is that for farmers to learn how to develop a successful profitable business, they need to 
develop business behavior, e.g. responding to markets, calculating risks, planning and saving for expected 

and unexpected challenges. Most small-scale farmers have not had the chance or guidance to develop such 
skills, but rather have resigned in the view that a business can only be started with inputs from outsiders. 
This general perception thus calls for an attitude change, before any business training can be applied.  

Therefore the ERI approach starts by taking the farmer group through a visioning process, before applying 

any sort of business training. In the visioning process, people take the following steps:  

 Picture the kind of results they want (vision)  

 Become aware of their current situation (current reality)  

 Identify the discrepancies between what they have and what they want (the gap)  

 Develop a "want-to" feeling (structural tension)  

 Begin to understand that what they want can be achieved (self-motivation) 

 Formally choose the results they want (defining objectives) 

 Commit to taking the necessary steps to achieve the desired result (taking action)  
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The key here is to understand that “what I want can be achieved”; farmers to realize that they already have 
enough to start, rather than waiting for anything that is given for free.  

Now we can talk business! 

Another answer why the business should not be started with outside help in form of cash or material is that 
developing an agro-enterprise is a continuous process for small-scale farmers. Selected crops may change, 
markets change, conditions change, which farmers have to learn to continuously adapt to. If they are aided 
with material inputs the first time, will they know how to deal with challenges and plan for it the next season, 
without depending on external help?  

If a hairdresser starts a business to open her own hairdressing salon, she has the knowledge and skills, but 
she may need to get a loan to buy the basic assets, that is the chairs, the machines, the store. She should 

have at least enough savings herself to buy the first lot of chemicals, extensions, electricity, etc. Some of the 
profit, she invests in more materials, more profit then in larger, better assets. Once the business is well 

established and she has a sound understanding of the market dynamics, she can then think of acquiring a 
loan for expanding the business.  

The farmer has the knowledge and skills as well as the basic assets already; that is the land, the soil, the 

crops, the tools. Also the farmer should have at least enough savings, in cash or seed to start the enterprise. 
Some of the profit, the farmer invests in more or better materials; that is seed, fertilizer, soil improvement; 
from more profit in better tools, livestock, etc.  Again, once the business is well established with good trading 

relationships, the farmer may consider a loan application for expanding the enterprise.  

There are a number of different strategies in ERI that are applied instead of providing material inputs, to help 
groups of small-scale farmers in developing profitable enterprises. Dealing with small-scale farmers, who 

have limited resources and no buffer to compensate for failures, much of the strategy has to focus on 
reducing the risk of a failed enterprise.    

 

 

 

ERI strategies to help groups of small-scale farmers in developing profitable enterprises 
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Starting small and grow 

This is a business principle that seems very self-explanatory and yet is often not done. If I own a sewing 

machine and want to start a tailoring business with hardly any other resources, I will not immediately rent a 

room for it but try to squeeze in some other shop’s veranda.   

A farmer group that has selected certain crops for their enterprise after thorough research should not 

immediately hire additional land and a tractor to start on a large scale. Instead, the business should be 

started with what every group member can easily manage; and where losses will not ruin the farmers’ 

livelihood, in case it fails.  

Starting with what farmers know 

When farmers start a group business for the first time, it is advisable for them to start with a marketable crop 

that most group members are familiar with and know well how to produce it. This way, farmers can ‘practice’ 

entrepreneurship at lower risk and it gives them time to become more organized in the group.  By the time 

the group ventures into higher value crops which may not be known to most members and may need to be 

experimented with, the group has already gained experience in marketing and business practices.  

Building on existing resources and opportunities 

As much as the business should start small, it should also build on what is there, using the available 

resources. When selecting the crops for enterprise, farmers need to consider the extent of land they can 

access, the type of soils, the amount and distribution of rainfall, waterways as potential source for irrigation, 

but also identify opportunities that could support the business. Institutions nearby like big schools or 

hospitals might provide markets, a maize mill in the village could ease processing needs for the group 

business or the village SACCO offers guidance for the group saving scheme or provides banking services.  

As it is not always obvious to a group starting a business, what to look for, ERI puts much emphasis on 

farmers identifying the resources and opportunities that are already available to them.  

Saving & credit 

In ERI farmer groups are strongly advised to start saving at group level, if they are not doing it yet. Saving & 

credit is the base for every business. Most of the start-up capital of a small business should come from own 

savings. In an agricultural enterprise income and expenditure vary throughout the season. Therefore it is 

essential for farmers to be able to draw from group saving&credit facilities when expenses are high or in 

cases of emergencies. It also enables the group to wait selling their produce until prices have gone up.  

Experimenting on a small-scale 

When farmers transition from subsistence farming to more commercial farming, they will need to change 

from how they have been doing it before; they will ‘innovate’. But it would be risky to adapt innovations 

‘blindly’. What has worked well somewhere may not work in their own garden.  

To be able to assess the performance of new technologies, new varieties, new crops and new production 

methods in their gardens, farmers in ERI are trained to conduct experiments. They test the innovation and 

compare it to ‘old’ methods to measure reliably which one works best.  

If an ‘improved’ crop variety is tested and performs well, the harvest from the experimentation site can then 
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be used as seed or planting material for all group members.  

Linking to markets, service providers, micro-finance institutions, etc.  

While farmers are trained to identify the resources and opportunities in their surroundings, we encourage 

them to look even further. And this is where the implementing organization plays a big role. Facilitators in ERI 

need to be on a constant look-out for potential markets, service and input providers, sources of research 

products and other innovations that lie beyond the small-scale farmers’ scope. According to the enterprise 

the farmer group has selected, facilitators should know about relevant agriculture dealers that can provide 

good quality inputs needed or about processing facilities for further value addition, where farmers can be 

directed to. It is, however, farmers themselves to negotiate. Facilitators must be aware of all development 

programmes operating in the farmers’ vicinity, and constantly network with all agencies and institutions to 

be able to link farmer groups to those that can be beneficial to them. As saving&credit is an important 

ingredient in ERI, they must be aware of services provided by microfinance institutions and banks, available 

to the farmer group.   

 Collective marketing 

In the ERI approach one of the main strategies for agro-enterprise development by small-scale farmers is 

collective marketing. An individual farmer with 2-3 acres of land, producing crops for food and for sale, will 

quickly reach the limit of developing a successful enterprise. If a group of 20 such farmers together produce 

for an identified market, it increases their bargaining power tremendously. Traders will also be more willing 

to start a reliable business relationship, if they know that certain volumes are more likely to be achieved, if 

not guaranteed.  

Strengthening groups 

Some of these strategies like collective marketing and group saving&credit, or in fact developing a group 

enterprise, are only possible if the farmer group is strong and functioning well. Group members must be able 

to trust each other to a certain extent and must be willing to invest time and effort in the group activities and 

follow democratic principles. Only then will they benefit from the advantages of a group venture. Skills and 

resources of each member may complement each other and enhance the business substantially. Weak 

members of the group can be helped through combined efforts. The work load of group responsibilities and 

activities can be distributed amongst many members.  

 

 

As we can see ERI provides a number of strategies to help farmer groups develop successful businesses, while 

focusing on food security and natural resource management.  

When we select new groups and encourage them to participate in the programme, we need to make it very 

clear that in the course of the project we are not providing free inputs like seeds, tools, livestock, etc. 

However we DO provide a lot more to farmers, that is strategies on how to grab the driver seat on their 

journey towards their successful business. As one farmer in Buikwe District said “Even if YARD left us 

tomorrow, we remain with something.”  

 


