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By Mugisa Jared and Januario Ntungwa

T
he theme of the 51st Indepen-
dence Anniversary Celebrations 
on the 9th of October, ‘Re-en-
ergizing Uganda’s Development 
Potential: Middle Income Status 
Achievable’, seems farfetched 

to some people. This is understandable: ac-
cording to  the Uganda Human Development 
Report 2007, “eradicating pover ty and attain-
ing rapid, equitable and sus tain ed economic 
development for social transformation remain 
Uganda’s major challenges to the achieve-
ment of the Millennium Goals”. The Uganda 
Economic Update (August 13th, 2013) quotes 
agriculture as the core of the economy and 
the primary source of employment, engaging 
73% of the country’s labour force primarily in 
the rural areas. However, the majority of agri-
cultural households in Uganda lack the means 
and the requisite capacities to invest in their 
farms. They lack skills in commercial produc-
tion technologies, find it difficult to acquire or 
access resources and inputs, and are unable to 
effectively link with remunerative markets. As 

a result, farmers find themselves in a ‘poverty 
trap’ – unable to acquire enough additional 
resources to break out of the cycle of poverty, 
and relying on nutrient mining to produce 
crops with ever-declining yields. 

However, Trias’ programmes in Uganda 
have shown that re-energizing Uganda’s ag-
riculture and using its full potential can be 
one sure way of ushering the economy into 
the realms of middle income status. This 
necessarily requires the change of attitude 
from considering agriculture as a worth-
less job – a job for those who cannot find a 
second option. Unfortunately, this attitude 
is so embedded that it takes a lot of effort 
and resources to demystify.

According to a World Bank Report 
(2010), exploiting agribusiness opportu-
nities and improving farmers’ access to 
markets, credit and lower cost inputs, bet-
ter land policies such as expedited issuance 
of titles, extension of research and advisory 
services will increase productivity and 
create better quality rural jobs. Also, the 
Advocates Coalition for Development and 
Environment (2010) notes that without ac-
cess to credit, many farmers are unable to 

invest in future production or expand their 
farming enterprises.

In light of the above, Trias Uganda 
(alongside the Government of Uganda, oth-
er Development Partners and Civil Society 
Organizations) has been making an effort 
to contribute towards the realization of the 
51st Independence Anniversary Theme. In 
2008,  Trias embarked on the programme 
‘Increasing the Food and Income Security 
for Smallholder Farmers’ in the districts 
of Hoima, Masindi and Mbarara with a 
five-fold objective, namely: (1) smallholder 
farmer households adopting practices 
of ensuring good and balanced nutrition 
throughout the year, (2) increasing small 
holder farmers’ access to- and participa-
tion in remunerative markets, (3) increas-
ing investment into small-holders’ farming 
businesses, (4) capacitating District Farmer 
Associations (DFAs) to provide appropriate 
services to their members (smallholder 
farmer households) and adequately/ef-
fectively represent them on a sustainable 
basis, (5) capacitating the micro-finance 
partners to provide appropriate micro-
finance services and to an increased mem-

District Farmers 
Associations & Microfinance 
Institutions’ Linkage;
A double edged sword for farmer livelihoods improvement 

Trias’ programmes in Uganda 
have shown that re-energizing 

Uganda’s agriculture and using its 
full potential can be one sure way 
of ushering the economy into the 
realms of middle income status. 

Once farmers learn how to do business, they 
are linked to micro-finance institutions to 
provide them with the necessary capital to
purchase improved equipment.
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bership on a sustainable basis. 
In order to achieve the above stated 

objectives, Trias deliberately chose to sup-
port member-based mutually reinforcing 
and benefiting organizations of farmers in 
the operational areas (unit of operation is 
a district) of Hoima, Masindi and Mbarara: 
District Farmers Associations alongside 
member-based Microfinance Institution in 
the respective districts.

The programme has been implemented 
in a unique way through the Enabling 
Rural Innovation (ERI) Approach. The ERI 
approach revolves around farmer groups’ 
participatory choosing profitable agricul-
tural enterprises with a market/commercial 
orientation. In this approach, capacitating 
the subsistence farmers to transform into 
commercial/business oriented farmers is 
the gist. It is aimed at increasing the en-

terprise profits and farmer incomes which 
consequently translate into improved 
livelihoods. In the process, mainly with a 
focus on organizational development and 
institutional strengthening, Trias techni-
cally and financially supports the DFAs to 
effectively, efficiently and therefore sustain-
ably deliver services to their members. The 
methodology also works on changing farm-
ers’ attitude towards farming and consider 
it as a business.

As the poverty alleviation strategies 
– such as the Medium Term Competitive-
ness Strategy of 2000-2005, the Plan for 
Modernization of Agriculture of 2000 and 
ACODE – had earlier on identified access 
to financial services by the poor as a key 
factor in poverty eradication, the program 
also recognizes that the process of trans-
forming the poor farmer households into 
commercial-oriented farmers cannot be 
completed without effective provision of 
financial services. There is evidence to this 
during program implementation. The need 
for financial services becomes very vivid 
when farmer households make business 
plans. The farmers often realize that they 
have a financial gap which would not other-
wise allow them to successfully implement 
their agro-enterprise idea. However, due 
to early intervention by the micro-finance 
partner, the farmers are capacitated into a 
saving culture which enables them to ac-
cess savings and credit (mainly for business 
investment, but also for other immediate 
cash needs). In effect, farmers are able to 
plough land, access inputs and plant in 
time. Moreover, farmers are not forced to 
sell their produce when the prices are low.

This is why Trias supports the micro-
finance partners to reinforce and to benefit 
from the efforts of the DFAs. The objective 

is to enable micro-finance institutions to ef-
fectively and sustainably serve their clients 
(who are at the same time members of the 
DFA), mainly through saving and credit. 
Through the cooperation between DFA and 
SACCOs (Savings and Credit Cooperatives) 
encouraged by Trias, both parties have 
started to understand that working togeth-
er leads to a win-win situation. In one case 
(Mbarara) a SACCO is even prepared to 
pay for the services of the DFA since it sees 
the benefits of agro-enterprise trainings to 
their members: when their members do 
better business, the SACCO will prosper as 
well.

For six years now, the approach has 
borne fruit as the various successive 
program evaluations have commended it. 

The negative community attitude towards 
agriculture is changing for the better. Food 
and income security indices have increased 
and farmers bear testimony to the effect 
of this change in their lives. Based on the 
current successes, Trias is in the process of 
rolling out the approach to benefit other 
areas in the West Nile region. In this region, 
the districts of Arua, Nebbi and Zombo 
have been ear-marked for the program in-
tended to run from 2014 to 2016: ‘Enabling 
synergies between organized enterprising 
people to boost inclusive and sustainable 
self-development’.

Written by Mugisa Jared and Januario 
Ntungwa, Micro-finance Department Trias 
Uganda 

WHO WE ARE
Trias is a Belgian development organisation 
that endeavours to improve the livelihood of 
rural populations in 12 countries in Africa, 
Latin-America and Asia.
Trias strengthens member-based organisations 
of small-scale farmers and entrepreneurs 
to improve and interlink economic services 
such as micro-finance, management and 
commercialisation.

Trias works in the West and North-West of 
Uganda. Partners include District Farmers 
Associations (HODFA, MADFA, etc.) micro-
finance institutions (HOFOKAM and SACCO’s) 
and member-based organisations of small 

entrepreneurs such as TUNADO and USSIA.
The programs focus on the sustainable 
empowerment of small-scale farmers and 
entrepreneurs by improving their commercial 
capacity and giving them a stronger voice.
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