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fundamental change in mechanisms for allocating re-
search funding is required if small-scale farmers 2, their 
concerns and their own innovation capacities are to 
play a more central role in ARD. If such change could 
be achieved, it would contribute to creating a longer-
term institutional basis for PID. The question faced 
by the partners was whether alternative, farmer-led 
funding mechanisms for PID could be developed that 
are cost-effective and sustainable?

Prolinnova therefore initiated systematic action re-
search to find practical ways to set up financing mech-
anisms that allow local landuser groups and commu-
nities to access funds for improving and accelerating 
their innovative activities. These were named “Local 
Innovation Support Funds” (LISFs). Activities have 
included stakeholder design workshops, country-level 
exploratory and identification studies, capacity build-
ing for local institutions, and monitoring and evalua-
tion. With a view to knowledge transfer and informa-
tion sharing, farmer ‘exchange’ visits have been organ-
ised; and joint experimentation between individuals 
and groups facilitated. 

In 2004, partners in Nepal had already initiated a pilot 
Innovation Support Fund using own resources. In late 
2005, funding support from the DURAS (Promot-
ing Sustainable Development in Agricultural Research 
Systems) project financed by the French Government 
enabled expansion to pilots in four other countries: 
Cambodia, Ethiopia, South Africa, and Uganda. This 
article summarises the initial findings from the pilots 
in all five countries, covering two years (2006 and 
2007). Table 1 summarises the key features of the pi-
lots in the five countries.

The central questions

Firstly, would farmers need funding support to enhance 
their innovative work? Would they see it as a priority 
as compared to funds for investment in pumps, roads, 
seeds etc? 

Secondly, can applications by farmers for funding be 
processed properly, with decisions made and commu-
nicated in time at cost levels appropriate for requests 
expected to range from only 50 to 2000 Euros? 

Thirdly, how can we ensure that the LISF does not 
become another ‘outsider-run’ system?

Finally, would successful LISFs have a development 
impact? 

Country Application logic Structuring mechanisms Type of research funding Scale

Cambodia Farmers with their Farmer 
Association apply to NGO/
Prov. Govt

Builds on existing groups 
that have savings & lending 
activities

Loan plus interest (2–4% 
pm); if experiment failed, in-
terest free loan

Three provinces

Ethiopia 
North

Farmer/group applies to 
NGO

From NGO to group/ 
individual

Grant; 20% equity 
contribution

1 District 
(Wereda)

Ethiopia 
South

Farmer group applies to 
CBO

From CBO to farmer group Grant; 20% equity 
contribution

1 District 
(Wereda)

Nepal Farmer applies to Prolinnova 
Committee

Contract, deposit in account 
or cash in stages from NGO

Grant National moving 
to local

South Africa Farmer applies to multi-
stakeholder panel

Contract with farmer from 
NGO, moving to CBO 

Grant; 20% equity 
contribution

Three villages

Uganda Farmer applies to Farmer 
Committee of CBO

Contract with farmer; CBO 
bank account

Part loan, part grant, variable 
across sites

Four districts

Table 1: Design features of LISF pilots per country

2	 “Farmers” is used in a wide sense to include peasant/family small-
holders, pastoralists, forest dwellers and artisanal fisherfolk, among 
others; the term is used here interchangeably with “landusers”.
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Analysis and findings

The experiences of the five pilot CPs (Country Pro-
grammes) allows to start assessing the extent to which 
the six central criteria for good functioning (which 
were formulated and specified for the study frame-
work) of LISFs have been achieved.

1. Adequate creation of awareness and demand

A total of 274 applications were received over all the 
five CPs, out of which 160 were found to meet the 
LISF criteria and could thus be approved for funding. 
This is a first indication that the LISF pilots were able 
to create awareness and an effective demand. At the 
same time, there are important differences between 
the countries. Particularly where LISF management 
was decentralised fully to the level of community-
based organisations (CBOs), a higher level of good 
(i.e. relevant) applications was realised. 

The case studies report a variety of methods and ap-
proaches used in setting up and operating the LISFs. 
Quite often, information about the LISF was pre-
sented to farmers and communities through visits by 
NGO staff in their regular project areas or project 
activities. Once CBOs became involved, their meet-
ings formed the main platform for awareness-raising. 
This was followed by local farmer-to-farmer exchange. 
In several countries, mass-media approaches 
were added to this: posters pasted on trees, 
local radio broadcast and even newspaper cov-
erage of LISF granting. 

It must be noted, though, that in a number 
of cases considerable efforts were needed from 
the LISF coordinating organisation or its key 
partners to transform a farmer idea or demand 
into a grant proposal that could be processed. 
The costs involved in this process, especially 
in terms of the time of staff involved, have 
been carried by the relevant organisations. 
Where the farmers’ interest went towards 
own experimentation, i.e. without the sup-
port of resource persons, the provision of sim-
ple application formats in local languages was 
enough to help create fundable proposals.

2. Effective mechanisms to process applications

Two main models for processing applications emerged 
from the pilots, each with variations, one a more cen-
tralised, multi-stakeholder approach and one a fully 
decentralised, farmer-managed approach. 

In the more centralised approach, farmers’ applica-
tions are sent to a facilitating organisation, while key 
partner organisations and farmer representatives were 
invited into the screening committee that formulated 
criteria and took major decisions. The main advantages 
of this approach are: i) learning takes place between 
farmers and the support agencies on what should be 
funded; and ii) generally the quality of the screening 
in terms of meeting the LISF principles is strong right 
from the beginning. Its disadvantages are: i) reduced 
accessibility for small-scale farmers, leading to lower 
number of applications; and ii) relatively high costs 
(transport, allowances for attending meetings, time/
salaries of agency staff involved). However, it proved 
impossible to compile detailed data on these across 
all countries.

In the decentralised model, screening is the responsi-
bility of the respective CBOs, which generally form 
their own committee for this. The facilitating agency 
assists the CBO in setting criteria and organising the 
screening process, e.g. by providing forms. 

The report function in the opening screen allows LISF managers to analyse 
applications received over a certain time period, the process of screening and 
any follow-up information available.

Figure 1: LISF register main application screen
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Additional ideas are being considered for mechanisms 
to reward financially farmers who have successfully 
experimented, partly at their own costs. If their inno-
vations would spread and prove relevant (far) beyond 
their locality, they could perhaps qualify for one of 
the Innovation Awards that are common in several 
countries. 

The decentralised LISF system that is currently emerg-
ing poses serious challenges in terms of capturing the 
findings of LISF-funded experimentation, including 
relevant data and other things that were found or dis-
covered. This is needed in order to share these more 
widely. The grantee report may need more attention, 
particularly for the larger grants. Oral presentations 
to farmer meetings or fora can complement these, if 
documented well. Audiovisuals can be considered for 
innovative work with the largest dissemination poten-
tial. An increased role of formal research in the LISF-
supported experiments would also provide a boost to 
this part of the LISF work.

Finally, the foregoing analysis reveals that the ques-
tions as to effective strategies to ensure longer-term 
sustainability of the LISF system and the institutional 
arrangements for facilitating spread of community-
based LISFs have yet to be answered. This will need 
specific attention in the continuation of the pilots. In 
the next phase of FAIR, more attention will have to 
be given to the question of wider impact of the LISFs. 
The search for impact will need to look not only at 
technical innovations and their impact in livelihoods 
but also much more widely into social and institu-
tional impacts. 


