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Introduction 
 
The history of agricultural development we see today in 
the modern world had its roots in local wisdom, built 
upon the foundation of knowledge accumulated through 
painstaking processes of trial and error and informal 
experimentation by the local people of those early days 
and gradually developed over time into the pinnacles of 
today’s modernisation. It is true that people today, unlike 
the pioneers, can easily access the knowledge and 
experiences from other parts of the world and refine, fine 
tune and adapt these to one’s own situation through 
formal research. This is being done in Ethiopia for more 
than half a century with relentless efforts to bring about 
fundamental changes in the livelihoods of rural people 
with the same taste of transformation. Great strides have 
been made in this direction, but obviously the 
achievements secured thus far are far from being 
completely satisfying. Whereas the technologies 
developed through the “scientific method” – either in-
country or abroad – will continue to play an important 
role, conventional formal research cannot be viable as an 
exclusive path to the kind of development aspired.  
 
The research system needs to open up new flanks to 
accommodate and harmonise with new approaches and 
thoughts and innovative ways of fostering development. 
We should not forget that the developed nations have 
passed through such all-inclusive paths and processes. 
The knowledge they have gained and the state of art they 
have attained began with local innovation, which sprang 
out of necessity. We also should not neglect promoting the 
knowledge, innovation and informal experimentation of 
local people trying to solve their own problems under 
their own circumstances. Such initiatives, very often, are 



not only appropriate for the conditions they have 
originated in, but can also have far-reaching 
consequences, at times to the extent of national 
significance. 
 
 The question is how to bring this innovation to light, and 
to promote and institutionalise such processes within 
mainstream development programmes. The starting point 
would be to identify and document local innovations. This 
is the purpose of this catalogue, so as to open up the way 
for subsequent efforts that should be tenaciously made in 
the same line. 
 

PROLINNOVA-Ethiopia 

PROLINNOVA–Ethiopia is a national platform to create 
space and provide a conducive environment for 
recognising and enriching local innovation processes in 
agriculture and natural resource management (NRM). It 
aims to scale up and integrate Participatory Innovation 
Development (PID) approaches in governmental and non-
governmental organisations concerned with agricultural 
and NRM research, extension, education and training. Its 
overall objective is to contribute to enhancing food 
security, safeguarding the environment, and improving 
rural and urban livelihoods based on sustainable use of 
natural resource. It is an initiative of several organisations 
within Ethiopia that had been working in participatory 
research and development in relative isolation and 
decided to join forces in 2003. For more about the 
background to this initiative, see the report of the Ethiopia 
National Workshop in August 2004. 
 
The PROLINNOVA–Ethiopia Steering Group (PSG) has 
members from the Ethiopian Institute of Agricultural 



Research (EIAR); the Federal Ministry of Agriculture and 
Rural Development (MoARD); four universities (Addis 
Ababa, Haramaya, Hawassa and Mekelle); six non-
governmental organisations (NGOs) – Agri-Service 
Ethiopia (ASE), FARM-Africa, Institute for Sustainable 
Development (ISD), Organisation for Relief and 
Development in Amhara (ORDA), Sustainable Land Use 
Forum (SLUF) and Pastoralist Forum Ethiopia (PFE) – and 
the International Service for National Agricultural 
Research of the International Food Policy Research 
Institute (IFPRI/ISNAR). The PSG is currently chaired by 
the Head of Farmer-Research-Extension Linkages in EIAR, 
and the Secretariat is hosted by ASE. The core Working 
Group of PROLINNOVA–Ethiopia is made up of five focal 
persons: 
o Teklu Tesfaye, EIAR, for policy dialogue  
o Demekech Gera , ASE, for administration and finance  
o Ibrahim Mohammod, MoARD, for monitoring and 

evaluation  
o Elias Zerfu, IFPRI/ISNAR, for PID capacity building  
o Habtemariam Abate, SLUF, for documentation and 

sharing. 
 

After making an initial inventory of organisations and 
experiences in participatory research and development in 
Ethiopia and holding a national workshop in August 2004, 
PROLINNOVA–Ethiopia drew up an action plan to cover 
several years. The work is being implemented in four 
distinct agro-ecological and social settings in the country: 
typical Ethiopian highlands (two areas in Amhara and 
Tigray Regions), coffee-growing areas (including most of 
Oromiya Region), enset-growing areas (most of the 
Southern Region); and pastoralist areas (the drylands 
inhabited by Afar, Somali and Borana livestock-keepers). 
Introductory workshops were held to start off the multi-
stakeholder partnerships at regional level. Research and 



development workers in these areas were encouraged to 
identify local innovators and to bring them to a second 
series of workshops for training in PID and joint planning 
of PID experiments building on local innovations and on 
innovators' questions or hypotheses. In each agro-
ecological area, there is a sub-platform composed of 
multiple stakeholders in agriculture and NRM and hosted 
by one of the members. 

Other activities of PROLINNOVA–Ethiopia thus far have 
included: 

o compilation of an inventory of Ethiopian organisations 
with experience in participatory research and 
development,  

o review of previous studies and documents on local 
innovation,  

o development of guidelines for documenting local 
innovations and setting up relevant databases,  

o compilation of an inventory of local innovations (first in 
a series of such booklets),  

o video film on local innovation,  
o awareness raising and policy dialogue about local 

innovation and PID,  
o co-organisation of a national workshop on local 

innovation in livestock-keeping, and compilation and 
publication of the proceedings,  

o organisation of an international PROLINNOVA workshop 
held in Yirgalem, southern Ethiopia, and compilation 
and publication of the proceedings.  

 
PROLINNOVA–Ethiopia is also testing modalities of 
Local Innovation Support Funds in the Southern Region 
(Amaro area) and Tigray Region (Axum area) and 
implementing a project funded by ActionAid to integrate 
the PID approach into the work of Farmer Training 
Centres. 



 
For more information on PROLINNOVA–Ethiopia activities, 
please refer to our mid-year and annual reports or contact 
the programme coordinator, Tesfahun Fenta 
(tfenta@yahoo.com). 
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PROLINNOVA International 
PROmoting Local INNOVAtion in  

Ecologically-Oriented Agriculture and 
NRM 

 
PROLINNOVA is an NGO-initiated programme to build a 
global learning network to promote local innovation in 
ecologically-oriented agriculture and NRM. The focus is 
on recognising the dynamics of indigenous knowledge (IK) 
and enhancing capacities of farmers (including forest 
dwellers, pastoralists and fisherfolk) to adjust to change – 
to develop their own site-appropriate systems and 
institutions of resource management so as to gain food 
security, sustain their livelihoods and safeguard the 
environment. The essence of sustainability lies in the 
capacity to adapt. 
The programme builds on and scales up farmer-led 
approaches to development that start with finding out 
how farmers do informal experiments to develop and test 
new ideas for better use of natural resources. 
Understanding the rationale behind local innovation 
transforms how research and extension agents view local 
people. This experience stimulates interest on both sides to 
enter into joint action. Local ideas are further developed in 
a participatory process that integrates IK and scientific 
knowledge. Joint action and analysis lead to joint learning 
and further action. 
 
How it all started 
PROLINNOVA was conceived in December 1999, when 
Southern and Northern NGOs – supported by the Global 
Forum on Agricultural Research (GFAR), the NGO 
Committee (NGOC) of the Consultative Group on 
International Agricultural Research (CGIAR) and the 
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French Ministry of Foreign Affairs – met in Rambouillet, 
France, to consider how participatory approaches to 
agricultural research and development (ARD) based on 
local initiatives could be scaled up. At this meeting, ETC 
EcoCulture, a Netherlands-based NGO, was asked to 
facilitate the launching of a PROLINNOVA programme built 
up from country level. NGOs in Africa and Asia facilitated 
multi-stakeholder design of Country Programmes (CPs) 
which, in turn, designed international activities to 
reinforce their own activities. The PROLINNOVA partners 
are developing country-specific ways to:  
o document local innovations and experiments by resource-

poor farmers and communities;  
o strengthen partnerships between farmers, development 

agents, research scientists and other actors to refine local 
innovations and to encourage others to try them out;  

o create wider awareness of and skills in PID through a 
variety of learning mechanisms;  

o develop and expand mechanisms that give farmers more 
influence over formal research, extension and education; 
and  

o integrate local innovation and PID approaches into formal 
agricultural research, development and education 
institutions. 
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PROLINNOVA seeks to: 
o demonstrate the effectiveness of user-led innovation for 

sustainable development  
o build strong farmer-extension-researcher partnerships  
o enhance capacities of farmers, researchers and extension 

agents in participatory approaches  
o pilot decentralised funding mechanisms to promote local 

innovation  
o stimulate national and regional policy dialogue to favour local 

innovation  
o set up platforms for reflection, analysis and learning about 

promoting local innovation  
o integrate participatory approaches to farmer-led innovation 

and experimentation into research, extension and education 
institutions.  

  
Structure of the decentralised programme 
 
In each country, a local NGO convenes the major ARD 
stakeholders. It serves as secretariat for a National Steering 
Committee (NSC) made up of people from government 
research, extension and education, other NGOs and 
farmer groups. The NSC defines the CP activities, ranging 
from farmer-led research to policy advocacy. It gives the 
CP strategic guidance, helps mobilise resources and is the 
apex structure for accountability. A smaller core team is 
responsible for day-to-day implementation of programme 
activities.  
 
The International Support Team (IST) supports country-level 
activities through overall programme coordination, 
networking, capacity building, coaching, web-based 
knowledge management, publishing and advocacy. The 
IST is made up of the International Institute of Rural 
Reconstruction (IIRR) in the Philippines, ETC EcoCulture 
and the Centre for International Cooperation, Free 
University of Amsterdam (CIS-VUA) in the Netherlands, 
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and the coordinators of PROFEIS (Promoting Farmer 
Experimentation and Innovation in the Sahel) based in 
Senegal and of the FAIR (Farmer Access to Innovation 
Resources) and HAPID (HIV/AIDS and Participatory 
Innovation Development) sub-programmes based in 
South Africa. 
 
The PROLINNOVA Oversight Group (POG) serves as 
governance mechanism to ensure accountability of the 
Global Partnership Programme (GPP) to the CPs, their 
constituencies and donors. The POG is made up of four 
people from CPs, one from the IST and three external 
people. It has met face-to-face in twice a year since 2005 
(in South Africa, Uganda, Cambodia, India, Senegal, the 
UK and Ghana). It has drawn up policies and guidelines 
for the GPP, which can be found on the PROLINNOVA 
website (www.prolinnova.net).  
 
PROLINNOVA Oversight Group (POG): 
 
Beatriz del Rosario (Vice-Chair), France/ Philippines 
(beatriz.delrosario@ifap.org)  
Elizabeth Vargas, Bolivia (elivargass@yahoo.com)  
Monica Kapiriri, Uganda (mkapiriri@yahoo.co.uk)  
Oliver Oliveros, France (oliveros@agropolis.fr)  
Pratap Shrestha, Nepal (pshrestha@libird.org)  
Scott Killough (Chair), USA (skillough@ n.org)  
Souley mane Bassoum, Senegal (agrecol@sentoo.sn)  
Will Critchley, Netherlands (wrs.critchley@dienst.vu.nl)  
Secretariat: Ann Waters-Bayer & Chesha Wettasinha 
(prolinnova@etcnl.nl) 

 

Main concepts in Participatory Innovation Development 
(PID) 

 
PID is based on the notion that, for rural development, the 
local knowledge of villagers is equally important as any 
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scientifically generated knowledge. However, the two 
types of knowledge – local and scientific knowledge – are 
different. The challenge in PID is therefore to arrange for 
creative interaction between the knowledge, experiences 
and skills of villagers with that of scientifically-trained 
researchers and of extensionists. 
 
In PID, the systematic – often unreflected – knowledge of 
villagers about their own complex situation is combined 
with the analytical skills of scientists. The emphasis is on 
conducting practical experiments together in villages. The 
objective is to find out new things and ways that work – 
successful innovations. In most cases, these involve clever 
recombination of elements of familiar technologies, or the 
combination of known elements with new elements which 
are brought into an area. Villagers constantly try out new 
combinations and see how they work out. The new things 
and ways have to be compatible with, and embedded in, 
the culturally based local knowledge system.  
 
The interaction between villagers and scientists often 
needs facilitation, which is best done by experienced 
extensionists, provided they have the required 
communication skills. We therefore have a triangle: 
villagers, researchers and extensionists all cooperating in 
order to develop new things that really work in farmers’ 
conditions, whereby the role of the extensionist is mainly 
facilitation of the PID process. 
 
Local innovation, innovations and innovators 
 

• Local innovation: The processes by which people in 
a given locality discover or develop new and better 
ways of doing things – using the locally available 
resources and on their own initiative, without the 
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pressure or direct support from formal research or 
development agents. 

 
• Local innovations (with an ‘s’): the outcomes of this 

process, for example, farming techniques or ways 
of organising work that are new for that particular 
locality. 

 
Local innovation = process 
Local innovations = outcomes of the process 
 

• Local innovators: All farmers innovate to some 
extent, many of them in order to survive. But the 
innovators valued by PROLINNOVA are those who 
are doing something outstanding to improve their 
lives, their communities and/or their environment. 
They are local people who develop new ways of 
farming or managing natural resources, building on 
local knowledge but using new ideas from various 
sources, including their own creativity. 

 
• Participatory Innovation Development (PID): a 

process in which farmers and other stakeholders 
engage in joint experimentation, leading to new 
technologies or socio-institutional arrangements, 
such as new ways of community organisation, for 
more sustainable livelihoods. It often uses local 
innovation is an entry point for joint research. 

Principles and significance of PID 

The very basic principle of PID is that the local, 
situational, often more intuitive knowledge of villagers 
and the formal knowledge of scientists (researchers or 
other subject matter specialists) are combined to 
experiment on innovation. 
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PID is governed by important principles, which are 
summarised as follows: 

• Start from what farmers have developed or are 
developing on their own and build on it; 

• Farmers take the lead in the process; 
• Respect knowledge and experience of all involved and 

apply as appropriate; 
• Process has to be context specific; 
• Prevent adverse effects of PID on others/environment; 
• Disseminate findings by sharing through appropriate 

media. 
 
PID uses recognition of farmer innovation as a strategy to 
converge different actions and actors. Local innovation 
through self-organised planning, implementation and 
evaluation of systematic experiments fosters self-respect 
and self-confidence in the rural communities involved. 
This process is closely linked with a process of social 
change. 
 
PID also puts emphasis on the aspect of local democracy 
in the control of innovation. Benefits are maximised and 
sustained when local communities are allowed to choose 
and decide on the technologies and processes they prefer 
as per the local context and eventually gain control over it. 
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A Fund to Support Local Innovation:  

Experience of a Farmer in Tigray 
 
 
Introducing Kes Malede 
 
A farmer-priest named Kes Malede Abreha lives in a dry 
area called Akab Se’at in Tahtai Maichew Wereda 
(District). This lies in the Central Zone of Tigray Region in 
northern Ethiopia. To make his family’s life more secure, 
he sought water which would allow him to irrigate his 
small farm of 0.8 ha. His neighbours thought he was 
crazy, but he was convinced he would succeed. He said, 
“The land is like a human being. A human cannot exist 
without blood, so if you cut the skin, there is blood. 
Likewise, if you dig into the land, you will find water”. 
Also his religion gave him hope: “The Bible says the earth 
floats on water; therefore, I was sure that I could find 
water no matter how deep”. As he dug deeper and 
deeper, his neighbours ridiculed him more and more. 
They advised him to stop wasting his time and energy and 
to seek some daily labour in town in order to support his 
family. They even persuaded his wife, Abeba, to leave him 
and move with the children to relatives in the nearby 
town of Axum. But Kes Malede kept digging and finally, 
at a depth of 12 metres, he did find water. He felt he had 
really succeeded when his wife came back to live with him 
and started thinking together with him about ways to lift 
the water for use in the home and for the trees and 
vegetables they started to plant. 
 
 
 
 
 



  A Fund to support local innovations: Experience of a farmer in Tigray 

 

 14 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Fig. 1. This innovation is the result of dedication 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Fig 2. It has given solution to chronic problem 
of water scarcity 
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Fig. 3. The improved design of water drilling machine 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Fig. 4. Ms Abeba, the wife of the innovator pulls out water  
using the improved machine 
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Pulling up water by hand from such a depth was very 
hard work. After they had taken turns pulling up several 
containers of water, their hands became chafed and their 
fingers became stiff. So Kes Malede erected two pairs of 
long parallel poles on opposite sides of the well shaft to 
lower two buckets alternately into the well. But this 
innovation meant two people had to work together all the 
time they were drawing water. So he dreamt up a kind of 
pulley system to lift the water, and first made a small 
model to see how it might function. Then he built it in full 
size over the well. He and his wife tested this innovation, 
and kept thinking of ways to improve it. Then Kes Malede 
made his next small model, and the process continued. 
They eventually developed a device with which either of 
them, working alone, could lift water very quickly and 
easily. Kes Malede called this innovation “Abeba Tigray” 
after his wife, because she continuously encouraged him, 
and after his home region.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Fig. 5. The innovation has contributed the production of fruits 
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 However, Kes Malede was still not fully happy within his 
innovation. He thought there must be some way to 
improve the rotating part of the device so that even a child 
could operate it. Also, it would be good if the device could 
be detached and kept in the home when not in use. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Fig. 6. The child enjoys the fruit 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Fig. 7. The innovator farmer at the meeting 
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   Informal group of farmer innovators 
 
Just at this time, some NGOs and government 
organisations in Tigray, which were part of a group called 
PROLINNOVA (PROmoting Local INNOVAtion), invited a few 
farmers in Tahtai Maichew Wereda, including Kes 
Malede, to discuss a new idea being tested in Ethiopia in 
2003. This is a small Local Innovation Support Fund (LISF) 
that farmers can use to conduct research in order to 
develop their own innovations further. Members of 
PROLINNOVA–Ethiopia and some experts from the District 
Office of Agriculture had called together 12 men and three 
women who were widely known in the area to be very 
creative in finding new and better ways of farming, so-
called “farmer innovators”. The coordinator of 
PROLINNOVA–Ethiopia explained to these farmers that the 
fund could be used to buy materials that they need to 
develop their ideas further, or to bring in experts from 
outside to give advice for the experimentation, or to visit 
other places where the farmers could pick up good ideas 
to try out in their own area. This was a “pilot” activity to 
see how such a fund could work. PROLINNOVA–Ethiopia 
members asked the farmer innovators if they, as a group, 
would like to try to handle such a fund. 
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Fig. 8. Kes Malede’s laboratory and bedroom 
 
The farmers discussed this for several hours and then 
decided they would try this out. They elected four men 
and one woman from their group to form a “Fund 
Management Committee”. One of the four men was Kes 
Malede. This committee had the tasks of inviting farmers 
in the area to make proposals to the fund, reviewing the 
proposals, suggesting any modifications that may be 
needed in the proposals, and deciding whether or not the 
proposals should be funded. They also had to assess how 
much funding was reasonable for each approved 
proposal.  
 
The group of farmer innovators is informal, and does not 
have a bank account. So the group suggested that one of 
the NGOs in PROLINNOVA–Ethiopia, the Institute for 
Sustainable Development (ISD), should hold the money 
on their behalf. They have great trust in this NGO because 
it has been working with them for several years to help 
them develop improved farming methods. The group 
decided that, after the committee approved funds for 
proposals submitted by farmers, ISD would make the 
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money available and would help the committee supervise 
whether the funds were used as planned. The call for 
proposals was made without any written announcement 
in April 2007. The Fund Management Committee used 
various gatherings organised by the District Office of 
Agriculture to announce the call. The news spread from 
farmer to farmer at religious gatherings, markets etc. The 
Committee agreed to meet once a month to discuss any 
proposals that came in. 
 
Kes Malede stayed with the Fund Management 
Committee for only one month. He gave two reasons for 
leaving it:  
1) taking part in the committee meetings would be time-

consuming, and he preferred to spend his time 
innovating rather than meeting;  

2) if he remained a member of the committee, he would 
not feel right about deciding to give money to himself, 
and he was very interested in applying for funds to 
further develop his own water-lifting innovation. 

 
Applying for funds to support local innovation 
 
Because he had been at the first meeting where the LISF 
idea was introduced, Kes Malede was well informed 
about this opportunity. The group of farmer innovators 
had decided that the fund should be open to any farmer in 
Tahtai Maichew Wereda, not just to members of their 
small group. However, few farmers outside of this group 
had a chance to learn about the fund. Kes Malede wanted 
to apply for a grant, but he found it difficult to understand 
the application form developed by Prolinnova–Ethiopia. 
He did not want to make a mistake in using the form. 
Other farmers also had this problem. 
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A staff member from ISD and an advisor from the District 
Office of Agriculture met January 2007 with all 15 
members of the farmer-innovator group to discuss how to 
write proposals for funding. Together, they decided that 
applicants did not have to use the form. They could 
simply write the following information on a plain piece of 
paper: 
 
• Name of innovator and place of residence  
• Kind of innovation/experiment s/he wants to carry 

out and how s/he wants to do it  
• What support s/he needs to do it  
• How long it will take to do it  
• How much this will cost. 
 
So Kes Malede wrote his application in Tigrigna simply on 
a sheet of paper.  
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Kes Malede’s application for a grant from the Local Innovation 
Support Fund 
 
I have developed a water-lifting technology which helps to pull water from 
the ground using rope. This needs further improvement as it injures the 
palms of our hands when pulling the rope. I further improved this design by 
using a pulley system: when rotating the pulley, a light rope attached parallel 
to the tube in the well pulls the water up. The speed at which the pulley 
rotates is directly proportional to the volume of the water lifted. Further 
development of the design would involve making the pulley device detachable 
so that it can be easily dismantled and taken home and, when it is needed, 
assembled again to pump the water. In addition, I want to change some parts 
of the technology to make them more durable, like using iron. 
 
In his application, he gave a breakdown of the resources required to 
develop his innovation further, but the Fund Development 
Committee asked him to revise it because they found it to be too high. 
His revised budget was: 
 
 Bolt        200 Birr 
 Saw for cutting iron                     100 Birr 
 Iron sheet 3 X 2 m       200 Birr 
 Welding the iron sheet                     300 Birr 
 Iron bar        300 Birr 
 Developing “Abeba Tigray” design                 200 Birr 
 Nails           50 Birr 
 Wire coils                      150 Birr 
 Total    1500 Birr 
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Fig. 9. Various designs of water drilling machines  

developed  by the innovator farmer 
 
 

 
Fig. 10. The newly designed water drilling machine being  

tested by the innovator 
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Why Kes Malede’s application was accepted 
 
The Fund Management Committee received a total of ten 
applications for the first round of grants in July and 
August 2006. After long discussion, facilitated by people 
from ISD and the District Office of Agriculture, it drew up 
the following criteria for approval of an application: 
  
• It refers to a true innovation: an idea that is new to the area and 

has already been tried by the applicant. 
• The innovation was developed by the applicant and was not 

“borrowed” from someone else. 
• Support is requested for something the farmer innovator could 

not obtain on his/her own. 
• The amount of materials requested is appropriate, and the costs 

are reasonable. 
 
The committee looked at Kes Malede’s application and 
decided that he met most of these criteria. However, he 
had requested Birr 4775 (about USD 400) for testing the 
improvements he wanted to make in his water-lifting 
device. The committee thought this was too high, so they 
approved only Birr 1500 (about USD 125). Other than this, 
the committee made no other comments on the proposal. 
Even this smaller than hoped-for amount was an incentive 
for Kes Malede, and he went ahead with his experiment.  
 
The committee informed the ISD office in Addis Ababa 
that it had approved Kes Malede’s application and 
requested the transfer of Birr 1500 directly to a bank in 
Axum in his name. For this procedure, no bank account is 
needed. The facilitator from ISD informed Kes Malede 
that the amount had been sent to the bank, and the farmer 
then went to Axum (about 20 km from his home), showed 
his identification card to the bank teller and received the 
money in cash.  
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From a building-material shop in Axum, Kes Malede 
purchased all that he listed in his proposal to improve his 
water-lifting device and collected all the original receipts. 
He made two copies of the receipts and gave them to the 
Fund Management Committee and to the District Office of 
Agriculture, which faxed them to the ISD office in Addis 
Ababa. 
 
In December 2007, staff from ISD and the District Office of 
Agriculture visited all farmers who had received grants 
from the LISF, including Kes Malede, to monitor and 
evaluate how the funds had been used. They have 
observed the additional work done with help of LISF. 
Most of the materials used were replaced using iron sheets 
and iron bar. They also discussed overall fund 
management with the farmers. The team from ISD and the 
Department of Agriculture suggested that, if the size of 
the grants had been lower with the ceiling of 1000 Birr, 
more farmers could have benefited as grant recipients. 
Smaller amounts of money spread more widely would 
have motivated more people to be innovative. This idea 
was initially proposed though they didn’t fix the ceiling. 
Accordingly they have accepted the suggestion. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
Fig. 11. Other innovations supported by local innovation 
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support fund 
 

The Fund Management Committee plans to assess the 
performance of each grantee farmer. It drew up a schedule 
to visit each farmer researcher and to discuss use of the 
grant compared to what was accomplished through the 
farmer’s research. If the committee judges a farmer’s 
performance to be poor, he or she will not be able to 
benefit from the fund in the future. This is to be done in 
mid March which will be jointly organized by District 
office of agriculture in with Institute of Sustainable 
Development. The cost will be partially covered by Fund 
management Committee and the two institutions. 
 
The farmer-innovator group had originally agreed that the 
Fund Management Committee and the farmer researcher 
would jointly document the process of experimentation, 
so that everyone would know what had been done. As it 
turned out, however, Kes Malede documented his work 
by himself. Unlike many farmer innovators, he first made 
a design of his new idea by drawing a sketch on paper. 
Then, he developed a prototype and tested the design. He 
has kept all the prototypes. He also wrote in Tigrigna 
what he had done to improve his innovation and why. He 
has posted some of his writings about this on the wall 
inside his house. The Fund Management Committee was 
not involved in the documentation, as they were not well 
enough aware of each step Kes Malede was taking. Only 
later did committee members become more involved by 
writing down notes of discussions the fund management 
committee and Kes Malede during the visit on the 
innovation process. 
 
Many heads and hands develop the innovation 
Kes Malede used the money to buy materials like iron and 
nails and for paying a mechanic at a local garage to weld 
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the iron in the way he wanted, according to the small 
model that he had made. He used his own money – part of 
his earnings from selling fruits and vegetables – to cover 
the transportation costs for himself and his water-lifting 
device, and for other things like the iron sheet and saw for 
cutting iron bars. 
 
Several other people in the area helped Kes Malede 
improve his innovation. Not only neighbours but also 
development agents and people from the local 
administration frequently visited him, and talked about 
what could be improved in his various versions of his 
water-lifting device. 
 
Their questions and comments gave him new ideas. Also 
the people in the shop in Axum where he bought the 
materials he used in modifying his innovation gave him 
advice. An important partner is the innovation process 
was the auto mechanic who helped him with the welding. 
Kes Malede had not gone to a blacksmith. These people do 
only routine work like making sickles, hoes, knives and 
plough shares. The mechanic thought in more innovative 
ways and could make good suggestions for improving the 
device when he was making the full-scale version based 
on Kes Malede’s small model. 
 
The people who helped Kes Malede transport materials 
for his water-lifting device back to the village also 
contributed to the innovation process. For example, a 
driver who saw that Kes Malede was transporting a 
kuchinet (rotating ring) from Axum asked him why he was 
taking home this spare part for a car. Did he have a car? 
Kes Malede explained what he was trying to build and 
how he wanted to get the blacksmith in his village to weld 
the ring onto his new device. The transporter advised him 
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not to go to a blacksmith, because the heat and striking 
would destroy the ring, but to take it to a garage instead. 
Kes Malede did so but, even then, the mechanic at first 
applied heat directly and the ring broke. Then he and Kes 
Malede reflected on what had happened and came to 
understand that there is no need to apply heat directly to 
the ring. Instead, the iron pieces to be fixed to it could be 
heated at a lower temperature. Another transporter 
advised Kes Malede not to buy a new ring but rather a 
used one, which would still serve the purpose and would 
be much cheaper.  

 
Both the driver and his friend even came some time later 
to his house to see if the new device really worked. They 
very much appreciated what Kes Malede had developed. 
They suggested that he consider starting up a business to 
make and sell such water-lifting devices. 
Also the passengers he met while transporting materials 
were curious. They asked what he was making and where 
he was going to use it. In this way, information about his 
innovation spread also to others whom the travellers met 
later and to whom they told the story of this remarkable 
innovator. 
 
Community benefits from the innovation 
 
Kes Malede and his wife Abeba have not only 
transformed their own lives with their constant efforts to 
improve their farm. They have also helped to transform 
the lives of many other families in their community. The 
innovations in discovering where to find water and how 
to lift it easily have greatly reduced the effort that local 
people – particularly women – needs to be make to fetch  
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Fig. 12. Kes Malede discusses with visitors about his innovation 

 
water from distant places to their homes and gardens. 
Already more than 300 other farmers in the district now 
have wells like that of Kes Malede. About 30 of these 
farmers came directly to Kes Malede to ask his advice, and 
he dug ten of the wells for them for very small payment. 
 
The neighbours have also been closely observing the 
various improvements in water-lifting technology that Kes 
Malede has been making over time. One close neighbour 
asked Kes Malede to help him make a similar water-lifting 
device over his hand-dug well. This could be done very 
quickly. Kes Malede said: “The difference is, it took me 
eight months to develop my Abeba Tigray, but we did it at 
his place in only one week”.  

 
About 300 farmers have adopted earlier versions of his 
technology, and some are trying to modify and improve 
them still further. However, his very latest modification 
has not yet been tried by other farmers, because they are 
still waiting to see whether Kes Malede and his family are 
satisfied with it. He explained: “The farmers here need 
time to observe. After some time, I am sure that many 
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people will want to do it, too, and I will be busy advising 
them”. 
 
Text compiled by Hailu Araya, ISD; Luel Haileselassie, Tahtai Maichew 
District Office of Agriculture and Rural Development; and Tesfahun 
Fenta, PROLINNOVA–Ethiopia coordinator 
 
Photos by Tesfahun Fenta 


