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1. Introduction 

A decade ago, PROLINNOVA
1 came true as a formal global network. The official launching meeting of 

PROLINNOVA was held in Yirgalem, Ethiopia, in March 2004. The founding thoughts of this network 

were, however, conceived and born a couple of years before the formal launching day. PROLINNOVA 

emerged as an NGO-led multi-stakeholder network to advance farmer-led and participatory 

innovation development (PID), which was at that time promoted only marginally by a few 

organizations. The formation of the network was therefore important to create synergy and to bring 

meaningful changes at global level. The global network was built up by Country Programmes (later 

called Platforms) or CPs, which were created and shaped in a bottom-up fashion by the local 

organizations in the different countries. The creation of a coordination body and a strong technical 

support team at international level were necessary to speed up the changes anticipated to take 

place. At country level, PROLINNOVA did not appear as a well-integrated vibrant network of 

organizations with a common denominator. It was rather broad enough to accommodate a wide 

range of organizations and individuals with diverse value systems. Nevertheless, it had also some 

basic principles and a clear operational boundary, which had to be agreed upon by all players in the 

'club'. PROLINNOVA provides an institutional platform for all initiatives on participatory research and 

development that puts farmers at the center. Ethiopia, Ghana and Uganda were the three African 

nations who founded the network. Several NGOs, including ETC Foundation in the Netherlands, were 

in the lead to coordinate the initiative. IFAD and GFAR were also among the international institutions 

that provided strong support, especially for the formation of the network.  

 

PROLINNOVA had chosen a very critical but also a difficult agenda, which demanded much effort to 

challenge the legacy of conventional research and development thinking, which still does not 

consciously and systematically recognize farmers’ capacity for innovation and experimentation. It is 

now 10 years after the formation of PROLINNOVA at the global level and it is high time to reflect on the 

extent the network has been able to achieve important milestones in this regard. This paper 

therefore looks into the experiences of the global network in the past decade through investigating 

the achievements, challenges and lessons at the country level in Ethiopia. Assessment of the 

experiences of selected member nations will help to see the changes taking place on the ground. It is 

not, however, enough to understand the changes at international level, without looking into the 

performance of the global body of PROLINNOVA. A separate review of the thoughts and practices of 

the global network is indeed important but this paper also provides some insights in relation to the 

work on the ground. 

2. PROLINNOVA–Ethiopia: the genesis 

The closing workshop organized by the DGIS-supported Indigenous Soil and Water Conservation 

(ISWC) project in 1999 provided the seeds for the creation of PROLINNOVA–Ethiopia. AgriService 

Ethiopia (ASE) and many other governmental and non-governmental organizations in the country 

were invited to attend the closing workshop. That moment was extremely important for many 

people and organizations to learn about the concept of “farmer innovation” for the first time. A 

follow-up meeting that was held in Axum in the same year and was organized by the Ethiopian 

                                                        
1 PROLINNOVA - PROmoting Local INNOVAtion (www.prolinnova.net) 
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Institute for Sustainable Development (ISD) was even more focused, as it promoted the idea of 

“farmer innovation” to relevant government authorities drawn from all regional administrations in 

the country. However, the time and conditions were not conducive to create a platform strong 

enough to accommodate dialogue on the issue. ASE took the initiative to organize another workshop 

in Addis Ababa under the banner of Promoting Farmer Innovation and Experimentation in Ethiopia 

(PROFIEET). This workshop was financed by the ISWC project, which was coordinated by Mekele 

University. The experiences of Mekele University, ASE and FARM–Africa (a UK-based NGO working in 

Ethiopia) were presented in the meeting. This created lots of interest and expectations by the 

participants, but ASE was not in a position to provide support to those who were motivated to 

document farmer innovations and to initiate PID. There was then a short gap but, about a year later, 

ASE was approached by two people – a scientist from the Ethiopian Institute of Agricultural Research 

and a staff member of ETC Foundation (a team that had just completed an evaluation of FARM–

Africa’s work in institutionalizing Farmer Participatory Research in southern Ethiopia) – who were 

seeking an interested organization to carry out a study on the experiences in participatory research 

and development in Ethiopia. ASE showed interest to take the lead in facilitating this, because it was 

already running a CTA-supported Participatory Technology Development (PTD) project and it also 

had good links with like-minded organizations in the country.  

 

ETC, with the support of IFAD, made seed money available to conduct the study in Ethiopia. A 

steering committee was set up with members drawn from governmental and non-governmental 

organizations. The steering committee identified an Ethiopian consultant who made a quick 

assessment to understand the state of the art of participatory research and development in the 

country. The findings of the study were very helpful to learn more about some of the organizations 

that were already promoting farmer-led research and development work. Also with IFAD support, 

ASE organized a national workshop on participatory research and development. The issue of “farmer 

innovation” was the main agenda and several good examples that demonstrated the work of several 

NGOs in relation to “farmer innovation” were presented in the workshop. A few innovator farmers 

were also there who could talk directly about their innovations and the way they saw the formal 

research and extension organizations. Unanimously, the meeting expressed great interest in creating 

more evidence of farmer innovation and PID in the country. The meeting also endorsed the members 

of the steering committee to continue holding the same position until the next election. The 

committee was advised to set up a sound institutional form to run the agenda of PROLINNOVA in 

Ethiopia. The first and most important activity of PROLINNOVA–Ethiopia, in the early stage of the 

network, was indeed to organize the founding workshop of PROLINNOVA international, together with 

ETC, in March 2004. 

3. PROLINNOVA–Ethiopia: institutional arrangements 

The PROLINNOVA–Ethiopia Steering Committee decided to divide the country into four major 

categories based on agro-ecological parameters: 

 the typical Ethiopian highland farming systems (Tigray and Amhara Regional States with two 

multi-stakeholder platforms coordinated from Axum and Bahirdar),  

 the coffee innovation system (mostly in Oromia Regional State – coordinated from Jimma)  
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 the “enset” innovation system – a “false banana” root crop which is a food staple in the 

south (most parts of the Southern Region – coordinated from Hawassa) 

 the pastoralist innovation system (covering Borana, Afar and Somali – coordinated from Dire 

Dawa). 

 

PROLINNOVA–Ethiopia decided to set up learning platforms in each of the “coordination cities” in 

these four agro-ecological areas. Basic understanding was reached that the two highest positions 

(chair and secretariat) of the regional platforms needed to be based in appropriate governmental 

and non-governmental organizations. It was also strongly suggested that it is much better for NGOs 

to hold the secretarial position because they have a more flexible institutional culture, when it comes 

to financial and administrative matters. The same principle was also used at country level, in which 

case, the Ethiopian Institute of Agricultural Research (EIAR) chaired the network while ASE served as 

the secretariat. The National Steering Committee (NSC) led the network, and important government 

institutions such as the Ministry of Agriculture (MoA), the then Science and Technology Commission, 

Haramaya, Hawassa and Mekele Universities as well as several NGOs including ISD, FARM–Africa, SoS 

Sahel and ERSHA (Ethiopian Rural Self-Help Association) were members. However, it was not easy to 

find a common denominator for all these institutions with diverse backgrounds and institutional 

cultures. For this reason, most of the NSC meetings in the first couple of years were spent discussing 

administrative, organizational and legal issues while very little was done to realize the mission of 

PROLINNOVA–Ethiopia. 

 

Using the list of participants who attended the national workshop, the secretariat at ASE identified 

potential champion organizations that could drive the network of the regional platforms. As a point 

of departure, the secretariat organized training workshops on farmer innovation and PID in all agro-

ecologies; these created a pathway to form the regional platforms. In all platforms, innovator 

farmers and pastoralists were identified to showcase their work. This stimulated lots of interest 

among many organizations and individuals.  

 

Over time, two important institutional changes were introduced in PROLINNOVA–Ethiopia. The first 

one was the decision taken by the NSC to move away from the cumbersome national structure with 

multiple regional platforms, to project-specific platforms where more limited but important 

stakeholder interaction could take place in the learning processes. This decision was taken after 

observing a loss of dynamics in the regional platforms (except the one in Axum) despite the repeated 

efforts to organize meetings with the respective platform members. The lack of support from donors 

was one of the key challenges that blocked the regional platforms from moving forward. Many 

people and organizations were expecting to access some resources through PROLINNOVA and were 

less interested to mobilize their own resources for the benefit of the regional networks. Only where 

NGOs like ISD were willing to allocate resources to host regional networks could good results be 

observed. ISD was able to do this because one its focal pilot areas was also in the Axum area and 

hence it could synergize the aims of PROLINNOVA with its own focus on improving the productivity of 

smallholder farming families by building on their rich traditional knowledge and agricultural 

biodiversity using ecological principles with a low-external input approach for sustainable agriculture 

(LEISA). PROLINNOVA–Ethiopia was operating only with seed money while a significant part of the 

expense was expected to be met by the member organizations. Therefore, the network was 
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confronted by two paradoxical challenges: firstly to change the attitudes and behavior of the 

member organizations to recognize and promote farmers’ innovation and experimentation capacity; 

and secondly to bring about these changes using mostly their own resources. The challenge was even 

more complicated in countries like Ethiopia, where donor money has a significant influence on the 

way organizations and individuals behave.  

 

The second important institutional change that took place in PROLINNOVA–Ethiopia was the change of 

host institution, which had critical implications on leadership, operation and membership. ASE 

decided to step down as a host institution after giving services to PROLINNOVA–Ethiopia for more than 

eight years. The new legislation issued by the Government of Ethiopia to administer civil society 

organizations (CSOs) was presented by ASE as a reason to stop the service. The Government had 

declared that the administrative costs of all NGOs in the country needed to be restricted to 30% of 

the total budget and anything greater than 30% would be considered as a serious offense. 

Unfortunately, according to the definition stated in the CSO legislation, most of the work of 

PROLINNOVA falls under the category of administrative costs (training, workshops, participatory 

research, platform meetings, per diems etc). The NSC tried to lobby some member NGOs to host 

PROLINNOVA–Ethiopia after the withdrawal of ASE, but none was willing on account of the new law. It 

was only Poverty Action Network Ethiopia (PANE), a consortium of 70 NGOs in the country, that 

eventually and generously showed interest to host PROLINNOVA–Ethiopia. Still, over the course of 

time, it was realized that the new law affects PROLINNOVA–Ethiopia even if it is under PANE. For 

example, PANE is allowed to work only with its member institutions and is not allowed to have any 

kind of financial transactions or programmatic engagements with non-members. The law prohibits 

government institutions (for example, key partners of PROLINNOVA–Ethiopia such as EIAR, MoA and 

universities) to become members of PANE. This implies that PROLINNOVA–Ethiopia can only work with 

NGOs that are PANE members, while the mission of the PROLINNOVA network is much bigger than 

that: it is to mainstream the concepts and practices of farmer-led research and PID into the major 

research, extension and education organizations in the country. As of 2014, PANE continues to host 

PROLINNOVA–Ethiopia but the challenges are still not sorted out. 

4. Programmatic interventions 

After the initial support from IFAD, the Dutch government body for foreign assistance DGIS 

supported PROLINNOVA–Ethiopia to run some activities in the country. The main activities for setting 

up the five regional platforms were identification of innovative farmers and pastoralists in the 

respective regions, documentation of their work through preparing innovation catalogues, providing 

training at kick-off meetings of the regional platforms and organizing regional and village-level 

innovation meetings. PROLINNOVA–Ethiopia had a full-time coordinator who was given the tasks to 

organize all the meetings, trainings and production of communication materials, as well as to handle 

public relations work through using public television and radio. Another important task of the 

coordinator that was covered by donor money was coordinating the communications with ETC (the 

international secretariat of PROLINNOVA) and other members of the PROLINNOVA international support 

team, e.g. in IIRR (International Institute of Rural Reconstruction) in the Philippines. 
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The second important programmatic intervention of PROLINNOVA–Ethiopia was the Farmer Access to 

Innovation Resources (FAIR) project, which was initially financed by the French Government through 

the DURAS (Promoting Sustainable Development in Southern Agricultural Research Systems) project 

and then by DGIS and Rockefeller Foundation. The FAIR project was focused on creating institutional 

arrangement for farmers to receive and account for the use of innovation funds, which is 

traditionally done by government institutions or, more rarely, NGOs. Though FAIR, PROLINNOVA–

Ethiopia tried out innovative arrangements through which farmers had full and direct control of Local 

Innovation Support Funds (LISFs) and did action research to learn from this. This initiative was a 

perfect fit to the previous work of PROLINNOVA–Ethiopia, which had put emphasis on technical and 

methodological issues. FAIR was first implemented in Amaro (Southern Region) and Axum (Tigray 

Region) and, in the second phase, also in Ambo (Oromia Region) as a third learning site. Several 

institutions, including universities (Axum and Ambo), research organizations and NGOs, were 

involved in the learning process. The project was completed in 2012 and a report on the action 

research was produced by PROLINNOVA–Ethiopia. Another report was produced with a focus on policy 

issues to identify the policy constraints and opportunities to scale up LISFs in Ethiopia. 

 

With the financial support of ActionAid–Ethiopia, PROLINNOVA–Ethiopia also implemented a project 

called Facilitation, Communication and Innovation Capacity Advancement (FACICA), which focused 

on public extension workers who are responsible for the Farmer Training Centres (FTCs) in the rural 

areas. The idea was to transform the FTCs into rural innovation centres so as to help them give due 

attention to farmer innovation and creativity. The project was implemented in six sites in Southern 

and Amhara Regions in cooperation with some NGOs. The project made great efforts to influence 

government institutions working on the ground, but adequate reports were not produced on this 

because of the gap created when the project coordination changed hands.  

 

PROLINNOVA–Ethiopia was also involved in organizing and giving training in PID to various 

stakeholders. In addition to the PID training given to the regional platforms, two rounds of 10-day 

PID training courses were given to senior extension agents drawn from all over the country. This was 

funded by the World Bank-supported Rural Capacity Building Project of the MoA and Oxfam America. 

PROLINNOVA–Ethiopia also cooperated with ETC Foundation and IIRR to provide international training 

on PID to members of PROLINNOVA Country Platforms. 

 

The current program of PROLINNOVA–Ethiopia with external funding is the Rockefeller Foundation-

supported project Combining Local Innovative Capacity with Scientific Research (CLIC–SR). This looks 

into and supports the innovative responses of local people to change. “Change” refers to all kinds of 

new situations that could affect the lives and environment of the local people. The changes could be 

positive (opportunities) or negative (challenges). In both cases, farmers respond innovatively to 

maximize benefits and to overcome constraints. The project is interested in the way innovation takes 

place and the institutional arrangements needed to facilitate PID based on local innovation 

processes. This project encompasses all the good work and experience of PROLINNOVA–Ethiopia, 

including PID, FAIR, local capacity development and policy advocacy. The project is in its second year 

of implementation in Enebse Sar Mider (Amhara Region) and the Axum area (Tigray Region), led by 

the Alemberhan Community Based Institution and Best Practices Association, respectively. Both 

organizations are members of PANE. 
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5. Impacts at farmer level 

It would be important to make a thorough study to measure the impacts that PROLINNOVA–Ethiopia 

has brought at farmer level. However, the following indicators can provide a bird’s-eye view of the 

six significant impact areas. 

1. Increased knowledge and innovativeness: The key impact of PROLINNOVA–Ethiopia on 

farmers and the organizations working together with farmers is “increased knowledge” on 

the notion of development theories and practices. The course of actions of PROLINNOVA 

(approaches, methodologies and processes) helped farmers and their close partners to 

understand better how development is taking place in reality. The increase in knowledge 

leads to self-reflection and realization that brings about changes in attitude and behavior. 

 

Partnership and synergy between farmers and formal researchers to reduce threats to honeybees  

(Photo: Gebeyehu WoldeMichael) 

In the past, other actors in agricultural research and development did not regard farmers as 

innovators who can adapt to changes and survive using their own knowledge and resources 

in a setting of continuous learning experiences. Most farmers were and still are largely made 

to believe that their survival depends on the good will of outsiders who provide knowledge 

and technology to them. The identification, documentation and promotion of local 

innovations, which was often the starting point of PROLINNOVA’s intervention at any new site, 

enlightened not only researchers and extension workers but also the farmers themselves. 

Many farmer innovators began to see themselves as important players in development, and 

other community members also began to recognize the work of the farmer innovators. In all 

places where PROLINNOVA–Ethiopia has been active, a tremendous mobilization of farmers to 

show their work and seek recognition has been witnessed. This dynamism has created better 

interactions of farmers with researchers and extension workers working in the locality. For 
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example, the identification of innovator farmers that were able to fight bacterial wilt in enset 

in Amaro led the regional research center to recognize the farmers’ innovations; this was the 

first time that a registered research project was based on local innovation. The work of an 

innovator farmer in Ambo who was able to shorten the germination period of Podocarpus 

tree seedlings was another example; he received due recognition to work as a research 

partner with a university professor. 

 Increased confidence: Confidence is a direct function of recognition and incentives. Farmers 

who have been told for a lifetime that they are illiterate, ignorant and backward cannot have 

the confidence to speak in front of others about their talents and achievements. The 

recognition, prizes and other forms of incentives given to farmers and extension workers by 

PROLINNOVA–Ethiopia has raised their confidence to speak in front of their fellow farmers, 

policymakers and researchers. Farmers in Tigray, such as the expert in water-lifting 

technology and the women who improved local beehives, or the farmer in Gojam who 

developed his own version of an improved hive, clearly demonstrate this fact. These farmers 

have gone on to train hundreds of fellow farmers who were interested in their technologies. 

Before the intervention of PROLINNOVA–Ethiopia, these farmers had not spoken about their 

innovative work even to their closest neighbors. 

 

                  

               Kes Malede showing self-developed water-lifting device to other farmers (Photo: Tesfahun Fenta) 
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 Empowerment: This parameter could be explained in many ways, including a better position 

of farmers in social, economic and political arenas. However, it refers here specifically to how 

farmers began to enjoy decision-making opportunities in agricultural research and 

development. Farmer groups in Amaro, Ambo and Axum who were involved in the FAIR 

project of PROLINNOVA are very good examples of this. In the history of research and 

development in Ethiopia, decisions about the topics for agricultural research and about what 

would be funded have always been the mandate of the elites and not the farmers. Even in 

the typical cases of participatory research projects run by NGOs or government special 

projects, farmers had little or no role to play in priority setting and financial decision-making. 

Several seemingly plausible legal and organizational reasons are forwarded to keep these 

institutions from providing farmers the chance to decide on resource allocation. However, 

the most important challenge is the attitude of people in these organizations that farmers 

are not knowledgeable enough to make the right choices. The FAIR project in the three 

learning sites gave farmers the opportunity to set their own research and development 

priorities and to make decisions on the use of funds provided directly to them to run 

important innovation projects. As a result of FAIR, farmers in the three learning sites have 

passed decisions on 142 farmer innovation projects and approved 79% of the applications, 

which the farmers themselves believe will greatly benefit the wider community. 

 Economic benefits: The role that PID could play in improving local economies has not yet 

been included in the short-term plans of PROLINNOVA–Ethiopia interventions. First of all, this 

role depends on the level of commitment and cooperation of the partnering organizations to 

support the PID process. But, most importantly, PID cases may take longer than expected to 

mature because the business environment is not very enabling. However, it was seen that 

some of the farmers’ work in improving local technologies and ways of doing things (without 

the help of formal researchers) had great impact on the local economy.  

     

Setenge Checkol wanted to emigrate because of poverty but then managed to be creative in conveying 

water over 4 km through difficult and rocky terrain to irrigate his now highly productive fruit orchards  

(Photo: Gebeyehu WoldeMichael) 
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A good example is also the case of pest infestation in Enebse Sar Mider (Gojam), which 

seriously affected haricot beans. The pest was new to the farmers, and the regional research 

and extension workers could not arrest the infestation because it was also a pest foreign to 

them. But the Farmer Field School (FFS) groups in Enebse Sar Mider relentlessly carried out 

different experiments using local botanicals and managed to bring the pest infestation under 

control. This work has had a tremendous impact on the local smallholder economy. Before 

the innovative farmers came up with a solution, farmers were losing about 75% of their crop 

produce to the pest. Another example is the enset decorticator technology in Amaro, which 

was developed by innovative farmers in a participatory fashion: it not only helped to reduce 

the drudgery for women but also improved the efficiency of enset processing. 

             

Farmer Abere Yirga from Enebse Sar Mider developed a technology to drop fertilizers and seeds in a 

row, all in one go (Photo: Gebeyehu WoldeMichael) 

 Gender equity: Gender equity is a goal that could be achieved through a long-term process 

of integrated interventions of various players. PROLINNOVA–Ethiopia cannot claim to have 

achieved this result in any of its operational areas on its own. However, its contribution 

towards gender equity has been immense. PROLINNOVA–Ethiopia was always working with 

both men and women innovators without discrimination in all its activities. In contrast, the 

conventional research and development programs still give very little attention to woman 

farmers. Firstly, women were neglected because women household heads are among the 

poorest farmers that formal research and extension categorize as not being innovative and 

knowledgeable, although women are the ones who have contributed substantially, if not also 

led the development of the local agricultural systems over many decades. Secondly, women 

were considered inferior because culturally they are inhibited from expressing an opinion or 

speaking out in mixed gender meetings even within their own community, let alone at higher 

organizational levels. PROLINNOVA–Ethiopia has shown that both assumptions are wrong. 
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Numerous women innovators from Amaro, Ambo and Axum have been identified as 

successful innovators. Many of them have won prizes in local competitions. Women 

innovators made up about 40% of the Ethiopian delegation to Kenya to participate in the 

Eastern African Farmer Innovation Fair organized by PROLINNOVA–Kenya and the CGIAR 

Research Program on Climate Change, Agriculture and Food Security (CCAFS) in Nairobi in 

May 2013.  

 

Yebeyere Aseffa from Tigray won the prize for top woman innovator in the Eastern Africa Farmer 

innovation Fair, held May 2013 in Kenya, for her “three-in-one” sauce cooking and serving dish  

(Photo: Tesfahun Fenta) 

The top prize for an innovation by women went to a lady from Ethiopia (Tigray) who makes 

energy-saving cooking pots out of clay: the pot has three compartments so that three types 

of sauce (wot) can be cooked at the same time on one fire. In Amaro and Gojam, several 

women are part of the FFS activities and play prominent roles in selecting and mixing the 

botanicals for pest control and developing their own measurements to do so. All of these 

activities have improved the social and economic status of women in the local community. 

Now, many people in the public extension department and local administrations in the 

operational areas of PROLINNOVA–Ethiopia pay more attention to women farmers in general 

and to women innovators in particular. 
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Woman farmer Messert Taddess, member of a Farmer Field School (FFS) in Enebse Sar Mider, 

managed to treat pest infestation using a mix of botanicals developed by the FFS members  

(Photo: Gebeyehu WoldeMichael) 

 Better environmental conditions: PROLINNOVA as a network has a special interest in 

promoting local innovation in ecologically oriented agriculture and natural resource 

management (NRM). In fact, many of the innovations in the northern part of the country are 

related to NRM and climate change mitigation. Several examples from the activities of 

PROLINNOVA–Ethiopia have had important effects in improving the environment. The 

prominent ones from different PROLINNOVA–Ethiopia sites include: drilling water using a local 

water-lifting technology to reduce moisture stress, developing innovative sub-surface 

drainage systems, passing irrigation water from one point to another by developing 

innovative water-channeling systems to overcome challenging terrains, drip irrigation using 

local resources, reclaiming land from riverbeds and then producing high-value crops for 

commercial purposes, shortening the germination period of Podocarpus, generating 

hydropower using locally developed equipment, and domestication of important herbs 

which are in danger of disappearing.  
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Farmer innovator Jifarah Workeneh explaining his Podocarpus germination innovation to Ethiopian government 

extension officials (Photo: Ann Waters-Bayer) 

 

Andarge Yigrem, FFS leader, and Priest Zeleke in Enebse Sar Mider showing invasive weeds turned into fuel – 

and seeking the support of formal research so that they can further develop the technology  

(Photos: Gebeyehu WoldeMichael) 
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6. Impacts at institutional level 

The impacts of PROLINNOVA–Ethiopia at an institutional level refer to the changes that are taking place 

in the public organizations, NGOs or even international projects which have had direct working 

relations with PROLINNOVA–Ethiopia. The major institutions that were impacted by the work of 

PROLINNOVA–Ethiopia over the past decade include: 

1. Ethiopian Institute of Agricultural Research (EIAR): PROLINNOVA–Ethiopia’s continued 

engagement with EIAR for many years has had an important influence on the successive 

policymakers in the organization. The partnership of PROLINNOVA–Ethiopia with EIAR was very 

difficult in the early days. The leaders in research had a firm stand that their mandate was to 

do the research independent of direct PROLINNOVA–Ethiopia involvement: EIAR can 

collaborate with PROLINNOVA–Ethiopia in defining a researchable problem to which the 

research scientists can then provide a solution. A participatory approach to research and 

development with farmer innovation as an entry point was not an idea welcomed by the 

EIAR management, although a researcher from EIAR was chairing the NSC of PROLINNOVA–

Ethiopia. These were the types of administrative and attitudinal problems that held back 

PROLINNOVA–Ethiopia from advancing PID cases in collaboration with EIAR. The partnership 

between EIAR and other members of PROLINNOVA–Ethiopia was even discontinued for a 

couple of years because a serious gap in communication and understanding opened up 

between EIAR and the other platform members. Nevertheless, PROLINNOVA–Ethiopia 

continued to bring EIAR individuals on board wherever and whenever possible; this gradually 

led to reducing the differences in thinking. By 2007/8, the issues of local innovation had 

become part of the day-to-day language in EIAR and a better relationship had been 

developed with the other members of PROLINNOVA–Ethiopia. Senior staff members of EIAR 

have continued to chair the PROLINNOVA–Ethiopia NSC and participation of research staff in 

the field has increased greatly over the last couple of years (e.g. scientists from the Hawassa, 

Adet and Tigray Research Centres now participate in research with farmers on a regular 

basis). 

2. Ministry of Agriculture (MoA): Another policy-influencing activity of PROLINNOVA–Ethiopia 

concerns its relationship with some agencies such as the World Bank that works closely with 

the MoA. PROLINNOVA–Ethiopia took part in several meetings and shared information about 

farmer innovation, using examples from the field. It is very difficult to pinpoint exactly where 

and when some policymakers started to develop positive attitudes about the agenda that 

PROLINNOVA was advancing. Important actions started to take place in different ways, 

although it is difficult to tell the full story of the policy-change processes.  

Experts from the Ethiopian office of the World Bank who had a long-term development 

partnership with the MoA on rural capacity building showed interest to consider the issue of 

farmer innovation as part of the MoA’s five-year Rural Capacity Development Program 

(RCDP). Consultants for the RCDP were sent to the secretariat of PROLINNOVA–Ethiopia to 

discuss its experiences and willingness to partner with the MoA. Eventually, a program was 

designed that included a very important component called Farmer Innovation Fund, which 

was to be implemented at national level. PROLINNOVA–Ethiopia was responsible for organizing 
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the training of trainers on farmer innovation and PID for experts drawn from all over the 

country who were responsible for coordinating and implementing the RCBP. This offered a 

huge opportunity to expand the idea of farmer innovation in Ethiopia. At almost the same 

time that this project was started, the support of ActionAid Ethiopia to transform six Farmer 

Training Centers into innovation centers in Southern and Amhara Regions reinforced the 

influence that PROLINNOVA–Ethiopia had been exerting in the MoA.  

3. AgriService Ethiopia (ASE): Another important result in terms of policy change was noted 

in the NGO sector. ASE, which served as secretariat and institutional base for PROLINNOVA–

Ethiopia for more than eight years, had the advantage of being able to integrate the 

approach into its own organization. It has successfully taken up promotion of local innovation 

as a development approach and PID as a methodology. The organization included these in its 

5-year strategic plan over two successive periods, and also introduced a new staffing 

structure that included a PID Program Officer in the main office and PID project officers at 

field level. ASE had developed an extension methodology known as Community Learning 

Forum (CoLF), which is still used in ASE. Hundreds of CoLFs were formed in all its project 

areas (a CoLF group has 25 women and men farmers). PID was one of the four major 

activities of the CoLF groups. There were district-level innovation platforms that used to 

meet every three months while the village-level platforms met once a week. ASE was also 

able to organize innovation conferences for its internal staff every two years, where the work 

of farmer innovators and the progress of some successful PID cases, such as the comparison 

of modern, transitional and farmer-innovated beehives were presented. Research scientists 

and other government representatives were often invited to these conferences, and 

proceedings were published. 

4. Institute for Sustainable Development (ISD): This is another example of an NGO that has 

successfully integrated the agenda of farmer innovation and PID into its regular work. The 

most important reason why the Axum case became the success story out of the four regional 

platforms of PROLINNOVA–Ethiopia that were formed in the early days of the network was 

because of the committed engagement of ISD, together with that of the local actors. ISD was 

and still is running a project on sustainable land management in the Axum area, where 

identifying, organizing and supporting local innovators has become its major priority. 

PROLINNOVA–Ethiopia has learned a very important lesson from the work of ISD in Axum. The 

change in institutional arrangement introduced within the network – shifting from having a 

cumbersome national structure to a project-based local innovation platform – emanated 

from the success story of the ISD–PROLINNOVA–Ethiopia partnership in Axum. ISD was able not 

only to take up the idea of promoting local innovation but also to facilitate the local 

innovation platform, which includes Aksum University, the Axum Research Centre, the local 

Offices of Agriculture, innovator farmers and some other NGOs working in the area. This has 

become the everyday function of ISD in Axum and is likely to continue whether or not 

PROLINNOVA provides funds to support the activities.  
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7. Key challenges 

1. Policy-related challenges: The most important challenge that puts PROLINNOVA–Ethiopia in a 

difficult position is the law introduced by the Ethiopian Government in 2010 to govern CSOs 

in the country. As discussed in a previous section, the new law greatly constrains the 

functioning a multi-stakeholder platform like PROLINNOVA–Ethiopia and prevents expansion to 

embrace a new generation of organizations to join PROLINNOVA–Ethiopia and to advance the 

agenda with renewed spirit. 

2. Institutional issues: This challenge is again related to the above-mentioned policy issue. The 

original mission of PROLINNOVA–Ethiopia was to work very closely with the formal research, 

extension and education organizations in the country so as to be able to integrate the 

approaches and methodologies into these institutions in the same way as they have been 

integrated into NGOs such as ASE and ISD. Working with NGOs is always important to 

demonstrate innovative ways of doing things in limited areas. However, bigger impacts of a 

new approach can be witnessed if the relevant government agencies take part in the process 

and agree to champion the scaling-up work, since they have the mandate and capacity to 

cover the entire country. The institutional arrangements dictated by the current CSO law 

thus have a negative impact on the mission of PROLINNOVA–Ethiopia. 

3. Limited scope of innovation: PROLINNOVA–Ethiopia as a network dealing with innovation 

cases in agriculture and NRM does not seem to be able to deal with more diverse types of 

innovation. Technical/technological innovations in agriculture are still the dominant ones and 

there is very little or no tendency of the member organizations to work on other types of 

innovation such as institutional arrangements, social innovation, market innovation, business 

innovation etc. For this reason, the type of work often reported by PROLINNOVA–Ethiopia 

partners remains very similar and the key players in the platform continue to be largely the 

same original institutions. This is perhaps another reason why a new generation of 

PROLINNOVA–Ethiopia organizations is not coming on board. This is dangerous, as it 

undermines the network’s sustainability and its ability to grow. 

4. Limited programmatic scope and resources: One of the critical challenges of PROLINNOVA in 

general (not only in Ethiopia) is that it has a great objective of changing the world of 

smallholder farmers but could not mobilize enough resources to run enough activities to help 

achieve its goal. PROLINNOVA has very ambitious objectives of changing the attitudes of key 

people and key organizations in agricultural research and development and yet it assumes 

these changes can take place using primarily the resources of the targeted organizations. 

This is simply a paradox. Institutions or individuals will want to allocate resources to advance 

the agenda of PROLINNOVA only after they have themselves been changed. For these changes 

to take place, PROLINNOVA needs to showcase its achievements with a critical mass of 

individuals and institutions working with improved practices growing out of local innovation 

and PID, in order to convince policymakers at government and organizational level. 

5. Limited showcases on PID: This is yet another paradox in that PROLINNOVA–Ethiopia regards 

itself as having been successful during the last decade, while the flagship methodology of the 

network – PID – has been applied to only a very limited extent in the field. PID is a function of 
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collaborative work between diverse organizations, and the success rate depends very much 

on how effectively the partnerships have been handled. In practice, it has proved to be 

difficult to maintain effective partnerships among research, university and technology 

institutions so as to facilitate and document good cases of PID. The reasons could be many, 

including attitudinal problems and the incentive systems required by the research 

organizations. However, as mentioned above, PROLINNOVA–Ethiopia could not offer adequate 

financial and human resources to support the implementation of PID cases, while 

researchers were not motivated to use their own resources to pursue an approach about 

which they were not yet convinced. 

8. Lessons, questions and way forward 

1. Institutional arrangements: adapting to the changes in context 

PROLINNOVA–Ethiopia was ambitiously engaged to start its work over a decade ago by trying 

to set up a national-level institutional arrangement, in which the major research, extension 

and education organizations operating at national level were a part. The aggressive attempt 

to institutionalize the approach into these large organizations without having enough 

evidence from the field has slowed down achievement of the network’s desired impacts. The 

nature of the dialogue among the network members was sometimes also not very 

constructive or useful. The formation of the regional platforms in five locations was again 

another ambitious plan in the sense that the financial position of PROLINNOVA–Ethiopia was 

not strong enough to help the platforms function according to plan. However, this ambitious 

move had also a positive impact in terms of making the network known all over the country 

in a very short time.  

The recent arrangement of the project-based multi-stakeholder learning platforms in 

Ethiopia follows a project approach and the type and number of organizations that are 

involved in the learning platforms is limited to those that actually have a stake in the specific 

activities. This has proved to be effective in Axum. PROLINNOVA–Ethiopia has drawn a lesson 

from the experience in Axum and continues working on the same model of institutional 

arrangement. The idea of a project-based multi-stakeholder learning platform could grow 

gradually to form regional and national learning platforms when enough evidence has been 

generated. The policy that governs CSOs in Ethiopia also affects PROLINNOVA–Ethiopia 

critically: it has determined the way the network has to be organized and coordinated. 

Currently, PROLINNOVA–Ethiopia is hosted by PANE, which is a network of NGOs working on 

poverty issues. As mentioned above, the law allows PANE to work only with its own member 

organizations and this greatly limits the extent to which PROLINNOVA–Ethiopia can involve 

more diverse organizations even in the learning platforms at local level. This will continue to 

affect the participation of the government institutions and non-PANE member organizations 

in any of the activities to be designed by PROLINNOVA–Ethiopia. One possible option would be 

to register PROLINNOVA–Ethiopia as an independent network of NGOs working on farmer 

innovation and PID. However, this could not add much value to the current arrangement, 

since the law on the operation and function of networks would affect the new PROLINNOVA–

Ethiopia network in the same way as it affects the network hosted under PANE.  
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Given the context in Ethiopia, a better way of coordinating PROLINNOVA–Ethiopia might be to 

have several “hosts”, including PANE, based on the nature of the multi-stakeholder projects 

that PROLINNOVA–Ethiopia would like to undertake. NGOs that are part of the PROLINNOVA–

Ethiopia network but are not members of PANE could host some of the projects, and other 

projects could be hosted by governmental organizations such as universities and research 

organizations, and still others by private-sector organizations involved in PROLINNOVA, if need 

be. This would allow PROLINNOVA–Ethiopia to decentralize itself effectively, with several 

project-based platforms in the country. Over time, PROLINNOVA–Ethiopia could perhaps 

organize a joint platform of the different projects at national level. This will help to create a 

Soft, Organically grown, Learning–oriented, Innovative and Dense Network (SOLID Network) 

in the years to come. One of the drawbacks of this model is that it will certainly demand 

more work on the part of the PROLINNOVA International Secretariat (currently hosted by the 

Dutch NGO, ETC Foundation) because it would mean that ETC would have to sign contracts 

with different organizations in Ethiopia, as opposed to the previous practice, when one host 

organization was taking care of the contract administration from the Ethiopian side. This is 

therefore a question that needs to be discussed between the PROLINNOVA–Ethiopia core team 

and the PROLINNOVA International Secretariat. 

2. Advocacy agenda: putting the first things first 

One of the critical lessons we drew from the decade of experience in Ethiopia is that PROLINNOVA–

Ethiopia was not good enough at organizing systematic advocacy work on PID, except giving 

training on PID-related issues. Publishing innovation catalogues and the report produced on 

piloting LISFs were effective ways of packaging the good work of PROLINNOVA–Ethiopia to be able 

to influence policy on agricultural innovation, but documentation of good PID cases was limited 

(two chapters in a book published by PROLINNOVA on farmer-led research and a couple of working 

papers). The small number of successful cases of PID documented was a limitation, as it meant 

that PROLINNOVA–Ethiopia could not speak out loudly about the effectiveness of the approach the 

network is promoting, although it was putting much time and energy into supporting PID. The 

major challenges were the limited willingness on the part of formal researchers to become 

involved and the lack of sufficient resources to support PID processes involving people from 

universities and research centers. It was not easy to introduce a new idea to government 

organizations by asking them to use their own resources to try it out, especially not in a country 

where donor money is generously used by government organizations and NGOs to run several 

other projects.  

Therefore, it may be a good idea to limit ourselves to creating awareness among the 

governmental research, education and extension organizations to help them appreciate the 

innovation capacity of the local people so that they could start working with them through 

different ways they think is appropriate. Jumping into important but highly challenging 

approaches such as facilitating PID and LISFs should perhaps only come when enough work has 

been done to raise interest from the side of government for these next steps and when enough 

resources have been generated to support these activities. These are issues that deserve 

discussion within the PROLINNOVA–Ethiopia network. 
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3. New agendas of innovation  

So far, the focus of PROLINNOVA–Ethiopia has been on technical innovation by smallholder 

farmers, pastoralists and the local people in general on issues that revolve around agriculture 

and NRM. This will certainly continue to dominate our work, since the issues around agriculture 

and NRM are still our priorities. However, it is equally important to anchor some of our work in 

local innovation cases that could bring rapid economic gain to help farmers escape poverty 

quickly. In other words, indicators such as increased farmer income and job creation should be 

included in monitoring PROLINNOVA–Ethiopia initiatives.  

This could be done in several ways but one feasible idea is to take a value-chain approach that 

puts “enhancing farmers’ innovation capacity” at the center. Promoting agribusiness incubators 

that provide support to innovative local people in agribusiness could be a very good example of 

this nature. Innovative local people in agribusiness require assistance to gain better access to 

financial resources (loans, equities, grants etc), access to market, access to complementary 

technologies, better competencies in business management and other support. The incubator is 

an innovation hub with the capacity to provide all these kinds of support on a sustainable basis. 

PROLINNOVA–Ethiopia needs to try pilot cases of rural incubators on agribusiness innovations and 

learn about this model over time.  

A second important area of emphasis could be to support innovative local people who have 

managed to develop technologies that could be commercialized. Many of the innovations of the 

local people might be very useful for agriculture and NRM but not be of high commercial value. 

However, if PROLINNOVA–Ethiopia opens a new window for locally developed technologies that 

could have high commercial value, several good innovations would soon begin to surface. A good 

example is the case in India, where the Honeybee network is supporting local technological 

innovations to get a space in the economic arena. It is perhaps a good idea to have a new breed 

of people in the PROLINNOVA Oversight Group at international level as well as in the governance of 

the Country Platforms, such as PROLINNOVA–Ethiopia – people from the economics and business 

disciplines who also appreciate the value of promoting local innovation – to help the PROLINNOVA 

network at all levels to embark on a new agenda of promoting local innovation in business terms.  

4. Internal resource mobilization 

It is increasingly becoming evident that most of the Country Platforms are dependent on the 

project funds solicited by the hard work of the International Secretariat of PROLINNOVA. Nothing is 

bad about this but, under normal circumstances, we need to prove that the Country Platforms 

have developed their own capacity over time to mobilize more resources at local level. In fact, 

many of the donors are also putting conditions that the lead applicants for donor assistance 

should be organizations from the South. For this to happen, PROLINNOVA–Ethiopia needs to 

introduce an incentive scheme to encourage the member organizations and individuals to work 

very hard to mobilize resources. It is always important to find a balance between voluntary work 

and incentives, economic or otherwise. 
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However, the link between the PROLINNOVA International Secretariat and the Country Platforms 

needs to remain intact so as to have stronger voices at international level and to share 

experiences and learning.  

9. Conclusions 

In the last decade, PROLINNOVA–Ethiopia’s work has led to several impacts at different levels. 

Measuring these impacts in quantitative terms is not easy. The most important impact was that 

promoting local innovation has become an important subject of interest among several people in 

governmental and non-governmental institutions in Ethiopia. However, a critical mass of a new 

generation of advocates has not been created, despite all the work of PROLINNOVA–Ethiopia in the last 

decade. These efforts have been even more challenged by the legislation introduced by the Ethiopia 

government to govern CSOs in the country. It seems that the original number of PROLINNOVA 

members that had a reasonable level of interaction at country level in the past is gradually going 

down. PROLINNOVA–Ethiopia does not even have a clear direction from the institutional point of view 

to go forward. It is now high time for the core team of PROLINNOVA–Ethiopia to find ways of sustaining 

and strengthening the network, with the assistance of the PROLINNOVA International Support Team.  


