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Prolinnova	/	A	Growing	Culture	

Global	Farmer	Innovation	Fair:	introductory	and	closing	remarks	

10–11	February	2021	

Day	1:	Opening	address	

Chris	Macoloo,	World	Neighbors,	Kenya;	Co-Chair	Prolinnova	Oversight	Group	

Introduction	to	Prolinnova	Community	of	Practice	and	Global	Farmer	Innovation	Fair	

Welcome	and	introductory	remarks	

Good	morning,	good	afternoon,	good	evening!	Welcome	to	the	first	virtual	farmer	innovation	fair,	
organised	jointly	by	Prolinnova	and	A	Growing	Culture	(AGC).	There	may	be	some	hitches	here	and	
there,	as	this	is	our	first	online	event,	but	we	hope	it	will	go	fairly	smoothly.	

Overview	of	Prolinnova	

I	will	just	give	a	brief	overview	of	what	Prolinnova	is	all	about.	It	is	an	NGO-initiated	international	
network	and	community	of	practice	that	promotes	local	innovation	processes	in	ecologically	oriented	
agriculture	and	natural	resource	management.	Prolinnova	is	not	a	funded	network;	hence,	it	does	not	
have	co-funding	or	paid	staff.	Various	“Country	Platforms”	implement	funded	projects	under	the	
umbrella	of	Prolinnova.	

The	idea	of	Prolinnova	was	conceived	in	1999	at	a	meeting	in	France	supported	by	the	Global	Forum	on	
Agricultural	Research	(GFAR)	and	the	French	Ministry	of	Foreign	Affairs.	The	participants	in	this	
meeting,	most	from	civil	society	organisations,	gave	ETC	Foundation	in	the	Netherlands	the	mandate	to	
build	up	Prolinnova	as	a	network.	

ETC	facilitated	building	the	country	platforms	to	create	an	enabling	environment	for	family	farmers	to	
experiment	and	innovate	and	share	and	learn	from	their	own	experiences,	promote	documentation	of	
innovation	processes	and	products,	and	forge	linkages	and	build	multistakeholder	partnerships	through	
which	farmers’	innovations	could	be	recognised,	hence	influencing	policy	through	dialogue	and	
integrating	the	approaches	into	institutions	of	agricultural	research	and	development.	Country	
platforms	began	emerging	from	2003	and	the	annual	International	Partners	Workshops	(IPWs)	have	
been	held	since	the	first	one	in	2004	in	Ethiopia	to	the	2020	IPW,	which	was	virtual	because	of	the	
Covid-19	pandemic.		

ETC	closed	down	in	2015	and	the	international	secretariat	of	Prolinnova	moved	to	the	Royal	Tropical	
Institute	(KIT)	in	Amsterdam	in	that	year.	Processes	of	“southernisation”	transformed	into	
regionalisation	(with	a	Northern	focal	point	in	Agrecol	Association	in	Germany)	and	regional	platforms	
being	formed	in	Asia,	Andes,	Africa	(with	two	sub-regional	platforms	in	Eastern	&	Southern	Africa	and	
West	&	Central	Africa)	and	Europe.	This	process	is	still	in	progress.	

Prolinnova	focuses	on	farmer-led	approaches	to	participatory	development	and	is	at	the	forefront	in	
supporting	small-scale	family	farmers	(including	fishers,	pastoralists	and	forest	dwellers)	in	their	
innovation	and	experimentation	processes.	

Why	focus	on	family	farmers?	The	participation	of	small-scale	family	farmers	in	knowledge	creation	
through	innovation	and	experimentation	has	been	neglected	or	ignored	for	a	long	time	by	formal	
agricultural	researchers	(scientists).	The	Latin	word	scientia	means	knowledge	or	skills.	Well,	do	farmers	
not	have	knowledge	and	skills	that	can	benefit	the	community	as	well	as	formal	researchers?	
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Do	family	farmers	innovate	and	experiment	resulting	in	new	knowledge?	The	answer	is	a	big	YES:	
Farmers	continuously	search	for	new	and	better	ways	of	doing	things;	and	their	research	and	
innovations	are	practical,	as	they	address	real	issues	that	affect	them	personally	and	which	may	be	
useful	to	the	community	in	general.	

Recognising	and	appreciating	the	work	of	such	small-scale	family	farmers	leads	to	the	co-creation	of	
knowledge	(convergence	of	indigenous	knowledge	and	scientific	knowledge)	through	participatory	
innovation	development	(PID),	also	called	farmer-led	joint	research.	

Farmer	innovation	fairs	

Holding	farmer	innovation	fairs	is	an	important	way	of	exposing	and	showcasing	these	innovators,	their	
innovations	and	the	outcomes	of	their	experimentation	processes.	Prolinnova	has	been	organising	
farmer	innovations	fairs	in	various	countries	and	regions.	

Why	are	farmer	innovation	fairs	important?		

• They	provide	a	platform	that	encourages	sharing	and	learning	by	small-scale	family	farmers.	
• Sharing	and	learning	is	two-way	traffic:	the	innovator	learns	and	improves	the	innovation;	the	

visitors	learn	and	may	adopt,	adapt	and	spread	the	innovation	(Examples:	determination	of	sex	by	
shape	of	eggs,	and	finger	millet	transplantation).	It	also	inspires	people	to	use	their	resources	and	
knowledge	in	finding	new	and	better	ways	of	doing	things,	taking	the	example	of	farmer	innovators.	

• Holding	fairs	is	one	of	the	ways	of	dialoguing	with	formal	researchers	with	a	view	to	proving	to	and	
convincing	them	to	work	together	with	farmer	innovators	in	problem	solving.	

• Documentation	in	written	form	has	its	shortcomings	in	situations	of	low	literacy	rates;	hence,	the	
farmer	innovation	fairs	may	partially	address	this	challenge.	

• Seeing	is	believing!	–	when	people	see,	touch,	feel,	they	are	convinced	more	than	when	they	just	
read	about	things.		

• An	important	aspect	of	farmer	innovation	fairs	is	that	donors	get	exposed	to	what	small-scale	
farmers	are	doing	themselves,	without	development	assistance,	and	this	could	stimulate	donors	to	
support	such	farmer-led	research.	

Invitation	to	the	fair	

There	is	something	for	everyone	in	this	online	farmer	innovation	fair	–	so	feel	free	to	listen	to	and	
celebrate	with	the	innovators	s	and	ask	questions	where	possible.	Various	types	of	innovations	will	be	
presented:	rural	and	urban,	related	to	crops,	nutrition,	livestock,	climate	change	adaptation	and	more.	

As	this	is	our	first	online	farmer	innovation	fair,	let	us	identify	learning	points	that	we	can	take	home	
and	which	can	influence	how	we	hold	future	innovation	fairs.	

On	behalf	of	the	Prolinnova	Oversight	Group,	I	wish	you	two	days	of	fruitful	interaction	and	learning.	

Thank	you!	Merci	beaucoup!	Muchas	gratias!	Asante	sana!	

Day	1:	What	is	local	innovation?	

Chesha	Wettasinha,	Prolinnova	International	Support	Team,	The	Netherlands	

Thanks	to	Chris	for	the	welcome.	I	am	Chesha	Wettasinha	from	Sri	Lanka.	I	used	to	be	with	ETC	
Foundation	in	the	Netherlands	and	am	now	based	at	the	Royal	Tropical	Institute	in	Amsterdam.	It	has	
been	a	great	privilege	to	be	part	of	the	Prolinnova	International	Support	Team	for	the	past	20	years.	I	
have	a	big,	extended	Prolinnova	family	across	the	world	and	many	farmer	innovators	and	committed	
and	passionate	colleagues	who	have	kept	me	inspired	on	this	journey.	

However,	working	in	the	agricultural	research	and	development	sector	for	more	than	three	decades,	I	
have	often	been	disappointed	and	even	frustrated	at	how	small-scale	farmers	are	perceived	by	most	



	
GFIF,	10–11	Feb	2021:	Opening	and	closing	remarks	

3	

professionals	in	the	sector.	It	is	common	to	have	farmers	being	described	as	“poor,	illiterate,	incapable,	
lacking	knowledge”	–	they	are	often	seen	as	people	in	need	of	external	aid	and	advice	from	scientists,	
experts,	advisors,	educators	from	a	range	of	governmental,	non-governmental	and	private	sectors.		

It	is	striking	that	small-scale	farmers	are	notably	absent	from	most	fora	about	food,	nutrition	and	
agriculture	despite	the	fact	that	they	still	grow	most	of	the	food	that	is	consumed	by	the	global	
population.	There	are	lots	of	experts,	knowledgeable	individuals	talking	about	small-scale	farmers,	
talking	on	behalf	of	small-scale	farmers	–	but	there	is	seldom	a	space	for	the	voice	of	farmers	
themselves.	In	the	past	year,	during	the	Covid	pandemic,	there	have	been	hundreds	of	webinars	
organised	by	various	stakeholders	on	food	and	farming,	and	the	fate	of	smallholder	farmers	in	the	face	
of	this	pandemic	and	other	crises	such	as	climate	change	or	the	locust	invasion	in	some	parts	of	Africa	
and	Asia.	Most	of	these	were	“expert-know-best”	events,	where	the	voice	of	small-scale	farmers	was	
notably	absent.		

But	we	as	Prolinnova	have	a	far	more	optimistic,	hopeful	and	realistic	narrative	of	small-scale	farmers	
as	innovators,	as	creative	and	knowledgeable	people	who	are	addressing	their	challenges,	finding	
solutions	to	their	problems	and	contributing	to	sustainable	lives	and	livelihoods.	Today	we	are	making	
space	for	farmer	innovators	to	tell	their	stories	and	share	their	experiences	on	local	innovation.	

On	this	first	day	of	the	event,	we	are	going	to	focus	on	what	we	call	“local	innovation”.	By	this,	we	
mean	the	process	by	which	local	people	find	new	and	better	ways	of	doing	things,	using	their	own	
locally	available	resources,	on	their	own	initiative,	without	external	support,	drawing	on	their	own	
knowledge	and	creativity,	to	solve	a	problem	or	grab	an	opportunity	or	even	out	of	curiosity.	Innovation	
can	be	by	individuals	or	as	groups.	A	local	innovation	is	something	new	within	a	given	locality	but	not	in	
absolute	terms.	For	example,	there	could	be	an	innovation	of	a	water-lifting	device	in	a	village	in	
northern	Ethiopia,	which	is	new	to	that	locality.	It	could	be	that	such	a	device	has	been	used	elsewhere	
for	much	longer	–	but	it	is	new	in	that	village.	

The	word	“innovation”	seems	to	always	conjure	something	technological.	But	local	innovation	is	far	
wider	than	simply	technological	innovation	such	as	a	new	design	of	a	beehive	or	a	botanical	to	manage	
a	pest	or	disease.	Local	innovation	goes	beyond	the	technological	and	encompasses	socio-
organisational	and	institutional	innovations,	such	as	a	novel	way	of	marketing	produce	or	a	community	
protocol	for	preventing	bush	fires.	

Local	innovations	are	abundant	and	can	be	found	in	every	sphere	of	agriculture	–	but	many	actors	
engaged	in	agricultural	research	and	development	are	unable	to	see	them.	Why	is	this?	I	believe	it	is	
the	widely	held	perception	of	small-scale	farmers	as	people	who	need	to	be	helped	and	not	as	people	
who	have	their	own	solutions.	Discovering	farmer	innovations	calls	for	a	change	in	perception,	a	shift	of	
mindset,	a	role	reversal	from	what	we	are	used	to	doing.	We	need	to	get	into	a	community	and	be	
willing	to	listen,	be	willing	to	observe	and	be	willing	to	be	in	a	supportive	role.	We	need	to	consider	
small-scale	farmers	as	equal	partners	in	the	development	process.	Today,	this	whole	event	is	about	
seeing	farmers	as	creative,	as	knowledgeable,	as	people	who	can	have	their	own	solutions.		

We	as	Prolinnova	celebrate	local	innovation	and	we	give	recognition	to	farmer	innovators	because	this	
builds	their	self-esteem	and	confidence.	It	also	stimulates	others	in	their	communities	to	come	forward	
with	their	innovations	and	to	engage	in	a	more	proactive	way	in	deciding	what	they	want	to	do.	
Recognising	local	innovation	also	provides	entry	points	for	people	who	are	coming	from	outside,	all	the	
other	stakeholders,	to	work	together	with	communities	–	not	looking	at	problems	but	looking	at	
solutions.	

Today	we	are	going	to	look	at	local	innovation	in	all	its	varieties.	And	we	are	going	to	concentrate	on	
the	fact	that	the	process	of	local	innovation,	the	process	of	people	actually	finding	solutions	for	
themselves,	is	the	capacity	that	is	built	through	Prolinnova,	the	capacity	to	innovate.	The	products	of	
innovation	which	are	useful	for	a	given	community	in	a	certain	area	are	fine,	but	it	is	the	capacity	to	do	
this	that	we	are	trying	to	strengthen.	
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Day	1:	Closing	remarks		

Mutizwa	Mukute,	Social	Learning	&	Innovation,	Zimbabwe;	Friend	of	Prolinnova	

Local	innovation	as	a	process	that	unleashes	the	creativity	of	small-scale	farmers	

I	am	going	to	talk	about	local	innovation	as	a	process	that	unleashes	the	creativity	of	small-scale	
farmers	and	produces	results	that	benefit	communities	and	the	environment.	Over	the	last	2.5	decades	
during	which	I	have	interacted	with	small-scale	farmer	innovators,	I	have	come	to	realise	that	their	
creativity	is	triggered	by:	

• Observing	what	is	not	working	well,	questioning	prevailing	wisdom	and	the	desire	to	find	a	
solution	to	the	observed	and	experienced	problem.	For	example,	one	farmer	innovator	in	a	
semi-arid	region	observed	that	conventional	contour	ridges	were	draining	water	away	from	
crop	fields	when	the	reasonable	thing	was	to	retain	it.	

• The	emergence	of	a	new	challenge	in	the	community.	For	example,	another	farmer’s	creativity	
was	triggered	by	the	erosion	of	fertile	top	soil	on	the	steep	slopes	of	the	Chimanimani	
Mountains	as	a	result	of	heavy	rains	caused	by	Cyclone	Eline.	

Next,	I	have	noted	that	small-scale	farmers’	creativity	is	sustained	by:	

• Imagining	new	solutions,	testing	the	solutions	and	improving	them	based	on	how	well	they	
work	(e.g.	instead	of	using	contour	ridges	that	drain	water	away	from	the	crop	fields,	we	need	
to	try	and	make	contour	ridges	that	capture	and	retain	water);	and/or		

• Identifying	what	is	working	well	somewhere	and	establishing	why	it	is	working	and	applying	the	
‘thing’	that	makes	it	work	(e.g.	month-old	finger	millet	seedlings	from	a	nursery	could	
overcome	the	shorter	growing	period	challenge	in	rainfed	agriculture)	

• Generating	and	implementing	technical	solutions	that	overcome	livelihood	and	environmental	
challenges	

• Generating	and	implementing	social-institutional	solutions	to	new	and	emerging	challenges	
affecting	the	effectiveness	and/or	the	uptake	of	the	innovation.		

Lastly,	I	would	like	to	highlight	that	local	innovations	by	small-scale	farmers	tend	to	benefit	
communities	and	the	environment	because:		

• The	innovations	of	small-scale	farmers	in	agroecology	and	natural	resource	management	tend	
to	be	about	managing	and	improving	local	resources.	The	innovations	are	not	patented.	In	fact,	
local	innovators	are	interested	in	sharing	their	innovations	for	the	benefit	of	others.	
Recognising	them	through	initiatives	such	as	the	Phiri	Award	is	a	good	source	of	inspiration.	

• Most	of	the	local	innovations	have	improved	soil	fertility,	water	conservation,	cropping	
systems,	crop	and	livestock	adaptation	to	climate,	and	micro-watershed	management	on	the	
one	hand.	On	the	other	hand,	they	have	increased	the	production	and	productivity	of	crop,	fish,	
livestock	and	non-timber	forest	products.	

I	want	to	conclude	by	saying	that	the	creativity	of	small-scale	farmers	is	critical	for	the	future	of	
agroecology	and	food	systems;	and	should	therefore	be	nurtured	and	celebrated.	
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Day	2:	Opening	remarks		

Peter	Gubbels,	Groundswell	International,	Ghana;	Prolinnova	Oversight	Group	

Reflection	on	Day	1	and	importance	of	promoting	farmer	innovation	

Welcome!	My	name	is	Peter	Gubbels.	I	am	talking	from	Northern	Ghana,	where	I	live.	I	am	a	member	of	
the	Prolinnova–Ghana	Country	Platform	and	also	represent	the	West	and	Central	Africa	Country	
Platforms	on	the	Prolinnova	Oversight	Group.		

For	those	of	you	who	are	just	joining	us,	you	missed	many	very	interesting	and	inspiring	stories	
yesterday.	And	for	those	of	you	who	were	with	us	yesterday,	here	is	a	quick	overview	of	what	we	
discussed.	We	had	examples	of	many	innovations,	starting	in	Nepal	with	rooftop	gardens	in	urban	
settings	and	then	over	to	Karnataka	in	India,	where	we	saw	a	wonderful	tool	to	lift	up	cassava.	If	any	of	
you	have	dug	out	cassava	as	I	have	…	I	am	looking	to	get	a	version	of	that	tool.	We	also	saw	from	India	
the	development	of	a	rice	variety.	And	shifting	over	to	Cameroon,	we	had	examples	and	videos	of	
nutritious	food	supplements	for	children	and,	also	in	Burkina,	supplements	for	healthy	eating	based	on	
moringa.	And	then	over	to	Ghana,	we	had	an	example	and	a	good	video	on	how	to	process	orange-
fleshed	sweet	potato.	And	then	over	to	Kenya,	we	had	an	example	of	a	special	oven	for	fish	smoking	in	
the	Kisimu	area	near	Lake	Victoria.	Then	over	to	Senegal,	we	had	an	okra	nursery	and	how	you	can	
develop	a	garden	with	bottle	irrigation.	And	then	back	to	Ghana,	we	had	a	really	inspiring	example	of	
how	someone	has	developed	a	botanical	mixture	for	vaccination	against	Newcastle	disease	in	poultry	
and	another	botanical	concoction	to	help	deal	with	swine	fever	to	improve	the	health	of	pigs.		

All	of	those	are	examples	of	farmer	innovations.	I	remember	when	I	first	came	to	Ghana,	my	own	
personal	experience,	my	first	exposure	to	farmer	innovation.	I	was	staying	in	a	village.	They	put	me	in	a	
small	hut,	a	round	hut	with	a	thatched	roof,	and	every	time	I	was	sleeping	on	the	mat,	there	were	
insects	eating	the	poles	that	were	holding	up	the	thatched	roof.	I	saw	sawdust	on	the	floor	every	
morning	when	I	woke	up.	So	I	pointed	this	out	to	my	host	and	he	said,	no	problem.	Within	that	same	
day,	he	went	out	to	the	bush	and	came	back	with	a	bunch	of	leaves	that	he	attached	to	different	poles	
in	the	roof	and,	lo	and	behold,	the	insects	that	were	eating	the	poles	all	went	away.	I	was	just	amazed	
at	that,	which	was	my	first	introduction	to	farmer	innovation	when	I	came	many	years	ago	to	Ghana.	

Today,	we	are	going	to	have	another	round	of	farmer	innovations,	but	before	that,	I	want	to	make	a	
few	quick	remarks.	For	many	generations,	small-scale	farmers	have	been	undertaking	innovation,	
developing	seeds,	domesticating	plants,	developing	farming	techniques	that	still	provide	the	bedrock	of	
the	farming	systems	throughout	the	world.	I	say	this	because	small-scale	farmers,	according	to	some	of	
the	literature,	produce	70%	of	the	world’s	food	on	just	25%	of	the	land.	So	they	are	an	incredibly	
important	resource	for	us.	This	innate	capacity	of	farmer	innovation	and	their	very	context-specific	
knowledge	across	all	those	farms	across	the	world	–	500	million	small-scale	farms	–	is	a	huge	resource	
but	it	is	unfortunately	neglected	and	marginalised	in	agricultural	research	and	development	today.		

At	the	same	time,	a	number	of	forces	have	accelerated	the	pace	of	change	affecting	small-scale	farming	
systems.	They	include	population	growth,	land	degradation,	particularly	climate	change	but	also	the	use	
of	so-called	“modern”	methods	of	farming	–	the	use	of	agrochemicals	and	commodity	production	/	
value	chains.	Covid-19,	in	particular,	has	shown	how	vulnerable	the	current	food	system	is	in	the	light	
of	these	changes	and	this	integration	into	the	global	market	system.	The	main	point	I	want	to	make	in	
this	introduction	is	that,	in	this	context,	the	pace	of	farmer	innovation	and	the	spread	of	farmer	
innovation	–	even	though	it	is	there	and	even	though	it	is	a	resource	–	is	not	fast	enough	to	keep	up	
with	all	these	changes.	And	that	is	a	huge	problem.	Now,	it	is	critical,	in	addition	to	learning	about	these	
innovations	and	being	inspired	by	these	innovations,	that	we	within	the	Prolinnova	network	and	all	of	
you	find	and	apply	ways	to	help	small-scale	farmers	not	to	just	innovate	but	to	consolidate,	
systematise,	improve	and	amplify	their	capacity	for	innovation	–	what	we	will	be	seeing	evidence	of	
today.	Without	that,	we	won’t	be	able	to	keep	pace	with	the	changes	that	are	affecting	all	of	us.		



	
GFIF,	10–11	Feb	2021:	Opening	and	closing	remarks	

6	

Once	reason	I	joined	the	Prolinnova	Oversight	Group	is	because	I	really	feel	that	this	is	critical.	The	
Prolinnova	network	is	at	the	forefront	both	at	the	international	and	at	the	country	level	and	even	at	the	
local	level	for	sharing,	learning	and	advocacy	in	supporting	farmer	innovation	and	in	spreading	ways	of	
improving	their	farming	systems,	not	just	the	technical	side	but	also	the	organisational	side.	So,	as	we	
listen	to	more	of	the	different	innovations	today,	please	keep	in	mind	that	one	challenge	the	Prolinnova	
network	has	–	and	I	hope	that	all	of	you	will	join,	inspired	by	these	innovations	–	is	to	undertake	the	
policy	and	institutional	changes	in	the	different	agricultural	research	and	development	institutions	that	
exist	in	all	our	different	countries	to	improve	and	mainstream	this	approach	developed	by	Prolinnova	
and	others	to	foster	farmer	innovation.	

Day	2:	Farmer-led	joint	research	

Ann	Waters-Bayer,	Prolinnova	International	Support	Team,	Germany	

Hi	to	all.	I	am	Ann	with	Agrecol	Association	in	Germany.	I	have	been	mentoring	partners	in	the	
Prolinnova	network	for	many	years	as	a	member	of	the	International	Support	Team.	Yesterday,	you	saw	
numerous	farmers	–	women	and	men	–	proudly	showing	and	telling	you	about	their	innovations.	As	my	
colleague	Chesha	mentioned	at	the	start	of	Day	1,	recognising	and	celebrating	local	innovation	builds	
farmers’	self-esteem	and	confidence,	inspires	others	to	innovate	and	provides	a	positive	entry	point	for	
working	with	farming	communities	in	research	and	development.	

It’s	an	entry	point	that	focuses	on	local	achievements	rather	than	starting	with	a	list	of	problems,	
dwelling	on	farmers’	weaknesses	and	giving	them	the	feeling	they	have	to	depend	on	external	support.	
Starting	with	recognising	cases	of	local	innovation	means	starting	with	issues	that	farmers	are	already	
working	on	because	they’ve	already	identified	problems	or	perhaps	opportunities	themselves	–	and	are	
trying	to	do	something	about	it.	This	is	where	the	energy	for	change	lies:	in	exploring	the	potential	of	
what	farmers	have	already	initiated.	

Starting	a	process	of	collaboration	in	research	and	development	by	discovering	and	valuing	local	
innovation	also	helps	change	perceptions	of	all	the	stakeholders	involved.	It	changes	how	they	see	each	
other,	but	also	how	they	see	themselves.	Discovering	how	and	why	farmers	innovate	makes	formal	
scientists	and	development	agents	appreciate	what	local	people	are	already	trying	to	do	to	improve	
their	situation.	Also	the	farmers	start	to	see	themselves	differently:	they	may	not	be	formally	educated,	
but	they	realise	they	are	rich	in	knowledge	and	ideas.	Recognising	local	innovation	lays	a	basis	for	true	
partnership	in	participatory	research,	in	which	the	partners	value	each	other’s	knowledge,	where	local	
and	scientific	knowledge	can	come	together	on	equal	terms	to	co-create	new	knowledge.		

In	the	Prolinnova	network,	we	call	this	approach	“farmer-led	joint	research”	or	“participatory	
innovation	development”	(PID	for	short).	PID	is	a	process	in	which	men	and	women	farmers	and	other	
actors	in	agricultural	research	and	development	explore	the	local	ideas	together.	For	example,	it	could	
be	an	experiment	conducted	by	farmers	and	scientists	to	find	out	which	botanical	substances	are	most	
effective	in	controlling	a	crop	pest.	It	could	be	collaboration	of	farmers	and	a	mechanical	engineer	on	a	
locally	developed	device	to	make	it	easier	to	use	or	safer.	It	could	involve	village	women	working	with	a	
nutritionist	to	explore	better	ways	of	food	processing,	building	on	local	innovation.	It	could	involve	a	
group	of	livestock-keepers	doing	a	study	together	with	a	marketing	expert	on	the	meat	value	chain	to	
see	how	they	could	gain	more	added	value	from	a	marketing	innovation.		

PID	on	a	local	innovation	is	focused	on	questions	the	farmer	innovators	or	others	in	the	community	
have	about	that	innovation.	The	farmers	and	scientists	or	development	agents	design	the	experiment	
or	investigation	jointly	in	a	way	that	makes	sense	to	all	involved.	The	farmers	observe	and	record	the	
results	–	not	necessarily	in	writing,	this	can	be	done	also	visually,	such	as	with	photos.	The	results	are	
analysed	jointly	and	–	ideally	–	the	findings	are	documented	and	shared	as	joint	publications.	This	is	
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something	that	we	in	Prolinnova	–	as	promoters	of	this	approach	–	must	monitor	closely:	that	the	
farmer	innovators	are	given	due	credit	for	their	role	in	joint	research	and	innovation.	

PID	is	an	approach	not	only	to	research	but	also	to	development.	Indeed,	most	cases	of	PID	in	our	
network	involve	development	agents	who	encourage	farmers	to	experiment	with	new	ideas	–	whether	
local	or	introduced	–	rather	than	trying	to	convince	them	to	adopt	techniques	that	have	not	been	
tested	locally.	It’s	an	approach	that	encourages	a	culture	of	experimentation	in	farming	communities	–	
trying	out	new	things	and	adapting	them	to	the	local	conditions.	

Through	being	involved	in	this	process,	the	scientists	and	development	agents	learn	how	to	support	
local	initiatives	in	ways	that	increase	farmers’	confidence	to	face	new	challenges,	increase	their	capacity	
to	innovate	and	thus	increase	their	resilience	to	change.	This	means	that,	if	we	come	back	to	the	same	
community	10	or	20	years	later,	we	hope	they	will	NOT	be	using	the	same	innovations	we	are	
celebrating	this	week	but	rather	they	have	continued	to	innovate	and	adapt	in	response	to	changing	
conditions.	This	will	be	a	sign	that	the	local	capacity	to	innovate	was	indeed	strengthened.	

PID	initially	needs	facilitation	–	often	done	by	NGOs	–	so	that	farmers	and	outsiders	can	learn	to	
interact	as	genuine	partners	–	especially	until	farmers,	including	women,	gain	the	skills	and	confidence	
to	assert	themselves	in	communication	and	negotiation	with	formally	educated	scientists.	And	also	so	
that	the	scientists	learn	to	be	partners	in	the	research	rather	than	trying	to	control	it.	

One	way	to	assure	that	control	of	the	joint	research	remains	with	the	farmers	is	to	give	them	access	to	
funds	for	it.	The	Prolinnova	network	often	works	with	Local	Innovation	Support	Funds	or	Facilities	
(LISFs)	that	are	managed	at	community	level.	Farmers	–	individuals	and	groups	–	propose	local	
experiments	or	studies.	The	LISF	management	committee	selects	the	proposals	to	be	funded.	The	
resources	are	used	to	buy	materials	for	the	farmer-led	research,	or	to	pay	costs	of	scientists	or	other	
specialists	who	support	the	farmer-researchers,	or	for	the	farmers	to	obtain	relevant	information	for	
their	research.	The	idea	is	that,	if	the	community	controls	the	research	funds,	it	is	much	better	placed	
to	determine	what	kind	of	research	is	done.	We	argue	that	a	part	of	public	funding	for	agricultural	
research	should	be	allocated	for	such	decentralised	community-managed	funds	to	support	research	led	
by	local	farmers,	so	that	publicly	funded	research	becomes	more	relevant	for	small-scale	farmers.	

Today	we	will	hear	not	only	about	farmer-led	research	but	also	about	how	this	approach	can	be	
integrated	into	mainstream	agricultural	research,	advisory	services	and	education.	Mainstreaming	this	
approach	requires	change	in	the	policies	of	research	and	advisory	institutions.	It	requires	new	
procedures	and	criteria	for	approving	research	projects	and	new	ways	of	assessing	and	rewarding	staff	
performance.	To	be	able	to	engage	in	farmer-led	research,	scientists	and	development	agents	need	to	
shift	from	seeing	themselves	as	the	knowledge	holders,	as	the	ones	who	should	be	in	control,	to	being	
partners	of	farmer-researchers.	Bringing	about	this	change	in	attitude	and	behaviour	is	a	long	process	
that	requires	training	and	mentoring	and	experiencing	a	different	way	of	doing	things	–	and	frequent	
reflection	on	this	experience	of	interacting	with	farmer-researchers.		

Also	universities	and	colleges	need	to	apply	methods	of	experiential	and	participatory	learning	that	link	
students	and	farmer-researchers.	They	need	to	transform	curricula	and	find	creative	ways	to	involve	
innovative	farmers	in	students’	learning	cycles.	This	type	of	learning	will	prepare	the	students	as	future	
professionals	who	are	open	to	engage	with	family	farmers	in	participatory	research	and	development.		

If	this	can	be	achieved,	then	we’ll	achieve	the	vision	of	the	Prolinnova	network:	A	world	where	women	
&	men	farmers	play	decisive	roles	in	agricultural	research	&	development	for	sustainable	livelihoods.	
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Day	2:	Closing	remarks	

Sabine	Dorloechter-Sulser,	Misereor,	Germany	

PID	as	an	approach	to	agroecological	development	and	resilient	communities	

Let	me	introduce	myself	briefly:	I	am	a	Rural	Development	Officer	since	20	years	with	Misereor,	a	
sociologist	and	geographer	working	in	the	field	of	African	rural	development	since	1986,	with	10	years’	
work	in	Burkina	Faso,	Mali	and	Niger.	Misereor	currently	supports	six	farmer-led	research	projects	in	
West	Africa.	

Let	us	work	that	farmer-led	joint	research	becomes	the	rule	

The	last	two	days	have	once	again	testified	to	the	huge	creative	potential	for	agricultural	innovation	
that	participatory	innovation	approaches	offer.	They	have	clearly	shown	the	range	of	issues	that	farmer	
innovators	cover	and	the	potential	that	farmers	can	tap	through	the	solutions	and	innovations	they	
develop.	We	also	saw	the	challenges	in	the	relationship	between	farmer	innovators	and	scientific	
researchers.	Furthermore,	the	testimonies	presented	also	bear	eloquent	witness	to	a	common	vision	
for	a	different	future	not	only	for	agricultural	research	but	for	a	different	agricultural	development,	
which	puts	small-scale	farmers	in	the	driver’s	seat.	

Let	me	share	some	elements	that	were	mirrored	in	the	innovation	processes	shared	and	which	could	be	
seen	as	pillars	of	a	common	vision	for	a	future	institutionalised	farmer-led	joint	research:	We	want	to	
see	that:	

• Farmers	and	researchers	work	as	equal	partners	and	respect	each	other's	knowledge	systems;		
• Farmers	are	supported	in	their	breeding	of	farmers’	seed	varieties	in	a	decentralised	way,	and	

farmer-managed	seed	systems	are	strengthened;	
• Farmers'	innovations	are	recognised	by	formal	agricultural	extension	services	in	the	same	way	

as	innovations	from	scientific	research;		
• Farmer	innovators	have	easy	access	to	formal	financial	services	to	support	their	continuous	

research	&	innovation	efforts	as	well	as	to	set	up	small	enterprises	to	spread	their	innovations.		

However,	we	all	know	that	this	vision	is	far	from	reality.	A	key	question	for	the	implementation	of	a	
shared	vision	will	be:	What	institutional	framework	is	needed	to	achieve	it?	Today	more	than	ever,	
small-scale	farmers	worldwide	are	in	distress	and	increasingly	marginalised.	

Let	us	not	forget	the	persisting	policy	environment	unfriendly	to	small-scale	farmers	

In	a	nutshell,	I	present	some	of	the	underlying	root	causes:	

• The	structural	adjustment	programmes	of	the	1980s/90s,	which	dismantled	rural	services	such	
as	extension	services,	funds	for	boosting	agricultural	assets,	animal	health	services,	agricultural	
banks,	etc,	of	which	the	negative	consequences	are	still	being	felt	by	farmers	today;	

• The	change	of	paradigm	that	has	taken	place	in	many	countries’	agricultural	policy	towards	an	
industrial	large-scale	and	mostly	mechanised	agriculture	–	and,	thus,	an	abandonment	of	small-
scale	family	farming	as	the	backbone	of	rural	development;		

• Alliances	of	multinational	companies,	foundations	and	national	governments	seeking	to	
disseminate	the	“green	revolution”	including	genetic	engineering;	

• Introduction	of	seed	legislation	(UPOV	91)	that	pushes	farmer-managed	seed	systems	and	
farmers’	seeds	into	illegality.	

This	unfavourable	policy	environment	evolved	although	smallholder	farmers	(with	farms	of	less	than	2	
ha)	produce	more	than	70%	of	the	world's	calories,	despite	holding	less	than	30%,	of	the	cultivated	land	
on	the	planet.	While	their	significant	contribution	to	feeding	the	world's	population	is	widely	
recognised,	this	is	unfortunately	not	reflected	in	smallholder-friendly	policies.	
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However,	while	the	general	framework	conditions	might	not	seem	very	bright,	there	is	hope.	In	many	
countries	worldwide,	there	is	a	growing	movement	in	favour	of	an	alternative	agricultural	model.		

Let	us	(therefore)	forge	more	and	stronger	alliances	to	put	small-scale	farmers	in	the	driver’s	seat	for	
an	agroecological	development	

This	growing	agroecological	movement	worldwide	is	built	on	farmers'	movements,	civil	society	alliances	
as	well	as	a	growing	number	of	scientists	and	research	institutes	working	on	a	scientifically	based	
concept	of	agroecology.	These	main	actors	share	the	conviction	that	agroecology	is	a	viable	path	to	
sustainable	and	diversified	agricultural	systems	in	harmony	with	ecology,	enabling	small-scale	farmers	
to	secure	their	livelihoods	and	get	a	fair	share	in	reformed	agriculture	and	food	systems.	

Looking	at	the	agroecological	movement	and	the	Community	of	Practice	of	farmer-led	research,	both	
share	common	features:		

• Both	work	on	local	solutions	adapted	to	the	specific	farming	system	and	specific	sociocultural	
and	environmental	context	

• Both	approaches	are	based	on	processes	of	co-creation,	in	which	farmers’	and	scientific	
knowledge	are	mutually	reinforcing	each	other	

• Both	put	small-scale	farmers	in	the	driver’s	seat.		

However,	while	there	is	certainly	an	overlap	in	terms	of	actors,	there	seems	to	be	still	a	huge	potential	
for	mutual	inspiration.	In	particular,	the	development	of	agro-ecological	production	systems	could	
benefit	from	farmer-led	research’s	methodological	approaches	and	experiences.		

Let	us	do	our	“homework”		

Prolinnova	and	all	the	other	like-minded	actors	in	the	community	of	practice	have	pioneered	farmer-led	
research	over	the	last	20	years.	Chris	Macoloo	traced	Prolinnova’s	path	yesterday	morning.	The	last	two	
days	have	shown	that	already	a	lot	has	been	achieved,	especially	in	terms	of	refining	the	approach,	
professionalising	the	actors	and	in	terms	of	farmers’	innovation.	Most	of	what	we	saw	as	innovations	
has	been	highly	creative,	cost-effective,	based	on	locally	available	resources	and	therefore	easy	to	
adopt	by	small-scale	family	farmers.		

Nonetheless,	we	are	all	just	at	the	beginning	of	the	journey	towards	institutionalising	farmer-led	
research.	We	need	to	continue	our	work	to	convince	other	actors,	including	influential	ones,	that	
farmer-led	research	is	an	effective	and	more	sustainable	method	that	can	make	a	valuable	contribution	
to	agricultural	development.	We	have	to	put	forward	central	arguments	why	farmer-led	research	is	
more	promising	than	conventional	research	approaches.	I	just	want	to	share	three	with	you:	

1) Farmer-led	research	is	more	likely	to	follow	small-scale	farmers’	motivation	and	logic	(an	
example	are	farmers’	multiple	criteria	if	they	themselves	do	crossbreeding	of	seeds).	

2) Farming	systems	differ	tremendously	according	to	the	specific	agroecological	context;	
consequently,	the	obstacles	and	constraints	as	well	as	their	potentials	differ.	Farmer-led	
research	approaches	are	more	likely	to	deal	with	small-scale	farmers’	priorities	compared	to	
formal	agricultural	research.	

3) Innovations	have	not	only	to	fit	into	complex	farming	systems	but	also	have	to	consider	the	
differing	asset	endowment	of	farmers	belonging	to	different	social	strata.	It	is	more	likely	that	
farmers	themselves	work	on	appropriate	solutions	to	their	specific	abilities	and	constraints	(i.e.	
resource-poor	farmers	are	likely	to	face	constraints	regarding	access	to	labour,	which	is	often	
ignored	in	classical	research	processes).		

In	order	to	be	even	more	convincing	in	future,	we	have	to	work	on	the	following	homework:		

• The	documentation	on	the	innovations	needs	to	be	further	developed	by	highlighting	the	
relevance	of	the	various	innovations	and	providing	facts	and	figures	to	prove	it.		
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• There	is	still	a	lot	of	conceptual	work	to	be	done	in	terms	of	dissemination	of	innovations.	One	
lesson	learned	so	far	seems	to	be	that	dissemination	should	start	from	the	beginning,	and	local	
innovators	should	play	a	key	role	in	it.		

• The	exchange	of	innovations	between	actors,	between	organisations,	between	countries	and	
continents	seems	to	be	still	tentative.	Taking	inspiration	from	innovations	developed	
elsewhere,	according	to	the	copyleft	principle,	can	still	be	strengthened.		

• More	efforts	need	to	be	made	to	integrate	young	scientists	into	practical	farmer-led	research	
and	to	promote	the	inclusion	of	farmer-led	research	methods	in	university	curricula.	

• Last	but	not	least,	practical	farmer-led	research	needs	to	be	complemented	by	lobbying	and	
advocacy	work	to	ensure	that	recognition	of	the	approach	is	matched	by	the	necessary	financial	
support	in	different	countries.		

It	is	my	great	pleasure	to	have	participated	in	this	first	edition	of	the	Global	Farmer	Innovation	Fair.	My	
thanks	go	to	the	main	organisers,	both	in	front	of	and	behind	the	scenes,	as	well	as	the	facilitators	and	
farmer	innovators	in	each	country	for	all	their	exciting	and	valuable	contributions.	Meeting	virtually	
with	farmer	innovators	is	an	inspiring	exercise,	especially	under	the	current	pandemic.	I	personally	look	
forward	to	a	second	edition	of	a	Global	Farmer	Innovation	Fair.	


