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Introduction

1. Introduction

In 2006, PROLINNOVA-Ethiopia joined an international
action-research initiative to explore whether farmer-
managed "Local Innovation Support Funds" (LISFs)
would be a feasible way to promote farmer-led
research in collaboration with other stakeholders in
agricultural research and development. During the
first two years of the initiative FAIR (Farmer Access
to Innovation Resources), supported by the DURAS
(Promoting Sustainable Development in Southern
Agricultural Research Systems) project of the French
Government as well as by the Directorate General
for International Cooperation (DGIS) of the
Netherlands Government, PROLINNOVA-Ethiopia
piloted LISFs at two sites: Amaro in the south and
Axum in the north of the country in Ethiopia. When
the FAIR work was expanded in 2008, with support
from the Rockefeller Foundation, a third pilot site
was added at Ambo in central Ethiopia. The
experiences in the first two years of LISF piloting
were reported in Tesfahun et al (2008). The present
report looks at the entire experience and findings,
but gives more attention to the period 2008-11,
including the results of an impact assessment in late
2010.

The PROLINNOVA-Ethiopia network joined this
initiative because it believed that farmers can and
do conduct experiments and that local innovation
could be enhanced by allowing farmers to access
funds directly for locally mandated research, to cover
certain risks, to hire support from external resource
persons, to link up with other innovators and to share
the findings more widely. If the LISF proved to be a
feasible approach to smallholder agricultural
development, it would need to be replenished
regularly through public funding, donors,
community-based organisations (CBOs) and/or
provision of services in kind. Achieving this would
mean that the LISF had been institutionalised, and
that is the ultimate aim.

In Ethiopia, the nongovernmental organisation
(NGO) AgriService Ethiopia (ASE) – as the national
coordinating body of the PROLINNOVA-Ethiopia
network – oversees the implementation of the FAIR
initiative. The LISFs have been piloted within the
framework of the activities of the multiple
stakeholders in PROLINNOVA-Ethiopia to promote
farmer-led participatory innovation development
(PID). The piloting of LISFs in Amaro and Axum has
been coordinated by ASE and the Institute for

Sustainable Development (ISD), respectively,
since 2006. The LISF pilot in Ambo has been
coordinated by the Ethiopian Rural Self-Help
Association (ERSHA) since 2008.

The pilot sites represent different types of
agroecology and farming practices:

Axum: This pilot is carried out in a highland area
near the historic town of Axum in Tigray Region
of northern Ethiopia, where small-scale mixed
crop-livestock farming prevails. Seven
communities are included: Mai Berazio, Akab
Se'at, Mai Siye, Mai Atsmi, Hadush Adi and
Kewanit in Tahtai Maichew District and Debre
Birhan in La'elai Maichew District. They are
located between 1020 and 1050 km from the
capital city Addis Ababa. Tahtai Maichew District
has a population of about 100,000 people in 17
rural kebeles (subdistricts) and La'elai Maichew
District has about 75,000 people living in 15
kebeles. These districts are highly drought-prone,
and problems of land erosion, drought, armed
conflict and poor soil fertility are chronic. The
average landholding per household is less than
one hectare. Most households have only 0.5 ha
and there are many landless households,
especially among the young adults.

Amaro: This district lies in a major livestock-
keeping area in the Southern Nations,
Nationalities and Peoples' Region (often called the
Southern Region) over 200 km from the regional
capital Awassa and about 400 km from Addis
Ababa. The district has about 150,000 people in
34 kebeles. The LISF is being piloted in three kebeles.
The major cash crops are coffee and enset (Enset
ventricosum) or "false banana". Enset is also the
main food crop in the farming system. This
perennial crop is grown primarily for the large
quantity of carbohydrate-rich food found in the
false stem (pseudostem) and underground bulb
(corm). In Ethiopia, about 15 million people –
more than 20% of the total population – depend
on enset for food, fibre, feed, construction
materials and medicines. The Southern Region is
especially well known for its high production and
use of enset, but farmers face problems with plant
disease. Another major problem in Amaro District
is livestock disease.
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Ambo: This pilot area lies in Oromia Region and
includes Gimbi, Maruf and Wajira Kebeles in Toke
Kutaye District and Boji Gebissa and Tiba Kube
Kebeles in Ambo District. These two adjacent
districts, with a total of 230,000 inhabitants, are
operational sites of ERSHA. Most of the area
where the LISF is piloted lies in the dega (midland)
agro-ecology (altitude 2300-3200 m). Barley,
wheat, potato, lentil and enset are the main crops.
Problems include the rugged terrain that makes
cultivation difficult, soil erosion, crop and
livestock diseases, the rising price of fertiliser,
hailstorms, unreliable rainfall and rapid
population growth.
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2.  FAIR in Ethiopia

2.1 Governance and structure of
PROLINNOVA-Ethiopia

PROLINNOVA-Ethiopia has members from different
organisations at national and regional "platform"
level. The network is governed by a National Steering
Committee (NSC) that comprises governmental
organisations such as the Ministry of Agriculture;
NGOs such as ASE, ERSHA and ISD; research
organisations – Ethiopian Institute of Agricultural
Research (EIAR) and the International Food Policy
Research Institute (IFPRI) – and interested
individuals. A Core Group (CG) elected from and
by the NSC facilitates the day-to-day activities. The
PROLINNOVA-Ethiopia National Coordinator is a
member of the NSC and the CG and refers to this
group for decision-making. The CG oversees the
piloting of the LISFs.

The LISF pilots are implemented by three different
regional platforms. Two of these are represented in
the CG by an active NGO working in the region:
Amaro by ASE and Axum by ISD. ERSHA in Ambo
is part of the NSC but not of the CG. Besides the
coordinating NGOs, the platforms include other
organisations active in the working area. The Amaro
platform includes the Amaro District Office of
Agriculture (DOA); the Ambo platform includes
Ambo University and the DOAs in Ambo and Toke
Kutaye; and the Axum platform includes the DOAs
in Tahtai Maichew and La'elai Maichew, Axum
University, Axum Research Centre, the Tigray
Central Zone Food Security Office and people from
local media. The Axum platform formed its own
"regional platform team" to facilitate, monitor and
evaluate the work.

2.2 Governance and structure of the LISFs
in Ethiopia

At national level, the PROLINNOVA-Ethiopia CG
oversees the FAIR activities in the three pilot areas.
At each site, the LISF is being managed by local
groups made up of farmer innovators that are
supported by the coordinating NGO and experts
from the DOA, who have a long history of working
with the communities concerned. Thus, PROLINNOVA-
Ethiopia chose to test an LISF model in which
decision-making on grants and management of the
funds are fully in the hands of farmers, with external
agencies playing an advisory role. The local LISF

processes and governance arrangements differ
according to local conditions. These
differences allow comparative analysis across
the three sites.

In the Axum area, the LISF is being piloted by a
volunteer group of farmer innovators living in the
seven above-mentioned kebeles in the two districts.
There is a subgroup in each kebele with at least five
members, i.e. enough for a five-person committee
(chair, vice-chair, secretary, cashier and reserve).
From each subgroup, the chairpersons form the Fund
Management Committee (FMC) at district level. ISD,
which is based in Addis Ababa and has been working
in Tigray since 1996, channels the resources to the
FMC upon its request. Thus, an FMC that initially
consisted of an informal group of innovative farmers
from two subdistricts (Tesfahun et al. 2008) has now
become a district committee representing seven
subdistricts, each with its own self-organised group
of farmer innovators. These committees were set up
especially for the LISF pilot but serve also as networks
of farmer innovators.

The district FMC meets regularly once a month in a
"knowledge centre" set up by a local group of farmer
innovators not only to vet applications but also to
discuss other issues and share information. The kebele-
level representatives have another monthly meeting
with their members at local level in the Farmer
Training Centres (FTCs) of their respective kebeles or
in the house of a local farmer innovator.

Extensionists and innovators in discussion in Tigray ( Fanos
Mekonnen)
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In the Amaro area, the LISF is being piloted by three
Farmer Field Schools (FFSs), one community-based
institution (CBI) at kebele level and one CBI at district
level, all of which existed prior to the piloting. The
district-level CBI forms the FMC, and the CBI
chairperson is the signatory for the bank account. The
FMC has its office in the CBI district office. The
resources are channelled to the FMC through ASE.

In the Ambo area, the LISF is being piloted by farmer
innovators in five kebeles, who have organised
themselves like in Axum, as groups of innovators.
The FMC is made up of one farmer representative
from each kebele, and thus has five members. The
resources are channelled to the FMC through
ERSHA.

At all three pilot sites, the FMC is composed of farmer
innovators. The structure and lines of decision-
making follow a similar pattern in Axum and Ambo,
as shown in Figure 1 in the annex. The structure and
lines of decision-making in Amaro are shown in
Figure 2.

In Ambo and Axum, with the consent of the DOA,
the extension agents allocated an office in the FTC
for the FMC to place their documents and to hold
regular meetings. The FMCs are also arranging to
include local innovations as part of the on-site
demonstration at the FTC.

2.3 The process of the Fund Management
Committee (FMC)

At each pilot site, the PROLINNOVA-Ethiopia
coordinator first briefed the coordinating NGO and
other local partners, such as staff from the DOA and
local research institute, about the basic concept of the
LISF. In Axum, the coordinator of the LISF pilot
together with DOA staff, explained the concept to
farmer innovators who had been identified by the
DOA as possible participants in the piloting. In
Amaro and Ambo, the PROLINNOVA-Ethiopia
coordinator, together with the local coordinators at
the two sites, briefed the communities.

At all three pilot sites, the FMC had the following
tasks:

Announcing the possibility for farmers from
different corners to apply to the LISF:
Setting criteria for screening the applications and
doing the screening;
Distributing the money or required materials to
the grantees;
Monitoring and evaluating the farmer-led work
supported by the LISFs.

At each site, the farmers together with different
stakeholders such as the DOA and the coordinating
NGO identified the priority problems. This was done
most systematically in Amaro, where the CBI carried
out a Participatory Rural Appraisal, including
ranking of key issues the community wanted to
address. This served to guide the FMC's screening
of proposals submitted by farmer innovators, as
shown by the narrow focus of topics for which grants
were provided in Amaro.

The FMCs in the three pilot sites defined the criteria
for innovators to access the fund. The criteria were
improved over time, based on the experiences
accumulated and challenges encountered during the
LISF piloting. Although there are slight variations
between sites, the criteria generally ended up being
as follows:

The experimentation idea is new or a modification
or part of an existing innovation or practice;
The experimentation is on innovations suitable
for resource-poor farmers;
The experimentation idea can be easily
understood and replicable by others;
The experimentation idea addresses a major
problem in the community;
The experimentation can be finished in about six
months' time;
The grantee agrees to make results available to
the public after completing the experimentation;
If a farmer innovator has completed an
experiment and comes up with a new
researchable idea, s/he can apply again;
Farmers who received LISF support but did not
complete their proposed activity or their financial
reports should not receive further support; this
is to encourage grantees to complete their
research in a timely manner;
In the case of similar experimentation ideas,
priority is given to women's proposals;
Priority is given to a person who did not get LISF
support before.

In Axum, the farmer representatives in the FMC as
well as the government extension supervisors and
development agents (DAs) announce the call for
proposals in a written notice posted at the office of
the local administration and also orally at community
meetings and social gatherings. The subgroup of
farmers at kebele level collects and comments on the
local farmers' applications and sends them (possibly
revised) to the FMC at district level. A farmer can
also send an application directly to the FMC. The
FMC vets the applications without intervention by
the district extension specialists and sends copies of
the approved applications to ISD, together with a
letter of order for the materials needed to carry out
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the experiment. The FMC is responsible for
monitoring, evaluation and reporting to ISD, which
in turn reports to the PROLINNOVA-Ethiopia national
secretariat. The FMC takes the signature of each
farmer innovator for the grant s/he received and
settles the account with the site coordinator with an
official covering letter from the DOA.

In Amaro, the call for proposals is made in written
and oral form through the local government
administration, DAs, social gatherings, posters etc.
Individual or groups of farmers (e.g. FFSs) submit
their ideas for experimentation directly to the FMC,
which vets them according to the agreed criteria. The
FMC sends the request for materials necessary to do
the experimentation to ASE, which purchases the
materials. The FMC then makes them available to
the farmer experimenters.

In Ambo, the calls for proposals are made by posting
a written announcement at the office of the Kebele
Administration and also through informal farmer-
to-farmer communication. Since the FMC is
organised at kebele level, the dissemination of the
information to the farming community is fairly
effective. The farmer subgroups at kebele level collect
and comment on the proposals submitted by
individual and groups of farmers, before sending
them to the FMC at district level. The FMC vets the
proposals with the support of ERSHA staff and
approves the amount of funds to be released by
ERSHA directly to the experimenting farmer(s). The
total amount of funding available is announced to
the community with the call, i.e. prior to any selection
of applicants, to create transparency. The grantees
come to the ERSHA office to collect and sign for the
money. The FMC does the monitoring, evaluation
and reporting on the experimentation and sends the
report, including the financial settlement, through
ERSHA to the PROLINNOVA-Ethiopia Secretariat in
ASE.

Initially, in Axum, the support from the LISF had
also been given in the form of cash directly to the
experimenting farmers. Later, grantees and the FMC
decided that support should be provided in the form
of materials, mainly because:

This approach minimises the possibility that the
money is stolen or is used for other purposes, such
as to solve other household problems;
Providing the materials allow more efficient
experimentation by reducing the time and
frequent travel needed by farmers to find and
purchase the materials.

However, the FMC did not completely exclude the
possibility of making grants in the form of cash, and
it did provide cash when the farmers gave convincing
reasons in their applications, e.g. for hiring skilled
labour at local level to assist with some aspect of the
experimentation.

The way in which the funds or materials are
channelled to the experimenting farmers differs
between pilot areas. In Amaro, they are channelled
directly to a CBI with a legal status that emerged out
of an earlier ASE project. In the case of both Axum
and Ambo, the funds are transferred through the
NGOs working in the respective areas. According to
the records kept by the PROLINNOVA-Ethiopia
coordinator, the average time between fund
application and fund approval was 22 days in Amaro,
39 days in Axum and 61 days in Ambo. Usually, it
took another two weeks after approval until the
funds or materials were disbursed to the
experimenting farmers. The materials were generally
purchased in local markets.

2.4 Diffusion of farmer innovations

Information on new ideas and innovations in rural
communities are diffused through both informal and
formal means. Informally, much information is
diffused through the different grassroots institutions
concerned with savings and credit (equb), social
services (edir), religious gatherings affiliated with
saint days (mehaber) and taking part in farming
groupwork and periodic markets. The formal modes
of diffusion are based on the governmental and NGO
extension services, mainly through demonstration
sites and experience sharing, and through workshops
and training. Dissemination of local innovations and
the results of LISF-supported experiments in this way
has been relatively limited thus far.

In Axum and Ambo, the NGOs encouraged the FMCs
and experimenting farmers to document their
activities and results, primarily for the purpose of
wider dissemination. Most farmers preferred to do
this with cameras. In Axum, ISD provided simple
cameras free of charge to the groups of experimenting
farmers for this purpose. In Ambo, after farmers
involved in piloting the LISF were trained in farmer-
led documentation (see below), part of the fund was
used to buy cameras for each of the five farmer
groups.

Thus far, the farmers have used the photos mainly
for their local records, kept in photo albums. In
addition, experimenting farmers often show their
photos to visitors, e.g. to explain how subsurface
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drainage canals were built. Some farmers post their
photos on the wall of the house, and some photos
taken by Tigray women innovators were distributed
in a booklet in the Tigrigna language not only to other
farmers but also to local schools. Many of the local
innovations supported through the LISF have been
diffused through these different informal channels
of communication and farmers' documentation, also
beyond the boundaries of the pilot sites. Some
information about innovations supported through
the LISF, such as on indigenous trees, plant
protection, improved crop varieties and beekeeping,
was also broadcast through the local and national
radio stations.

2.5 Monitoring and evaluation (M&E) of
LISF piloting

The M&E of the LISF piloting is done by selected
partner organisations of PROLINNOVA-Ethiopia. The
CG wanted the M&E to be done locally, so that it
would help build the capacity of local organisations
to continue supporting the LISF process in the future.
It therefore set up an M&E team in each pilot site,
involving the following organisations:

Axum: Axum Research Centre (responsible),
together with Tahtai Maichew and La'elai
Maichew DOAs, Axum University and the zonal
Food Security Desk;
Amaro: Hawassa University (responsible),
together with Amaro DOA;
Ambo: Ambo University (responsible), together
with ERSHA.

In mid-October 2009, PROLINNOVA-Ethiopia organised
a training session in Addis Ababa on the basic
concepts of M&E. The participants from each of the
three pilot sites included the site coordinator of the
pilot (from ISD, ASE and ERSHA), one person from
the DOA and a third person from any stakeholder
organisation helping to implement the LISF. Thus,
persons from the above-mentioned organisations
responsible for M&E were not necessarily included;
this had some repercussions for the subsequent
implementation of the M&E. A CG member from
IFPRI who specialises in M&E gave the training.

The M&E activities are ongoing in the respective sites.
In each case, the responsible person from Axum
Research Centre, Hawassa University or Ambo
University, together with other members from the
regional platform team, visits the FMC and the
experimenting farmers to see how things are going,
based on a checklist, and then organises a briefing
session in Axum, Amaro and Ambo, respectively. In

Axum, for example, this was done every three
months. They record the monitoring data asked for
in the "register"1  and keep additional notes. The
PROLINNOVA-Ethiopia coordinator collects the data
from the M&E teams at the pilot sites and enters the
data into a simple Excel file. As part of the M&E work
at district level, the FMC members visit the grantees
every month and send one representative to join the
regional platform team or NGO that facilitates the
LISF piloting. Part of the LISF project funding is used
to cover their expenses during the M&E visits.

Notes kept by Jifara on his experiment on Podocarpus (Chesha
Wettasinha)

2.6 Steps taken towards institutionalisation

A number of steps have been taken towards
institutionalising the concepts and approaches of
promoting local innovation and farmer-led joint
experimentation in Ethiopia. These include:

Publishing about local innovation and giving
recognition to local innovators;
Giving training to create awareness about PID;
Facilitating joint experimentation by farmers
together with different institutions (governmental
and nongovernmental);
Sharing documented innovations and results of
joint experimentation in leaflets, posters,
brochures etc at public fora, e.g. the National
Farmers' Day celebrations;
Supporting the extension service by providing
numerous options coming from local innovation
and experimentation;
Strengthening the PROLINNOVA network, which
include farmers, researchers, extension staff and
university staff;

1 A monitoring tool drawn up by the PROLINNOVA International Secretariat to collect comparable data from all countries in which the LISF is being
piloted. PROLINNOVA–Ethiopia preferred to use Excel sheets rather than the software for the Register.
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Contacting, inviting and engaging policymakers
in different fora;
Preparing public meetings for officials, academics
etc as a way to influence policy;
Participating in government-led initiatives that
create room for policy dialogue.

Although much has been done to institutionalise PID
as an approach, relatively little has been done thus
far in a systematic way to institutionalise LISFs as a
mechanism for stimulating local innovation and for
funding farmer-led joint experimentation, both as a
component of agricultural extension and as a
complement to the conventional way of funding
research to improve smallholder farming. However,
one step in this direction has been PROLINNOVA-
Ethiopia's deliberate effort to involve partners from
formal research, extension and education in
implementing the LISF pilot and in monitoring and
evaluating the process and results.

The Ethiopia Government has shown some interest
in the LISF, as it is similar to the Farmer Innovation
Fund (FIF) operated under the World Bank-financed
Rural Capacity Building Project (RCBP). The FIF is
mainly for farmers' investment in new technologies,
rather than for community-defined experimentation
and learning, which the LISF is meant to promote.
The experiences made with the LISF have not yet
influenced the FIF, but RCBP staff have recognised
that the LISF can help enrich the philosophy of the
FIF, as was discussed during regional reflection
workshops conducted together with the RCBP and
other government agencies in Ambo and Axum in
early 2011.

In addition, farmer innovators are exploring ways
to continue the LISF after external funding ceases. In
the Axum area, the FMC has convinced the grantees
to contribute a very small – primarily symbolic –
amount of money monthly to support local
innovation and research. With support from ISD, it
strove to make the farmer innovator group into a
legal entity; this led to the establishment of the
officially recognised Gorzo Cooperative. The FMC
also improved the innovative farmers' knowledge
centre, so that trainees and visitors can be invited to
it. These measures are meant to contribute to the
sustainability of the LISF in the community.
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3. Results and Impact of LISFs

3.1 Analysis of functioning of the LISFs

The pilots in Axum and Amaro started in 2006 and
the farmers and supporting NGOs – including the
PROLINNOVA-Ethiopia coordinator - needed some time
to become clear about the procedures. The pilot in
Ambo started two years later, and the farmers and
supporting NGO staff in ERSHA could benefit from
the learning in Axum and Amaro, also because some
of them had a chance to visit the farmers piloting the
LISF in Amaro. They could consider the strengths
and weaknesses of how the pilots were operating and
could develop their own site-appropriate procedure
more quickly. Their disadvantage, however, is that
the piloting experience in Ambo has been only half
as long as in Amaro.

As can be seen in Table 1, the farmers in Ambo were
very dynamic in the period 2008-10 in stimulating
and approving numerous experiments. Four times
as many grants were approved in Ambo than in
either Axum or Amaro. However, the FMC in Ambo
does not appear to have been highly selective, as a
large proportion (91%) of submitted proposals were
approved. The figures show little change in
proportion of proposals approved over the three
years, and do not reveal whether the farmers'
proposals became better or the FMC did not learn to
be more selective. Deeper study would be needed
into the degree to which the farmer innovators and
the FMC learnt during the process of working with
the LISF and also whether they became better able to
seek complementary support from external actors.
The year during which no applications were made
in Axum and Amaro was a year when the facilitating
NGOs were not able to give close support, for a
variety of reasons. The FMCs were not sure how to

proceed. This reveals their dependence on the
NGOs for guidance.

The local innovations and experiments supported so
far through the LISF in the three pilot sites can be
broadly categorised under crop protection, crop
variety selection, ethno-veterinary medicine, soil and
water conservation (SWC), water-lifting, beekeeping
and forestry (see Table 2). The foci of innovation
depended on the local needs and priorities. A wide
range of experiments revolving around production
and protection of crops and livestock gives farmers
a good opportunity to access several options. In
Amaro, farmers focused their research on controlling
tsetse fly and trypanosomiasis in livestock and on
disease primarily in enset; in Ambo, activities related
to livestock and crop protection also dominated; in
Axum, the farmers gave somewhat more attention
to SWC and beekeeping, but also addressed plant-
protection issues. As "centres of excellence" with
respect to farmers' science, the farmers in the different
pilot areas can share their experiences and findings,
making the approach more cost-effective than if all
farmers were working on the same practices.

The serious attention given by the CBI in Amaro to
setting priorities for local research led to a strong
focus of the grants in Amaro on a few key problems,
more so than in the other two sites. This led to deeper-
going and longer-term local research in Amaro on
various ways of addressing key issues in crop and
animal protection, whereas the process at the other
two sites revealed the wider array of topics on which
farmers are working but led to shorter-term activities,
often only validating (by farmers for farmers) existing
innovations.

Table 1: Number of applications submitted and approved by year and site

             Axum     Amaro         Ambo              Total

Applications   2008  2009  2010    2008    2009   2010    2008    2009 2010 2008   2009    2010

Submitted     12     -     20       11         -        12        16 26   45   39     26         77

Approved     10     -     10         1         -        10        10 24   41   21     24       61

Rejected       2     -     10       10         -          2 6   2     4   18       2       16

% approved   50%      83% 91%       79%

8
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3.2 Impact of LISFs on natural resource
management

Traditionally, the rural communities have deep-
rooted skills in land husbandry and yet, because of
population pressure and defective agrarian policies
in the past, many of the rational local practices which
had harmonised the different land uses (cultivation,
grazing and woodland) have diminished. As
examples of local natural resource management
(NRM), in the Ambo area, there are still scattered
private woodlands with different trees (juniper,
Hagenia, Podocarpus, bamboo and eucalyptus),
usually on steeper slopes and riverbanks. Similarly,
in the Axum area, the forest resources owned
individually and communally were a resource for
beekeeping and traditional medicine.

In focus-group discussions during participatory
impact assessment of the LISF, grantee and non-
grantee farmers suggested that support through the
LISF contributed in the following ways to improving
NRM:

Complementing the integrated watershed
management approach: The local innovations
dealing with forestry and SWC (e.g. making
subsurface canals to drain waterlogged fields)
strengthened the Ethiopian Government's
integrated watershed management approach.
Because indigenous trees are difficult to establish,
community members in Ambo were not very
interested in planting them but, after a local
farmer's LISF-supported experiment on breaking
the dormancy of Podocarpus seeds, many farmers
started to expand their private woodlots with
indigenous tree species.

Maintaining biodiversity: Local innovation was
not confined to one tree species but rather dealt
with several, which were diminishing because
people did not know how to propagate them. The
combination of farmer innovations in breaking
seed dormancy, selecting the mother seed tree
and planting trees using cuttings made it possible
for many farmers to plant numerous different
species of indigenous trees around their
homesteads, thus maintaining biodiversity.

Decreased cultivation of marginal land: With
increasing human population pressure, there has
been an increasing trend to cultivate marginal
land. This led to accelerated erosion where SWC
practices were not practised, such as in Ambo.
DAs and NGO had encouraged use of exotic trees
species, mainly because the indigenous ones grow
slowly. However, after discovering the LISF-
supported local innovations related to indigenous
trees, the extension service in Ambo District is
actively encouraging these innovations and is
applying them in its own nurseries to raise
seedlings for distribution to farmers. Use of
indigenous trees is now more widespread, and
the farmers are less inclined to cultivate marginal
land, as both LISF grantees and non-grantees
benefit in economic and ecological terms from
growing trees on this land.

Private nursery development: Jifara Workineh,
the farmer innovator in Ambo who experimented
with Podocarpus, made a contract with investors
to raise 50,000 seedlings and sell them for 2 Birr
per seedling. This is a good example of linking
local innovation to the market, a link facilitated
by DAs. In addition, a youth group in Ambo has

Table 2: Grants made for different categories of topics per pilot site (in %)

Pilot area        Axum (2006-10)   Amaro (2006-10) Ambo (2008-10)      Total (2006-10)
Topic

Ethnoveterinary    14%                           43%                      44%                           38%
medicine

Crop protection    37%                           50%                      29%                           35%

Crop variety                7%                             7%                      12%                           10%
selection

Beekeeping               14%                    0                        5%                             6%

SWC     14%                    0                     2.5%                             4%

Forestry and       7%                    0                        5%                             4%
fruit trees

Water-lifting                 7%                    0                     2.5%                             3%
devices

Source: “Register” data recorded in Excel sheets
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followed his example, and is using his innovation
to raise seedlings to generate income. In Akab
Se'at near Axum, a group of seven farmers started
grafting fruit seedlings, especially citrus trees; this
practice was started by Priest Malede, a local
farmer innovator who used an LISF grant to
experiment with changing his sour orange into a
sweet orange tree. Now the farmer group
produces seedlings of sour orange or lemon as
rootstock and then grafts on sweet orange.
Farmers are thus diversifying production from
land near their homesteads.

More widespread small-scale irrigation: With
the enhancement of the integrated watershed
approach through the increased use of indigenous
trees and the greater biodiversity, extension staff
in Ambo claim that the volume and period of flow
of streams have increased and this has led to
wider use of small-scale irrigation to complement
rainfed farming. Similarly, in the Axum area, a
water-lifting innovation that was refined with
support through the LISF has contributed to the
development of supplementary irrigation and the
establishment of fruit orchards. Some farmers,
including women, also developed local drip-
irrigation methods and various ways of
minimising water use in irrigation, such as
mulching perennial trees with grasses and stones.

Scaling up and capacity building: The farmer
innovators who received LISF grants have given
training to other farmers to help scale up the
results of local innovation and experimentation.
For example, in the Axum area, LISF grants were
made in 2008 to farmers experimenting with
various local innovations in making different
types of beehives and in splitting bee colonies.
The District Administration then asked ISD to
organise training for landless and unemployed
youth in these techniques and allocated them land
for beekeeping. Churches and monasteries are
also applying these local innovations related to
beekeeping.

3.3 Impact of LISFs on livelihoods

By and large, the vulnerability of rural communities
to drought and chronic poverty is highly attributable
to land degradation, loss of biodiversity and loss of
crop and livestock assets because of the spread of
pests and disease. As shown in Table 2, the
innovations supported by the LISF are addressing
SWC, tree biodiversity, pest management and
ethnoveterinary medicine. It is noteworthy that 70%
of the innovations are concerned with crop and
animal protection. This suggests that these two
categories are fundamental for rural people
practising mixed farming, where crops and livestock
form the backbone of the rural economy.

Many poor farmers and women household heads
who had been forced to lease their farming plots
because of loss of livestock and the rising prices of
pesticides, insecticides and fertiliser have been
recovering because low-input technologies have
become available. DAs in some kebeles in Ambo
District confirmed that the use of external inputs has
decreased because of their high costs and the
existence of alternatives from local innovation.
However, the DAs also thought these innovations
had not spread widely beyond where they were
developed.

According to some resource-poor male and female
farmers in the Ambo area, the wider availability of
local innovations that were explored and made
known through LISF support helped to improve their
livelihoods. For example, LISF support to innovation
in ethno-veterinary medicine stimulated the
revitalisation of traditional healing to solve common
local problems. Many poor farmers with only some
sheep and goats are reportedly less vulnerable to
losses from animal disease because cost-effective
ethnoveterinary treatment is expanding. Some of the
innovators are generating income by delivering
ethnoveterinary services not only in but also outside
their locality.

Because of the synergetic effect of local innovations
on vegetation recovery under the watershed
approach, the water discharge for irrigation in Ambo
has reportedly improved and many farmers in the
area and even downstream became better able to
produce vegetables, crops and fodder grass using
small-scale irrigation. The head of local
administration in Gimbi said that many more
households in the kebele were benefiting from
irrigation and household incomes from vegetable
marketing had significantly increased. The impact
attributable to the activities supported under the LISF
could not be distinguished from the impact of earlier
local innovation and of government interventions in
the watershed approach, all of which complemented

Farmer innovator Abadi explaining his irrigation innovation
using a poster (Fanos Mekonnen)
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each other. However, respondents during the impact
assessment thought that the LISF made a contribution
to these changes.

In Axum, Priest Malede's experimentation with
water-lifting devices, supported by the LISF, greatly
inspired also non-grantees to adopt or adapt his
technology to deal with shortage of water for
drinking and for irrigating crops. Now, over 600
farmers in his area have their own well dug for
groundwater to use for drinking and irrigation and
are using water-lifting devices similar to those
developed by Priest Malede. This enabled them to
establish and irrigate orchards with different fruit
trees and to generate income from the products.

Achieving decentralised decision-making: With
growing experience with the LISF, the FMCs in
Ambo and Axum established subgroups at kebele
level. Each subgroup in each kebele includes
representatives from different villages in the
kebele. This reduced the workload of the FMC at
district level and helped to address local needs
and priorities and to exercise grassroots
empowerment, i.e. improving local governance
and management through the training and
experience that the kebele-level FMCs gained.

Providing a driving force in establishing
cooperatives: The frequent meetings and
discussions in the FMCs were not confined to
issues of local innovation; they also addressed
other community development issues such as
social services, input delivery and forming
cooperatives. For example, in the Ambo area, the
facilitating NGO and the DAs reported that the
FMC has been behind the establishment of
commodity-oriented cooperatives. In general, the
FMC members are vibrant people in the kebele
who stimulate new ideas and reflect the
community voice to the DAs and NGOs.

Creating a bridge to partnership: Many of the
FMC members have opportunities to share their
experiences with farmers and other stakeholders
during the various training events and
workshops. These have given the FMC members
an opportunity to establish links with research
institutes and institutions of higher education.
The Ambo and Axum experiences with local
universities are good examples along these lines.

Involvement in capacity building: In Axum, the
FMC is active not only in creating awareness but
also in giving training on innovation-related
issues such as improving soil fertility, beekeeping,
water-lifting, etc to grantees and non-grantee.
This is because many of the FMC members
approved grants to support further development
of their own innovations, but also felt obliged to
share their learning with other farmers.

Increasing gender sensitivity: In both Axum and
Amaro, the FMC has given increased attention
over time to women innovators. In Ambo, initially
no women innovators applied for grants but, in
2010, after encouragement by the FMC, women
innovators started to apply for and receive grants.
Now, the FMCs not only encourage women to
access the fund but also show interest in including
some women in the FMC in the next election.

High time investment: The FMCs play a
fundamental role in the LISF piloting by vetting
proposals, supervising the funded activities and

Kes Malede's daughter explaining their tomato drying
experiment using a poster made by her (Fanos Mekonnen)

In Ambo, non-grantees appreciated the inspiration
that the experimenting farmers gave to the
community to take the initiative in solving their own
problems. One non-grantee reported that he
managed to obtain seeds of an improved barley
variety developed by his neighbour from single plant
selection and harvested a higher yield from this
locally improved variety. This he attributed to
sharing local innovation supported by the LISF.

3.4 Major features of the FMCs

Generally, based on the discussions with different
stakeholders during the impact assessment, the
FMCs reportedly have the following major features:
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also conducting their own experiments supported
by the grants. They have accumulated additional
experience while supervising the experiments by
other farmers. However, they underline that their
responsibilities are time-consuming and oblige
them to give less attention to their regular farming
activities. They therefore look forward to a new
election, so that others can have the experience
of being FMC members.

3.5 Gender and local innovation

The most vulnerable groups in the community are
women and children. The various local innovations
are based on locally available materials and are
therefore cheaper and more easily accessible for
resource-poor farmers than are most introduced
technologies. Hence, many of the poor women
(grantees and non-grantees) in the pilot sites have
benefited from the low-external-input innovations
geared to crop protection, yield improvement and
resource protection. For example, enset – the staple
food of many poor farmers in southern Ethiopia –
suffers from bacterial wilt. From the LISF, farmers
received grants to experiment with different ways
to deal with this problem, and some promising
results were obtained. These are particularly
beneficial for women, who process the enset plant
and use it for multiple purposes for the family.
Similarly, the greater availability of water and trees,
partly as a result of local innovation, has helped
reduce the labour inputs of women and girls in
fetching water and fuel for the home. In the Ambo
area, the Women's Affairs Office in Toke Kutaye
District pointed to the success stories with the LISF
in the pilot kebeles and highlighted that, more than
the innovations, the process of recognising and
giving support to innovative farmers has revealed
the competence of women to innovate and to solve
their own problems. The staff therefore requested
expansion of the LISF to more kebeles:

"In our district, we have about 31 kebeles and Maruf
Kebele is a model due to the improvements due to the

local innovation and community motivation and
achievements in NRM" (Women's Affairs Office,

Toke Kutaye District, 5.02.2011).

Overall, the involvement of women innovators in the
LISF pilot activities has been fairly low although, in
Ambo, there are some encouraging developments in
this respect. In Amaro, women innovators accounted
thus far for about 16% of grantees. With the next fund
disbursement, women's involvement is expected to
increase mainly because local innovation has become
more widely known and because women are more
aware that winning LISF support gives a higher

status in the community. In Axum, only 10% of the
innovators benefiting from the LISF have been
women. Up to 2009, there was a woman in the FMC
but she often could not attend the monthly meetings
if these were not held in her village. After 2009, the
farmers did not elect any woman to the FMC. The
men explained that this was to minimise women's
workload. In Ambo, participation of women among
fund beneficiaries started with zero in 2008, rose to
13% in 2009 and was over 30% by late 2010. This
change was stimulated in part by a training
workshop in farmer-led documentation, which was
facilitated by two professional women from Tigray
(a university lecturer and a journalist) and showed
primarily how farmwomen in Tigray were
documenting their own innovations. This led the all-
male group of Ambo farmers in the workshop to
encourage also women innovators in their own
villages to apply for LISF grants (Fetien & Tesfahun
2009). Many female DAs are now being assigned to
work in the different kebeles; this may also stimulate
more recognition of women innovators and their
participation in LISF-supported activities.

3.6 Impact on farmers' capacity to access
appropriate information

The LISF is meant to promote local innovation and
experimentation to address community needs and
priorities, whereby it is recognised that these will
change over time. The FMCs developed guidelines
for grantees on the basis of participatory assessment
of local needs and priorities. As a result of reflection
and learning from their experiences with funding
farmer-led innovation, they have improved the
guidelines over time. This process helped develop
local competence to assess the need for new
information to address new challenges. The
displaying of the local innovations during farmers'
days and various exchange visits and workshops has
contributed to bringing together the
accomplishments and views of different
stakeholders, which has a synergetic effect in
promoting multistakeholder processes of farmer-led
innovation.

The LISF grantees reported that many other farmers
in and outside the pilot areas have consulted them
to find solutions to local problems related especially
to livestock diseases, crop pests and diseases, and
beekeeping. Also the DAs and NGOs in the pilot
areas are receiving more demands from farmers for
fruit trees, market information, improved cereal and
vegetable seed, beekeeping equipment, SWC
technologies, capacity building and access to land for
experimentation. This was reportedly stimulated by
the work of the local innovators and FMC.
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The grantees (men and women) said that the
recognition they have been given in having access to
a research fund they can manage by themselves has
inspired them to continue to innovate in order to
solve their problems. Joint action by the FMC and
the farmer innovators is reportedly leading to a
stronger sense of togetherness in the community,
especially in Amaro. By allocating funds for local
research, the FMC is mobilising individual farmers
to come together to learn from each other and this,
in turn, is reportedly improving the performance of
the farmer innovators.

3.7 Impact on strengthening partnership

Extension services: Extension work is part and parcel
of the different levels of the government
administration and the DOA. These are giving more
priority to including effective local innovations and
farmer innovators in their extension work. For
example, in the Axum area, the innovations of Abadi
Redehey (subsurface drainage and water collection
for irrigation), Priest Malede (water-lifting devices)
and Mrs Medhin GebreEgziabher (growing fruits,
vegetables and fodder grass for sale) have been
visited many times each year by DAs who bring other
farmers so as to diffuse the practices more widely.
This is an example of how FAIR has improved the
extension approach by providing local farmer-tested
options to the extension services, complementary to
the PROLINNOVA-Ethiopia core activities. It has led to
improvement in the whole system of NRM in the
districts around Axum with indigenous trees and
beekeeping. After some beekeeping innovations by
LISF grantees showed impressive results in
improving NRM in watersheds, the District
Administration, the DOA and the Local
Administration started to use these innovations as
examples to convince other farmers and extension
workers.

FAIR has gradually influenced the Ministry of
Agriculture to give training of trainers to DAs so that
they can use PID supported by LISF-like mechanisms
as a tool for development in the rural communities.
This materialised primarily through the RCBP. Now,
some 500 DAs are familiar with the philosophy of
PID, and there are signs that it is being
institutionalised to a greater or lesser degree in some
districts, as government services and decision-
making are becoming more decentralised. The
capacity-building activities linked to the LISF have
also enabled CBOs to become stronger, to take
initiative in analysing their situation, and to seek
ways to solve their problems and grasp new
opportunities. Both government and NGO staff are
working with the FMCs not only on local innovation
but also on other development issues in the locality.
The close collaboration between the DAs and the

FMC has been reinforced by the fact that, at two of
the pilot sites, the FMC has its office in the Farmer
Training Centre. The DAs support and advise farmer
innovators. They hold farmers' field days during
which they invite farmers to visit demonstrations of
both introduced technologies and innovations
developed by farmers. The Ambo DOA has
promoted Jifara Workineh, the farmer innovator who
developed an effective method of raising seedlings
from the hard seed of the Podocarpus tree by
breaking dormancy within 2-3 weeks. He was
awarded a certificate of recognition from the
President of the Oromia Regional State.

Research centres: The Axum Research Centre has
come to understand the LISF as being similar to their
Farmer Research Group (FRG) project, which
involves organising farmer groups that link up with
agricultural researchers. This understanding has
resulted from the improved linkage and relationships
between the people involved in PROLINNOVA and the
research centre. District and subdistrict extension
services are jointly working with the nearby research
centres. There are many experimental stations where
they are operating jointly. Together with agricultural
specialists in the extension service, the Axum
Research Centre is planning to conduct experiments
on local innovations that were supported by the LISF,
e.g. on the effect of biofertiliser (juice from soft leaves
of different selected trees and shrubs) on fruits and
vegetables, and on regulating the water level in
Abadi's subsurface drainage during the dry season.
Some agricultural researchers have come to
understand that farmer innovators can improve
NRM practices and systems. The FAIR process has
provided a window of opportunity to demonstrate
that knowledge can also flow from farmers to
researchers and that farmers can take the lead in
experimentation. In addition, farmers are now better
able to engage the researchers and extension staff in
discussions about generation of relevant
technologies, e.g. on how biofertiliser affects fruit and
vegetable production and on year-round availability
of bee forage. Working on farmers' innovations is one
way of creating greater trust between farmers and
researchers. Some links with the research system had
already been created through the FRG project of the
EIAR. The added value of the LISFs and the wider
PROLINNOVA activities is a stronger integration of
farmers' innovation and farmers' decision-making
about the joint research into the system of research-
extension-farmer linkages.

The FAIR work has also led to links with some
researchers in the universities, especially where these
are included in the M&E activities. Ambo and Axum
Universities, which are among the youngest
universities in the country, now send their staff
members and students to visit farmer innovators and
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their innovations. This has helped make students and
lecturers familiar with the innovation work of
farmers and connects their education system with
farmers. Realising this, Axum University joined the
multistakeholder platform for PROLINNOVA in the
Axum area. The universities are including the
concepts of local innovation and PID into the
curriculum, although they have not yet included the
concept of LISF. Moreover, the universities are
encouraging their students to conduct research with
farmer innovators, such as the MSc study of Daniel
Kassa of Ambo University on "The contribution of
farmers' innovation to management of enset bacterial
wilt (Xanthomonas campestris pv. musacearium) at Toke
Kutaye."

NGOs: The NGOs closely working with the LISF -
ASE in Amaro, ERSHA in Ambo and ISD in Axum -
are integrating the promotion of farmer innovation
and experimentation into their core programmes. For
example, ERSHA has included promotion of farmer
innovation in its programme in Oromia, Amhara and
Southern Regions with more than 200,000 farmers
as intended beneficiaries. Similarly, ISD has different
activities in 12 districts in Tigray Region, five districts
in Amhara Region and two districts in Oromia
Region, and in all regions promotion of local
innovation is mainstreamed with funding support
coming from other donors. Thus far, however, it is
only in the case of ERSHA that thought has been
given to integrating the LISF approach, i.e. promoting
farmer-managed funds for farmer-led
experimentation and learning, as a component of its
regular development work.

Media: In the Axum area, people from the media
(radio and television in the local language Tigrigna)
are part of the local multistakeholder platform and
are closely involved in the LISF piloting. During the
field days, exchange visits and workshops on local
innovation, the media have given coverage to the
work of farmer innovators. Tahtai Maichew District
has allocated one column for one or two cases of
farmer innovation and experimentation to be
published in its bi-annual development magazine in
the local language.
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4. Lessons Learnt

Several lessons have been learnt from piloting LISFs
in Ethiopia, including the following:

LISFs are complementary to existing rural
extension work. The LISF piloting is
complementary to the ongoing development
programmes in the rural areas in general and in
the PROLINNOVA-Ethiopia programme areas in
particular. It values farmers' competence,
accommodates the diversity of Ethiopian
agriculture and contributes to a synergetic effect
with other interventions for better overall
outcomes. The combination of the LISF approach
with the existing watershed approach and the
FTCs has helped the extension workers, scientists
and policymakers to use local innovation to
improve NRM.

LISFs can be linked with the existing research
system. The LISF-supported work is creating
better understanding among some researchers to
consider farmer innovation in their areas of work.
A few FRGs organised by agricultural researchers
at community and district level are now doing
research on ideas sourced from farmers. This
shows that there is potential for integration of PID
into the formal research system, although it is not
yet clear to what extent the LISF concept can also
be included.

Both material and financial support through
LISFs may be needed. The innovators have
experienced both cash and material support and
farmers at two of the pilot sites preferred
primarily material support, mainly to minimise
time spent by the grantees in accessing the needed
materials and to minimise the chance of misuse
of the funds. In the long run, however, both
options - material and cash support - may be
needed. Now, the FMC members complain that
they have to spend considerable time purchasing
the materials needed for the experiments; making
grants in cash might reduce this problem.

LISFs stimulate farmers' own documentation.
The focus that the management of LISFs drew to
the process and results of farmer-led
experimentation opened up a new scenario for
independent documentation by farmers. They

started to record with cameras or in writing
according to their own decisions and
timing. They use their documentation to
share the results of their experiments and to
encourage other farmers to innovate, fitting this
process into their own systems of communication.
Many farmer innovators were not happy with the
documentation done by outsiders (including
PROLINNOVA team members), largely because the
farmers did not know what happened to the
documents. With LISFs, the FMCs and the
experimenting farmers can keep control over how
their work is documented and over the
documents themselves. The FMCs can use part
of the LISF to help finance documentation of
farmers' experimentation and innovation.

More attention must be given to spreading LISF
results. Information about the local innovations
supported through the LISFs may have spread
widely through informal communication
channels, but dissemination through formal
channels of research and extension has been fairly
limited. Only other nearby farmers have been able
to visit a small number of local innovations in the
pilot areas. The DOAs have not made budget and
time available for wider dissemination, and the
FMCs did not allocate much funding for this out
of the LISFs. A strategic plan is needed for
diffusing the results of the LISF-supported work
more widely through the formal extension
service. Farmers' own documentation could play
a role in this.

LISFs enhance local capacities to adapt. The LISF
piloting has been vital in building the capacities
of local communities mainly in analysing local
priorities and seeking ways to solve their
problems and to grasp new opportunities. This
is a never-ending process, as conditions are
constantly changing; being able to manage their
own research funds enhances their capacities to
adapt.
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5. Challenges Faced

The LISF piloting has also encountered some
challenges:

Individual versus group innovation: The LISF
support is given to both individuals and groups,
but is more skewed to supporting individuals.
More must be done to stimulate group innovation
to trigger added value of different ideas and the
spirit of teamwork.

Funding short- versus long-term research: By
and large, the LISF concept as promoted by
PROLINNOVA International is geared to short-term
support, which encourages numerous innovative
individuals and groups. However, some of the
communities' chronic problems, such as dealing
with trypanosomiasis in livestock in Amaro,
demand long-term experimentation and
continuity to be able to address the problem. It
will be important to plan LISF support also to
meet these needs.

Limited joint experimentation involving formal
researchers: Although there are notable
exceptions, most scientists in the formal research
system still have not acknowledged the
competence of farmers to experiment and
innovate. The small amount of funds available
through the LISFs does not attract many
researchers to become involved in supporting
farmer-led experimentation. Moreover, the
scientists are highly preoccupied with their
conventional research, which they are obliged to
do to bring about the fast agricultural growth
desired by the Ethiopian Government. A
systematic approach to changing attitudes and
practices will be needed, targeted not only at
research scientists but also at decision-makers
within the formal research system. The attempt
by PROLINNOVA-Ethiopia to attract MSc students
to do their research on local innovation was a
good start and raised some interest in the
university but has not yet led to a significant
impact on the attitudes of people within the
formal research system.

Public information versus intellectual property
rights: With a view to development and food
security, farmers' knowledge, practices and

innovations are free and open to public
access. Even though communities
traditionally like to share their knowledge,
different visitors who believe that innovation
needs to be protected are pushing farmer
innovators to give attention to intellectual
property rights (IPR). As a result, some farmers
now try to hide information coming out of their
experimentation. Discussion is still needed in the
local and the public research communities about
the extent to which processes of using public
funds (for LISFs and for conventional research
funds) to produce public goods to address
community needs and priorities should be limited
by IPR.

No legal space for community-based LISFs. The
District Administrations do not have a mandate
to give legal status to CBOs that manage LISFs.
They give legal status only to enterprises, such
as cooperatives for producing and marketing
commodities, and these are not allowed to spend
money for non-profit making activities. As
research on behalf of the community (to produce
public goods) is a non-profit-making activity, this
means that the existing legislation in Ethiopia
gives no space for operation of an LISF by a
community-based entity. Policy dialogue will be
needed to bring about a change in this situation,
so as to create enabling conditions for LISFs. One
alternative may be to work with established and
legally recognised CBOs that are legally
registered as working for profit around a
particular commodity. These could manage funds
for experimentation and learning related to that
commodity - even if this may not address priority
concerns within the community, e.g. related to
NRM. One has to work within the existing rules
and regulations of the country, at the same time
as trying to make them more conducive for
community-managed LISFs to support farmer-led
participatory innovation.
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Conclusions and Recommendations

Local innovation has major underutilised potential
for development and reducing rural poverty. The
LISFs contribute to using this potential more
effectively. The piloting of LISFs is yielding
encouraging results in terms of the heightened
aspiration of farmers to carry out research and to
innovate, using and managing local funds. District
Administration and Agriculture Offices are
expressing satisfaction that support through LISFs
is very important for existing and new innovators
who have many good ideas but sometimes cannot
try them out because of shortage of funds. They
recommend that some kind of revolving fund be set
up to serve the next generations of farmer innovators,
but it is not yet clear how this can be brought about
and from what sources.

The District Administration and Agriculture Offices
encourage local innovators to continue to experiment
and generate knowledge over a broad spectrum of
areas, including improved agricultural and
processing tools, NRM, ethnoveterinary practices,
and innovative ways of organising themselves and
doing business. For example, they are encouraging
farmers and unemployed/ landless youth to produce
beehives, bee colonies and honey in new ways that
were tested using LISFs. The relevance of local
innovators as a source of knowledge and locally
adapted solutions is particularly high for resource-
limited farmers who cannot afford or who have little
or no access to external inputs or advisory services.
Farmers are innovating in technologies within the
scope of their resources and within a short- to
medium-term perspective. LISFs are worthy of public
support because they create an environment
conducive to recognising and promoting indigenous
knowledge and endogenous innovation, signalling
to rural communities that their contributions to
science and technology are valued by society.

The results of all LISF-supported activities are
disseminated within the farmer-innovator groups
and to other farmers in their surroundings. However,
more attention should be given to helping farmers
and extension services design systematic wider
diffusion as part of the process of managing LISFs.

In future, considering the amount of time that needs
to be invested in establishing and strengthening
FMCs and in helping them to become registered as

legal entities – to say nothing of the current
constraints to this within the current policy
framework for civil-society organisations in
Ethiopia – it may be worthwhile to explore the
possibilities of working with existing CBOs that are
already legal entities, even though they are
commodity oriented.

The piloting of LISFs has thus far focused primarily
on strengthening local capacities to manage such
funds and on the local experimentation enabled by
these funds, but relatively little attention was given
to paving a way towards institutionalising LISFs that
are in the farmers' control. One path in this direction
might take the form of organising experimenting
farmers to commercialise their products, so that they
could make some cash contribution to sustaining an
LISF. However, this would apply only to
experimentation related to agricultural commodities
or technologies. Other ways would have to be found
to generate continued funding for testing socio-
institutional innovations, such as new ways of
managing natural resources, which may not lead
directly to cash income for individual farmers or
groups.

The piloting of LISFs was meant to demonstrate an
alternative approach to funding research that is
relevant for small-scale farmers, with a view to
scaling up both the principles of the LISF and the
innovations explored by the grantees. Already, the
local governments in all three pilot areas have
acknowledged the impact of the LISF and have asked
for expansion into other districts. This will demand
a strategic approach, using nucleus areas for wider
diffusion and scaling up, working closely with the
government extension system, NGOs and
researchers, and tapping on development resources
within Ethiopia. However, the fact that there is no
legal space for community-based entities to manage
funds for local experimentation and learning, rather
than only for profit-making activities, points to a
major policy barrier that must be addressed so that
LISFs can indeed be scaled up in Ethiopia.
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Annex 1: Structure and lines of decision-making in pilot LISFs in Ethiopia
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Figure 1: Structure and lines of decision-making in LISFs in Axum and Ambo
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Figure 2: Structure and lines of decision-making in LISF in Amaro
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