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Putting farmers in the driver’s seat
Local markets can play a crucial role in reducing poverty in poor economies, especially in countries with low agricultural growth. 
There are three broad mechanisms through which agricultural growth can drive poverty reduction: 
a). Through the direct impact of increased agricultural productivity and incomes; 
b). Through the benefits of cheaper food for both the urban and rural poor; 
c). Through agriculture’s contribution to growth and the generation of economic opportunities in the non-farm sector. 

H
owever, experience has 
shown that in many cases 
markets are not accessible 
to poor and marginalised 
groups, including women. 
This could be because of 

‘thin’ markets in rural areas, high risks and 
costs of participating, or social or economic 
barriers. Access failure also occurs due to lack 
of resources (capital, labour and/or land), 
active discrimination or lack of information or 
negotiating power. 

Trias Uganda, together with its partners, 
has been striving to integrate specific strate-
gies to encourage and promote participation 
by the poor, especially young people and 
women. This has been attested through the 
use of the Enabling Rural Innovations (ERI) 
approach.  

Enabling Rural Innovation
ERI is a strategic approach that strength-

ens the capacity of farmers to identify market 
opportunities and to develop competitive 
agricultural enterprises while enhancing 
household food security and securing the 
natural resource base.

The approach, developed by CIAT (In-
ternational Centre for Tropical Agriculture) 
overcomes the linear mode of technology 
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development and market access in agricul-
ture. It builds on principles of participatory 
agricultural development.

The ERI philosophy uses bottom-up 
approaches, putting farmers in the driver’s 
seat. It changes their attitude and behaviour 
towards farming as a business by putting 
emphasis on fact finding, risk reduction 
and goal orientation. At the same time, it 
strengthens farmers’ confidence and self-
reliance, promotes gender equity and women 
empowerment, and stimulates farmers to 
work in partnerships with relevant institu-
tions. ERI uses facilitation instead of training, 
and coaching instead of teaching. 

 How ERI works
The ERI approach consists of five modules:
Participatory Diagnosis: farmers (re)

discover their assets and resources and 
explore a shared vision of the group’s future. 
They then develop a concrete action plan for 
change.

Participatory Market Research: farmers 
learn to collect, analyse and use market infor-
mation to make appropriate production and 
marketing decisions. In this way, an entre-
preneurial attitude and culture is established 
enabling farmers to sustainably respond to 
ever changing markets.

Farmer Participatory Research: in the 
field, farmers learn to define researchable 
themes, to design experiments, to monitor 
field trials and to evaluate trials at individual 
and group level.

Enterprise Development: farmers pri-
oritize agro-enterprises, analyse potential 
trade-offs (e.g. for food security), decide on 
the most profitable enterprises, and develop 
strategies for scaling-out production.

Participatory Monitoring: farmers learn 
collaborative problem-solving through the 
generation and use of knowledge. It is a 

process that leads to corrective action by 
involving all levels of stakeholders. This en-
ables farmers to monitor their own progress 
towards achieving their set goals and objec-
tives.

What Trias has achieved
Using the ERI approach, Trias has strength-

ened farmers since 2008 through its partners 
Masindi, Hoima and Mbarara District Farmers 
Associations. This has yielded some very good 
results:

 � The farmers have significantly increased 
their yield per acre for the selected enter-
prises. For instance, farmers engaged in rice, 
maize, and Irish potatoes have registered an 
increase from 0.8, 0.6 and 3.9 tons/acre to 2, 
1.8, and 6 tons/acre respectively. This can be 
attributed to the use of better technologies, 
leading to higher productivity and reduced 
post-harvest losses.

 � 40% of the 1,600 trained farmer groups 
(with 15 to 20 members each) have actually 
sold collectively to a sole buyer in a longer 
term relationship with business contracts.  

 � Farmers obtained better prices by selling 
their produce to better buyers (e.g. rice direct-
ly to the miller).Around 2/3 of the trained 
groups does not yet engage in collective mar-
keting, but is making progress in that direction: 
the group cohesion improved, they agreed on 
a common goal and vision (about 60% includ-
ed it in their constitution), keep records (82%), 
savings (90%), selected a common enterprise 
(90%), do cost-benefit analyses for this enter-
prise (60%), made a business plan (50%), 
use improved technologies and practices to 
increase productivity (e.g. improved seeds, 
80%) and established marketing and monitor-
ing committees (80%). 

 � Farmers groups gradually started to see 
the need to cooperate with other farmer 

groups in the area to increase their bargaining 
power. This caused the formation of about 50 
small farmer group associations (SFGAs): infor-
mal “groups of groups” who work together on 
the same commodity. Trias is in the process to 
guide these associations to formalise them-
selves into small cooperatives.

 � Less measurable in figures is the increased 
empowerment and self-confidence of farmers. 
In one instance a farmer refused to sell her 
produce for a price offered because she now 
understands the price better.

 � Farmers learned to think critically, based 
on facts in a business manner. E.g. prices 
offered are compared to costs incurred by the 
farmer in order to evaluate whether the enter-
prise is still feasible. 

 � Farmer groups respond properly to market 
changes (e.g. investigate the market again, 
re-calculate profits,…). Some farmer groups 
changed from producing and marketing maize 
grain (for food) to maize seed to sell to seed 
companies. They came to this conclusion 
through carefully weighing input against out-
put and the related risks.    

The process of guiding farmers to do their 
own value chain analyses (including market 
visits to Kampala) is very powerful. Apart 
from increasing their confidence, it opened 
their eyes: the farmers started to understand 
their opportunities (high demand, high prices 
for some produce), but also their challenges 
(quality and quantity issues) and the chal-
lenges of other actors (e.g. transport, tax is-
sues). This helped them to work on the issues 
that are most important, such as the quality 
of their produce according to the market 
demand. 
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