[image: image1.jpg]PROLINNOVA

PROmotlng Local INNOVAtlon

cologically-oriented agriculture and natural resource managemen




Prolinnova WORKING PAPER 14

Reflections on Prolinnova’s FAIR project:

Local Innovation Support Fund prospects and challenges in promoting innovation

Anton Krone, Amanuel Assefa, Laurens van Veldhuizen, 
Ann Waters-Bayer & Mariana Wongtschowski

The FAIR project is supported by the Global Forum on Agricultural Research (GFAR) and Agropolis through the DURAS (Promoting Sustainable Development in Agricultural Research Systems) project of the French Ministry of Foreign Affairs and by the Netherlands Directorate General for International Cooperation (DGIS)

Acronyms

ASE

Agri-Service Ethiopia

CBI

Community-Based Institution

CBO

Community-Based Organisation

CIAL

Local Agricultural Research Committee (Spanish acronym)

DURAS
Promoting Sustainable Development in Agricultural Research Systems
ESTA

Ethiopian Science and Technology Agency

FAIR

Farmer Access to Innovation Resources

FFS

Farmer Field School

GISF

Group-based Innovation Support Fund

HIV/AIDS
Human Immunodeficiency Virus / Acquired Immune Deficiency Syndrome

IPM

Integrated Pest Management

ISF

Innovation Support Fund

ISWC

Indigenous Soil and Water Conservation 

LISF

Local Innovation Support Fund
NARO

National Agricultural Research Organisation
NGO

Non-Governmental Organisation

NRM

Natural Resource Management

PID

Participatory Innovation Development
PROFIEET
Promoting Farmer Innovation and Experimentation in Ethiopia
Prolinnova
Promoting Local Innovation in Ecologically-oriented Agriculture and Natural Resource Management

PSNP

Productive Safety Net Programme

PTD

Participatory Technology Development

R&D

Research and Development

SCAT

Social Change Assistance Trust

SCG

Savings and Credit Group

SF-FFS
Self-Financed Farmer Field School
TEA

Total Entrepreneurship Activity

Introduction

This paper discusses the application of Participatory Innovation Development (PID) and associated Local Innovation Support Funds (LISFs) being introduced through the Farmer Access to Innovation Resources (FAIR) Project. These LISFs are being implemented in Ethiopia, South Africa and Uganda, as well as Cambodia and Nepal. The paper compares and contrasts the contexts and conceptual design of the respective pilots in Africa
.

Local innovation is a key resource and capacity, as the great variability in agro-ecological conditions in many parts of Africa and Asia does not allow the generation of fixed technologies and economic arrangements applicable over large areas. Local adaptation and innovation are essential to find locally effective practices. Research and development (R&D) agencies involved in natural resource management (NRM) can increase their relevance if they recognise local innovation, work with innovators and strengthen their initiatives.

Effective interaction among innovators and R&D agencies can be realised through well-facilitated participatory R&D approaches. One of those methodologies is known as PID (Reij & Waters-Bayer 2001). In this context, “Local innovation refers to the process by which local people develop new and better ways of doing things, using their own resources and on their own initiative. Innovation by farmers may grow out of local wisdom and inspiration (endogenous) or be stimulated by information coming from outside (exogenous)” (Hailu Araya et al 2006).

PID will assist to alleviate pressures on natural resource use and management. PID enables technology and institutional development to be based on local innovations, to explore the wider potential of these innovations and to scale them up. Evidence from Latin America shows that small amounts of money available to local innovators can help accelerate innovation and make the process locally sustainable (Ashby et al 2000). Current R&D funding mechanisms intended to encourage participatory research and extension, however, are rarely effective in supporting local innovation. Usually they are within regular government R&D institutions. Farmers feel no ownership for such mechanisms and their role in agenda setting is limited. Though in recent years efforts have been undertaken in some countries to open up research funds for other stakeholders through competitive bidding processes, these are still largely researcher-controlled and demanding in administrative requirements. 

By developing and trying out alternative financing mechanisms in the form of LISFs that allow farmers, groups and communities to access funds to improve and accelerate their innovative activities, the FAIR project aims to unlock funding streams for locally-driven NRM .This in turn will be an important step in making effective collaboration possible between farmers/communities and research and development agencies, much needed to develop and spread locally relevant practices and innovations.

This paper outlines initial steps towards implementation of the FAIR project. It considers key issues addressed in feasibility studies in Ethiopia, South Africa and Uganda as well as project design recommendations put forward. Issues discussed include:

· The cultural and social context and innovation

· Experiences in:

· PID related work

· Management of funds and fund design

· Accessibility of ISFs

· Sustainability of ISFs

· The policy environment

· FAIR LISF implementation modalities.

These are considered in the context of the critical challenge of transformation of social and economic conditions in Africa and elsewhere.
From Participative Technology Development (PTD) to PID and LISFs

The origin of PID lies in part in the philosophy of Participatory Technology Development (PTD). PTD refers to joint experimentation and investigation by farmers and development agents, and where possible formal researchers, to develop ways of improving farmers’ livelihoods. In recent years the concept has been expanded from PTD to that of PID, to encompass not only technical innovations but also socio-economic and institutional ones, such as ways of gaining access to resource-use rights or organisation for marketing (Waters-Bayer & van Veldhuizen 2004). This shift stems from recognition that effecting socio-economic changes is an essential and empowering process necessary to overcome poverty and reduce vulnerability. The ‘social capital’ derived from networks and organisations can create new opportunities for the poor, as well as being important platforms for learning and innovation.

Farmer innovation is a necessity and way of life for poor farmers, who are being challenged by ever-changing environmental, policy and market situations. It is an inherent characteristic of those who are striving to make a living out of the difficult situation they are in. 

Farmers innovate in a very similar way to how “modern” scientists do. They begin with analysing the problem situation, develop a hypothesis, design experiments, try something out, evaluate the outcome, repeat the experiment if necessary, and finally put the new knowledge to work. The experiences of supporting innovative farmers have led to the emergence of a global learning and advocacy platform for the promotion of local innovation in ecologically-oriented agriculture and natural resource management (Prolinnova). Prolinnova members studied experiences in the field of innovation and concluded further that there was a need to create sustainable funding mechanisms to stimulate local innovation processes. The Farmer Access to Innovation Resources (FAIR) project was thus born to pilot mechanisms designed to help farmers with an interest in innovation to gain access to resources to be provided through Local Innovation Support Funds (LISFs). LISFs are an alternative funding mechanism to stimulate and develop the innovation capacity of small farmers and thus accelerate the agricultural innovation processes in general, with the aim of contributing to poverty eradication, environmental sustainability and human dignity.

The second important lesson that was gained from previous experiences is the need to broaden the focus and to support diverse efforts to innovate across social and economic issues, rather than focusing only on technical innovations. Institutional, market and other forms of social innovation, including all new ways of achieving improved agricultural production, NRM and livelihood security, have been identified as important, exciting, as well as challenging, learning fronts for Prolinnova, as well as necessary questions for the rural poor to consider.
This wider focus stems from recognition that a complex set of challenges prevent the majority of people in Africa and other developing countries from attaining livelihood security. Many are faced with economic and social forms of exclusion that keep them on the margins. Poor access to markets, unequal trade relations, erosion of the resource base, endemic diseases, problems of governance and infrastructure to enable enhanced economic activity, and other factors conspire as powerful forces in perpetuating poverty. Local forms of social exclusion, usually structured along lines of gender, class or caste, further prevent people from ‘climbing out of poverty’. These arenas are fertile ground for local innovation. Commitment to the securing of sustainable rural livelihoods begs a response to these issues.

Project purpose and objectives

The overall goal of the FAIR project is to create conditions for farmers to manage natural resources in ways that contribute to improved food security and livelihoods. To this end, it focuses particularly on the acceleration of local innovation in sustainable farming and land management practices in terms of innovation processes, outcome and spread (project purpose).

The three specific objectives are:

1. The identification, design, and piloting of LISFs in five countries
 as promoters of local innovation

2. The documentation and dissemination of lessons learnt re: appropriate ways, mechanisms and conditions for LISFs to become effective promoters of local innovation

3. The establishment of sustainable long-term LISFs actively supporting community-managed funds in four countries.

Activities for which the LISF resources could be used include:

1. Farmer or resource user-led documentation of innovation to facilitate wider spread

2. Technical advice (related to experimentation by innovators)

3. Training

4. Institutional development and strengthening, especially of more vulnerable groups, through for instance: Farmer Field School/ Farmer Learning Group establishment/ adoption of group-based financial support services (e.g. savings and credit)
5. Learning visits (to other innovators, villagers, research station etc)

6. Joint experimentation, including supportive research or lab analysis by specialists.
In FAIR project areas, PID – now together with LISFs – is becoming an important approach introduced on top of the various activities the partners are already doing in these sites. These activities have ranged from institution and capacity building amongst farmers, to technical support. Where there has been variance with approaches, PID principles have been infused into current operations to ensure coherence and greater complementarity.

Contextual realities, PID and Innovation Support Fund (ISF) trends

This section introduces the contexts of the pilot areas. What are conditions like for innovators and is the situation conducive to PID? Are support processes already established? And what is being done in the field of innovation in the respective contexts?

Local ecological and economic context

Conditions are diverse across the various selected areas for the pilot, ranging in Ethiopia from extreme poverty in a strongly agrarian and land-locked economy, where people have on average only 0.5 ha per household, to conditions in South Africa where household access to land is highly variable and poor communities are at most semi-agrarian, often less poor, but devastated by HIV/AIDS and related illnesses. Agriculture is generally pursued only by the less economically active, the elderly and women. People living in rural areas are sometimes referred to as ‘displaced urban dwellers’. Social grants (e.g. pensions) sustain many poor families. Uganda exists somewhere in between these two extremes. It has been affected by AIDS but is well known for having been effective in combating it over several years. Economic growth has been relatively high, with income mainly derived from sale of cash crops. More recently, growth has suffered with decline of commodity prices (especially coffee). Agricultural production is based on smallholder production with about three million households (three-quarters of all households in the country) cultivating an average of about 2 ha each. About 56% of agriculture GDP consists of subsistence production for own consumption and is non-monetised. The major cash (export) crops are coffee, tea, tobacco, cotton, flowers, cocoa and vanilla.

In Ethiopia, the FAIR project is being implemented in two areas: the Tigray Region in the northern highlands and the Amaro area in the south. These areas involve very challenging environments, Tigray being a typical example of the Ethiopian highlands, while Amaro represents the dry areas of the Southern Region. The project site in Tigray is characterised by more than 80% of households not being self-sufficient in food production. Much of the land has been severely eroded over generations. Mixed crop-livestock farming is the backbone of household livelihoods. There are many landless people, especially among the young adults. In Amaro, livestock husbandry is more dominant than crop production. Coffee and enset (“false banana”) are the major cash crops. Farming is severely constrained due to limited rainfall and epidemics of tropical diseases such as malaria and trypanosomiasis of cattle. Since this area is chronically affected by drought, a government Productive Safety Net Programme (PSNP) is widely applied here. This is a form of public works programme designed to alleviate poverty. The low level of development and poor marketing services in this area are attributable to its remoteness and poor physical and socio-economic infrastructure. The nearest bank is about 70 km away from the district. 

South Africa has a strong formal economy, but an underdeveloped human resource base and highly skewed income distribution. The government is relatively strong and has a rapidly growing tax base with substantial resources being allocated to poverty reduction. Not much of these funds find their way into poorer more remote rural areas such as that of the project site, which is in Amazizi area of the KwaZulu-Natal Province. Capacity to respond to rural areas is limited and has not received sufficient attention. Reference to a ‘first’ and ‘second’ economy is widespread. Many people struggle to break into this first economy. Life for these people is extremely tenuous, with poverty, social exclusion and HIV/AIDS resulting in widespread death and social destruction. In this area households are engaged in diverse livelihood strategies, spanning across urban and rural areas. Quite a number of residents have access to government grants, some receive remittances from formal work in urban areas, others are engaged in crop or livestock farming and many women are involved in vegetable gardening, harvesting of natural resources (e.g. thatching grass) or craft production. Some households are engaged in all of these. Challenges are wide ranging, including the power of the urban economy, which drains labour and more resourceful people away from rural livelihoods.
In Uganda requirements for increasing per capita agricultural production are often identified as: (i) an enabling policy environment for the smallholder farming sector (improved road infrastructure, access to education, credit, inputs, markets and extension services), (ii) reversing soil-fertility depletion, and (iii) intensifying and diversifying land use with high-value products. Research and innovation are therefore required in all these areas to increase per capita agricultural production and to improve the livelihoods of rural smallholder farmers (Walaga 2006). The project site selected is a large one spanning the four central region districts of Mukono, Wakiso, Luwero, Nakasongola and Mpigi.
Although the extent to which there will be correlation between entrepreneurship and innovation needs testing, it may be assumed that there is a close connection. It is interesting to note that South Africa has a lower than average total entrepreneurship activity (TEA) rate
 and has significantly lower TEA rates than developing countries on average (Orford et al 2004). In 2004 the average TEA rate for developing countries (including South Africa) was almost four times higher than that in South Africa. By contrast, Uganda had the second highest rate out of the 34 countries measured in the index. Ethiopia is not part of this annual survey.

Cultural and social context and innovation

The cultural and social context is important as this has an influence on the potential impact of PID and LISFs. Cultural practices also influence the preparedness of innovators to share their ideas, an important aim of Prolinnova’s work.

All three countries have young democracies as well as deliberate and coherent efforts to improve governance, policies and programmes to address poverty. They are encouraging of innovation activity, but this is mainly within the conventional scientific and entrepreneurial paradigm. All three countries have large numbers of poor and vulnerable groups, especially women, who continue to be marginalised through patriarchal social relations. Even where substantial efforts have been made to reverse this situation, and ensure that women’s rights are upheld, widespread violations continue. In countries such as South Africa HIV/AIDS poses a serious added risk especially for women and children.
Ethiopia has amongst its poor a strong, sharing culture. Innovators are willing to share their experiences and ideas and enable others to take them up (Hailu Araya et al 2006). In both pilot areas, the source of income for the smallholder households include livestock, crops, fuelwood, daily labour, crafts, Food for Work (FFW) and PSNP payments. Moreover, according to PROFIEET (Promoting Farmer Innovation and Experimentation in Ethiopia, as the Prolinnova Country Programme calls itself there), the Amaro pilot area is a good representation of the coffee and enset growing agro-ecological zone of Ethiopia. In some cases, more technically challenging innovations have led to production and sale of their products. Intensive work in recent years by universities, research organisations and non-governmental organisations (NGOs) with farmers have contributed considerably to the development of networks of farmers and to enabling farmers to share their experiences. This is a good platform on which to introduce LISFs.
In Uganda there appears to be openness to new ideas across government and its people. The state research institutions have already moved quite far towards involving farmers in R&D. Farmer and community organisations are, however, not very effective (Walaga 2006). Being a relatively small country, Uganda is able to coordinate its efforts more readily and adapt to changing conditions, though some parts are not easily accessible. In general, policies and the social environment appear to be very ripe for the application of PID and the introduction of LISFs.
In South Africa, preparedness to share ideas and innovations is somewhat untested. However, people in rural areas are often more vulnerable, and therefore very willing to engage in learning and sharing activities. In general amongst very poor segments there is a culture of cooperation as this assists in ensuring survival. However, there will be exceptions to this. The relatively recent introduction of PID and the complex economic conditions that defy neat characterisation make for a challenging environment for achieving far-reaching changes in livelihood strategies with broad-ranging impact.
PID activities in selected pilot areas

Partners within Prolinnova are at different stages of implementing their PID activities. The first systematic training in PID across the network was undertaken in 2004. Annual follow-up training and training of trainers/ facilitators have been important aspects of its work.
In Ethiopia NGOs and universities have been working already for some time at redirecting their work towards farmer-led support. In the south, Agri-Service Ethiopia (ASE) – the NGO that coordinates the PROFIEET activities – has invested heavily in institution building with the purpose of empowering farmers and communities to assume more control over their development processes. The formation of registered Community-Based Institutions (CBIs) has been a positive outcome of this work and has laid a solid foundation for the infusion of PID into CBI programmes. These CBIs are also an appropriate platform for assuming the role of an LISF. 

In the north of Ethiopia, several organisations in Tigray have been involved in a multi-stakeholder platform to scale up and integrate PID approaches in governmental and non-governmental organisations dealing with research, extension and education in agriculture and NRM (Hailu Araya et al 2006). The ISWC project, with its focus on Indigenous Soil and Water Conservation practices, has impacted on the policies and practices of the regional government and the NGOs working in the region. A network of farmer innovators was established. Some of the farmers in the pilot area of the LISF have been active members of this network. Recent application of PID has continued to be focused on these aspects, while specific attention has been given to beekeeping, an important local economic activity. 

In South Africa, a number of innovations have been identified and catalogued. Various PID training workshops have been conducted over the past two years and there is growing interest amongst agencies (including government) and farmers. PID practice is still relatively new and partners in FAIR have during 2006 begun to develop a stronger platform for PID application. 

In Uganda, there appear to be several well-developed NGOs that are already engaged with applying PID principles. The policy environment also seems very well suited to its introduction.
Experiences with management of funds and ideas for fund design

In Ethiopia there have been several substantial initiatives that have laid a stronger foundation for PID and LISF interventions. From the early 1990s, Save the Children United Kingdom has been promoting Integrated Pest Management Farmer Field Schools (IPM–FFSs). This was in response to the serious impact of pests on crop production. Over time the organisation has shifted its emphasis from service delivery to capacity building. A total of 126 of these FFSs were established (Yohannes GebreMichael 2006). Members were selected by the community on the basis of their capacity to contribute, work hard and represent different social and ecological interests. FFSs used a wide range of opportunities to share and disseminate their findings. These include demonstration plots, exchange visits, farmers’ days, oral sharing of experiences during social gatherings, and labour-exchange arrangements during farming, weeding and harvesting. Rules with fines for latecomers enabled them to develop their own funds; these complemented savings and credit activities.
These different sources of income not only provide a budget to run the organisation, but funds to purchase locally-made materials for the experiments and to conduct farmers’ days to display their results. The money saved also serves as a source of interest-free credit to FFS members and credit with a low interest rate to non-members. Some of the IPM–FFSs have supported poor families and orphanages from their savings. Others contributed money for constructing local schools. Such services strengthen the links between the IPM–FFS and the community. There is extensive evidence in many parts of Africa to suggest that savings and access to credit in this way acts as a ‘glue’ that assists to make such groups remarkably sustainable. From this it may be concluded that FFS-type institutions, perhaps augmented with savings and credit, would make valuable entry points for support of joint experimentation, diffusion of innovations and LISF take-up.

Another important experience has been that of CBIs, as promoted by ASE, one of the FAIR partners. CBIs are supported to:

· Promote participation and self-reliance

· Encourage communities in advancing their own development

· Assure local action is sustained after the withdrawal of project interventions

· Ensure the voice of the poor and women are heard. 

Some CBIs have promoted the development of FFSs and some have begun to be supported with the provision of block grants for community development projects. Some have also been registered and can now legally act as fund managers. Since such structures are community-wide and represent a broad range of interests, they are being considered as suitable LISF vehicles.

Various NGOs and donors in Ethiopia are experimenting with different types of Community Development Funds. Most of these are fairly recent and it is too early to extract lessons.

The Ethiopian Science and Technology Agency (ESTA) operates a local research grant, from which a minimum of one million Birr is allocated to stimulate young researchers and scientists. Thus far, farmer groups or community-based organisations (CBOs) are not direct beneficiaries of such grants. 

Regional Agricultural Research Institutes show a positive trend toward empowering farmers by organising them into “Farmer Research Groups” and establishing advisory committees with farmer representatives from the grassroots level to guide the client-oriented research work of the institutes. Moreover, with increasing decentralisation to research centres in the zones and sub-stations in the districts, the formal researchers have a chance to gain a better understanding of farmers' needs and priorities. This is also creating enabling conditions for joint experimentation with farmers and extension workers. 

Because of its peculiar history, South Africa has had relatively little by way of sustained larger-scale international donor interventions such as those seen in Ethiopia and Uganda. Programmes in this country are generally focused on service delivery with a few NGOs working with more developmental and socially empowering interventions. Government research capacity is strong on social analysis whilst the Agricultural Research Council is still predominantly operating within the linear scientific model and promoting technology transfer. There are, however, some researchers advocating research that is driven more by farmers and other users of natural resources. The National Advisory Council on Innovation is centred on science, mathematics and technology and consequently operates within a more conventional R&D paradigm. The country has a well-developed formal industrial and commercial sector and, on account of their dominance in the economy, their initiatives have tended to prevail. These are mostly centred on competitions in corporate governance, the environment and poverty reduction. There are, in summary, few institutional bases from where PID-type activities have been promoted, though there is clearly growing interest in this field.
Experience of grant management by CBOs in South Africa has mostly been poor. The country has many examples of conflict or fraud arising from the provision of grants to organised groups in poor communities. The tendency in recent years has also been to see a weakening of civil society structures and growing institutional instability, especially where external funds have been provided. This may be less so in deep rural areas where opportunities are fewer and the necessity to make organisations work for the community are that much stronger. Prospects should also be better with focused, single-issue institutions, as levels of cohesion ought to be stronger. Conflict of interest in decision-making over fund allocation remains a risk. There are however also some very encouraging exceptions. The experience of the Social Change Assistance Trust (SCAT) is significant. They are currently providing funds to some 60 CBOs in various provinces. In the overwhelming majority of cases, results are impressive. The SCAT has also implemented a creative Fundraising Incentive Scheme that funds these CBOs on a ratio of 5:1, where they commit to funding five times what the local community is able to generate from within its own resources (Organisation Development Africa 2004). It seems that, with good project design and capacity building of local fund managers, it is possible to secure extremely positive results. Most important in achieving this has been the avoidance of transfer of substantial funds in one lump sum, but rather to adopt a trickle-through approach with transfers being linked to demonstration of accountability and good reporting on the use of funds. 

In Uganda, the situation with respect to fund initiatives for innovation is much more dynamic and more centred on rural interest. There are several open funds in operation designed to support innovation and initiative. Most promote competitive bidding and are not therefore accessible to the poor. The institutions associated with assessing proposals are also dominated by professionals and bureaucrats. Rural interests would not have a voice in decisions. As a result, “Funds are usually accessed and controlled by technical institutions and/ or researchers who dominate the award committee and who also have the technical expertise to elaborate proposals and the social resources to put together the required consortium” (Walaga 2006).

There is one notable exception and that is the National Agriculture Research Organisation’s ‘Competitive Agricultural and Development Funds’. Starting in 2000, the National Agricultural Research Organization (NARO) implemented a ‘Client-Oriented Agricultural Research and Dissemination Project’ in eastern Uganda in an effort to increase participation of farmers in the research process. The project was aimed at testing locally-governed ‘Competitive Agriculture Technology Funds’ (CATFs). The design of the fund was based on the principles of: increased stakeholder involvement in decision-making, management and the funds award process, increased pluralistic provision of research and dissemination services, mobilisation of under-utilised capacity and infrastructure, increased use of contractual approaches and strengthened accountability to clients. A key element of the implementation of the project was the establishment of an independent funds management committee to review proposals, award funds, monitor progress and report back to constituent stakeholders. The requirements for membership to the management committee were:

· Acceptability to those (s)he will be representing (farmers, NGOs, private sector, government)

· Willingness and availability to attend meetings and retreats

· Willingness and availability to review proposals in their own time and in meetings

· Broad-based experience in agriculture

· Membership of an organisation/group with a high reputation for performance and integrity

· Familiarity with participatory approaches to development

· Previous experience in monitoring and evaluation

· Articulate communicator and ability to present ideas clearly (written and verbal)

· Previous collaboration with NGOs/research/farmers/extension

· Gender balance. 

These were stiff requirements for farmers to meet and no woman farmer was elected to the management committee. By December 2003, Rees et al (2004) report that 39 projects had been funded, of which 23 were led by NARO scientists, 11 by NGOs and 5 by government organisations. None was led by farmers (Walaga 2006).

In Uganda, there are also a number of smaller donor-supported initiatives of NGOs where funds are available to promote farmer participation and to encourage farmers to innovate. Emphasis has mainly been on participative processes involving technology transfer. Funds are not usually awarded on to farmers.

What is most significant and indicative is that, in all three countries, there are few if any examples of where farmers are managing their own funds. The CBIs in Ethiopia, which are multi-sectoral, are beginning to experiment with this and are gaining valuable experiences. 
The feasibility studies conducted in Ethiopia and South Africa both recommended that the profile of the LISF be adjusted so as to de-emphasise its character as a fund, and rather give emphasis to it role in providing support to innovation, i.e. as a “facility”. Whilst this includes provision of funds, emphasis has been given to promoting PID, providing technical and advisory support to farmer initiatives, assisting with documentation, monitoring and evaluation of experimentation, supporting the sharing of experiences through farmer networks, and advocacy and lobbying for an enabling policy environment for innovation and for farmers’ interests. The thinking behind this shift is mainly to deflect attention away from the funds which, in an environment of scarcity, could generate unhealthy competition and institutional instability. Rather, the partners are seeking to establish a public profile for the LISF that is characterised by the principles of supporting PID.

Accessibility of ISFs

Innovation support funds can exist at different levels, ranging from international through regional, national, provincial down to local and even group levels. These levels will serve different groupings and interests and can be complementary to LISFs. But it is at the local and group levels that PID can be best practised and where ISFs can directly assist farmers and other natural resource users to innovate.

The higher the level of the ISF in general, the less accessible it will be to small farmers and the greater the likelihood of ‘elite-capture’ of these resources. Unless ISFs are complemented by on-the-ground assistance to farmers, and unless there are user-friendly application procedures, the purpose of such funds will be thwarted. As we have seen also with the example of NARO of Uganda, even with an independent review structure and farmer representation, access by farmers is not ensured.
Whether the LISFs will expand to incorporate larger areas, or simply be replicated into these areas, is still an open question. In general, the preference is to retain the local character so as to ensure accessibility. Accessibility is also enhanced by complementary PID and capacity and/ or institution building work. At present, coverage of farming communities by PID is still patchy and capacity to promote it is still being developed. It would not make sense to expand the LISF focus without the required level of support by its partners. With expansion upwards, accountability and responsiveness also risk being compromised. On the other hand, without expansion transaction costs will be higher, and these will need to be weighed up against benefits and potential for transfer of experiences beyond the immediate area. 

Monitoring and evaluation is very important to ensure that ‘elite capture’ does not occur and that a range of vulnerable groups are able to benefit from the LISF. It will also be important in assessing who gets access to the LISF and establishing whether poorer and more vulnerable groups are benefiting.

Sustainability

There are various dimensions to sustainability. The activities of farmers and other natural resource users need to be sustainable. They need to be economically viable. In addition, they need to be environmentally sustainable. Most important in the context of a project premised on the ongoing presence of a LISF designed to catalyse innovation is the sustainability of this institution and the institutions that it supports. Lastly, the LISF will be dependent on some level of financial injection in the long term. 

Since priorities and policies of external institutions change, there can be little guarantee of funding from these sources. It will, of course, assist if a stable, established institution with a regular replenishment of its funds is an active partner (preferably from the outset). However, it is as well advisable and desirable for local communities to develop their own strategies to secure the sustainability of their innovation activities. An essential principle is that these actors should not become dependent on external agencies and their funds. They should rather strive to mobilise their own resources and develop mechanisms or advocate for conditions that would secure their access to finance. This can be achieved through local savings and credit management and through lobbying for the development of a pro-poor financial services sector.

At least two of the FAIR partners are considering and/or developing strategies to mobilise local resources in a bid to secure improved sustainability. In Ethiopia, ASE is considering a scheme to match local contributions with the intention of leveraging local commitment. In South Africa, the Farmer Support Group has partnered with a local NGO known as SaveAct that has a mission to mobilise groups around local savings and credit as a strategy to empower women and create capacity within communities to provide their own credit. It is hoped that, over time, farmers and other natural resource users will adopt this methodology to generate funds and resources for experimentation and innovation. Since the model being used draws on local capacities and institutional knowledge, it is expected that this intervention will give rise to sustainable institutions able to render reasonably effective financial services for its members even in remote locations. The model, derived from the Village Savings and Loans model developed by CARE International, is not dependent on any outside agency in the long term, as Savings and Credit Group (SCGs) are usually able to operate independently after 12 months. This approach has given rise to coining of the phrase ‘Group-based Innovation Support Funds’ (GISFs). The strategy is not in any way similar to that being promoted for ‘Self-Financed Farmer Field Schools’ in Kenya, where financing is done through grant applications, rendering them dependent on donors rather than being self-financed (cf Khisa 2003). 

As we have seen in Uganda, the Government of Uganda through NARO is making an effort to increase clients’ (includes farmers’ and their organisations’) control over the research funds award process in order to make research relevant to the stakeholders. This is an important development in that, if the design and implementation of the Prolinnova LISF can demonstrate its superiority and success in ensuring farmers’ control, then government could adopt the approach and/or channel funds through the Prolinnova LISF. 
Similarly, strategies designed to leverage ‘own contributions’ by farmers and their institutions are important for securing improved sustainability. The promotion of community-based savings and credit (such as the model referred to above), more typical (Grameen-styled) micro-finance access for the poor, and programme funding facilities that stimulate local contributions
, if correctly weighted, can not only contribute towards sustainability but also serve as important ‘filters’ in ensuring that participation is by people committed to innovation. Community-based savings, as against Grameen-style lending, do not require the presence of a lending institution, and hence is more sustainable. It is built around the means of participants, and more culturally appropriate. Moreover it involves members availing of credit within their means and as per their requirements. Microfinance institutions naturally tend to give priority to their own institutional sustainability over the livelihoods of their borrowers. Whereas the community based, savings driven models strive both for social and financial intermediation. Experimentation financed by credit can also be especially risky, as failure may result in income failure and inability to repay a loan. In situations where there is a strong dependency culture, and a tendency to expect and absorb grants, such mechanisms are critical in establishing more sustainable practices and outcomes. These demand-driven mechanisms, coupled with carefully considered qualifying criteria, allow one to envisage a set of filters that can assist in the targeting of support towards most deserving cases (see diagram below). Such filters become especially important in scaled-up PID promotion and LISF operations.
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LISF implementation modalities

The findings of the feasibility studies were discussed in each country by the relevant local partners. In each country, partners span across government departments, parastatal research institutes, universities and NGOs. As expected each country partnership concluded somewhat differently on the form and composition of the LISF. The main features are summarised in Table 1.
In South Africa, work has commenced towards the establishment of an LISF in the selected project site. A strength is that there is strong government departmental and state research capacity within the partnership. This ought to improve prospects for sustainability, whilst also contributing to the possibility of institutionalisation of PID and LISFs within government. There is also an NGO with an interest in promoting sustainable Savings and Credit Groups (SCGs) which could assist in reducing dependency on external funds. This period has seen the establishment of Farmer Learning Groups (similar in character to FFSs) and SCGs. An innovation fair has also been held, where various farmer innovations were presented.

Table 1: Main features of LISFs in pilot areas
	Location
	Observations
	Area coverage
	Form of LISF

	Ethiopia: Amaro
	Strong CBI presence has favoured the option of locating funds directly with the CBI.
	A CBI spans a kebele, sometimes called “Peasant Association”
 (the most local unit)
	CBI (registered with government) taking on operation of LISF, but receiving relatively small sums to support PID in early stages.

LISF committee to be established.

	Ethiopia: Tigray
	Strong NGO & university capacity
	Two village areas in one district (combined estimate of 15,000 people) 
	A steering committee will be elected to decide on the priority of local experiments, strengthening of innovators network & training.

	South Africa: Amazizi 
	Generally weak community institutional base, culture of dependency / grants, strong external institutional capacity (for this project) willing to develop local institution & phase out direct involvement over time.

	Three adjacent villages (total population ca 8000)
	Interim committee of internal & external members (6 months), with establishment of a registered trust with local representation of:
· Four production sectors

· Equitable gender participation

· Area representation from three villages & tribal authority

Requiring co-contributions from applicants.

	Uganda: Four districts
	Favourable environment with strong & receptive agency base, has led to larger geographical coverage, with strong outcomes envisaged but possibly reduced accessibility
	Four central region districts of Mukono, Wakiso, Luwero, Nakasongola & Mpigi.


	Co-ownership by farmers & sponsors. Attention to supporting women. Focus on specific agricultural sectors in initial phase.


There has been debate about how community-based the LISF in South Africa should be. Should it be exclusively farmer-driven and managed, or should it be partnership driven and managed? Current thinking in FAIR South Africa is to establish the LISF as a partnership-based institution, but where external partners should work towards being phased out through a capacity-building process. At the same time, steps will be taken to encourage the development of GISFs, more localised institutions with less dependence on external funders and agencies.

At present, most attention is being given to supporting experimentation with NRM and agricultural production. It is not always clear how support may be provided in the much needed development of group-based initiatives such as bulk-buying, access to finance or other enabling institutional arrangements.
Conclusions

Setting up LISFs is an important step towards giving farmers greater influence over agricultural research. The pilot activities described here are based on the hypothesis that local innovation can be enhanced by allowing resource-poor farmer innovators to access funds directly to finance locally-mandated research, hire support from external resource persons, link up with other innovators and further sources of relevant information, and share their findings more widely. It is important and yet difficult to locate financial resources in the hands of very poor people for research purposes, and this is one of the challenges that FAIR must face.

In view of the different conditions and experiences in the different countries, each pilot for testing the LISF has to take a somewhat different institutional form. This diversity provides a rich basis for comparative analysis and opportunities for learning from each other. 
The pilots take the form of action research. Together with the local stakeholders, the NGOs that are facilitating the establishment and functioning of LISFs in each country are developing systems for participatory monitoring and evaluation of the fund’s operation, outputs, outcomes and impacts. This is essential so that each Prolinnova Country Programme can learn from the process and can improve it. Inter-country learning is taking place through electronic communication between the facilitating NGOs and annual face-to-face meetings.
From the outset, attention has to be given to the issue of fund sustainability so that, if this approach proves effective in promoting local innovation, a portion of regular R&D funds will be channelled through LISFs rather than through the existing formal research system. This will require making close contacts with R&D funding sources and showing the effectiveness of the LISFs. The efforts of the Country Programmes to generate resources for the LISFs will need to involve continuous policy dialogue to make decision-makers in national and international organisations realise how these locally-controlled funds support change processes that improve the livelihoods of resource-poor farmers. At the same time, attention is given to helping local organisations find additional ways to replenish their LISFs so that they are not completely dependent on government or external donor funds.
It is hoped that the experiences from the FAIR pilots will demonstrate the value of both PID and farmer-led LISFs, and that this experience will in turn shape the policy environment and serve to shift institutions towards the development of an R&D process that allows the people for which it is targeted to participate fully in the shaping of research agendas. 
References

Ashby JA, Braun AR, Gracia T, Guerrero MP, Hernandez LA, Quiros CA & Roa JA. 2000. Investing in farmers as researchers: experiences with Local Agricultural Research Committees in Latin America. Cali: CIAT.
Broembsen, Marlese van; Heerington, Mike & Wood, Eric. 2005. Global Entrepreneurship Monitor 2005 South Africa Report. Cape Town: University of Cape Town Centre for Innovation and Entrepreneurship.

Hailu Araya, Yohannes GebreMichael, Abera GebreAmlak & Waters-Bayer, Ann. 2006. Participatory research that builds on local innovation in beekeeping to escape poverty, Paper presented at Conference on International Agricultural Research for Development, Tropentag, University of Bonn, 11–13 October 2006.

Khisa, Godrick S. 2003. ‘Self-financing Farmer Field Schools’. In: Farmer Field Schools: The Kenyan Experience, Report of the Farmer Field School stakeholders’ forum held on 27th March 2003 at ILRI, Nairobi, Kenya, p.37.

Krone, Anton. 2006. Feasibility study into the introduction of a Local Innovation Support Facility into Okhahlamba District, Kwazulu-Natal, South Africa. Report for FAIR project, Prolinnova (www.prolinnova.net/pilotinglisf.php). Pietermaritzburg: Farmer Support Group

Orford, John; Heerington, Mike & Wood, Eric. 2004. Global Entrepreneurship Monitor 2004 South Africa Report. Cape Town: University of Cape Town Centre for Innovation and Entrepreneurship.
Organisation Development Africa. 2004. Evaluation of the Fundraising Incentive Scheme. Cape Town: Social Change Assistance Trust.

Rees DJ, Okurut-Akol H, Nangoti N, Oryokot J, Okwadi J, Olaunah C, Okubal P & Imaikorit Oumo F. 2004: Enhancing innovation processes through local competitive agricultural technology funds in Uganda – experiences and lessons learnt. Kampala. 
Reij, Chris & Waters-Bayer, Ann. 2001. Farmer innovation in Africa: an inspiration for agricultural development. London: Earthscan.
Walaga, Charles. 2006. Prolinnova feasibility study for the Innovation Support Fund (ISF) in Uganda, FAIR, (Farmer Access to Innovation Resources). Report to Prolinnova-Uganda, Environmental Alert, Kampala.
Waters-Bayer, Ann & van Veldhuizen, Laurens. 2004. Promoting local innovation: enhancing IK dynamics and links with scientific knowledge. IK Notes 76. Washington DC: World Bank.
Yohannes GebreMichael. 2006. Feasibility study into the introduction of a Local Innovation Support Facility: Case of Amaro-Kelle District of Southern Region and Wukro-Maryie District, Tigray Region, Ethiopia. FAIR (Farmer Access to Innovation Resources), a project of Prolinnova. Addis Ababa: PROFIEET (Promoting Farmer Innovation and Experimentation in Ethiopia).
� Paper presented at Innovation Africa Symposium, 21-23 November 2006, Kampala, Uganda


� The authors wish to acknowledge the important contributions made by the two consultants commissioned to conduct the feasibility studies for Ethiopia and Uganda, namely Yohannes GebreMichael and Charles Walaga, as well as all partner contributions in shaping the FAIR Project.


� The other two are Cambodia and Nepal.


� The TEA index measures the percentage of individuals between the ages of 18 and 64 that are involved in starting a new business. Individuals may start the business on their own account. They may also start the business in collaboration with or on behalf of an existing business (Broembsen et al 2005).


� A good example of a financial incentive scheme for the poor is the Fundraising Incentive Scheme (FRIS) of SCAT (ODA 2004).


� The Peasant Association (PA) is not – as the name would seem to imply – a farmer organisation but rather a sub-district, the lowest level of government administration in Ethiopia (Yohannes GebreMichael 2006).
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