
5756 METHOD TOOLS FOR BETTER BUSINESS OPERATIONS

More and more NGOs, businesses and researchers use tools to improve the business 
operations of small farmers or collaboration in agricultural chains. The methods have 
a low threshold and are both inexpensive and popular. Five examples. 

by Alexandra Branderhorst

Tools to improve relations and      sustainable production

For: farmers and businesses
-------------------------------------------------------------------------------
By: local coaches, businesses and NGOs
-------------------------------------------------------------------------------

Goal: strengthen the position of women

For:  farmers and businesses in sugarcane, soya, cocoa, cotton and 
livestock farming 

-------------------------------------------------------------------------------
By: farmers themselves or consultants
-------------------------------------------------------------------------------
Goal:  support farmers in making the production process more 

sustainable

For: local agrifood chains
-------------------------------------------------------------------------------
By: businesses, NGOs, governments
-------------------------------------------------------------------------------
Goal: enhance local economy and food security

For: farmers’ organizations
-------------------------------------------------------------------------------
By: SCOPEinsight
-------------------------------------------------------------------------------
Goal:  help farmers’ organizations obtain credit

Farmers have to meet increasingly higher demands 
from their buyers with respect to the quality and 
amount of their products and they way they’re 
produced. Development organizations, knowledge 
centres and businesses often use tools with which 
farmers, with or without the support of a coach or 
consultant, can improve their business operations 
and the relations with their buyers.
 Lisette van Benthum is a coordinator of Ac-
cess to Finance at AgriProFocus, an organization 
that helps stimulate entrepreneurship among far-
mers in developing countries. AgriProFocus has 
developed diverse tools, such as 2-2 Trade and 
Gender in Value Chains. Van Benthum: ‘The credo 
of the Dutch agenda for development cooperation 
is “not aid but trade”, so there’s more attention 

to value chains, the position of small farmers and 
the opportunities for producers’ organizations.’  

DIY approach
‘We develop only the tools that are requested by 
participants in the local networks of AgriProFo-
cus,’ Van Benthum emphasized. The tools are te-
sted and used in these local networks of 
businesses, knowledge centres, NGOs and produ-
cers’ organizations in developing countries. 
‘They’re practical tools that don’t necessarily in-
volve the help of consultants. It’s better to give 
people local tools with which they themselves can 
begin to work towards sustainability.’ 
 Pieter Sijbrandij, programme coordinator at 
Solidaridad, agrees. The development organiza-

tion wants to expand the Rural Horizons tool and 
include an audiovisual component for farmers 
with little or no formal education. ‘All too often, 
white, highly educated men come to tell farmers 
what they’re doing wrong,’ Sijbrandij commented. 
 Wageningen UR Centre for Development In-
novation (CDI) develops new tools such as 2-2 
Trade and Chain-Wide Learning or it makes ad-
justments to existing tools. These are then used 
in chains or for complex projects with many     
stakeholders. ‘We especially use them for inter-
national training programmes, research and pro-
jects that we facilitate,’ explained researcher 
Annemarie Groot Kormelinck. ‘The tools are ad-
justed to the local context and needs, which is 
how you gather relevant information. In the end, 

Gender in Value Chains Rural Horizons   Chain-Wide LearningSCOPEinsight  

‘If you take stock of the contributions made by men and women, you 
can create a more efficient chain and see where the opportunities for 
women lie,’ said Lisette van Benthum of AgriProFocus. The Gender in 
Value Chains method offers six different strategies to accomplish this.
In Nicaragua, for example, men are usually members of dairy coopera-
tives, whereas women play an important role in milk production. Ef-
forts to increase hygiene led to better results only when the wives of 
the cooperative’s members were addressed. 
 Local coaches are trained in the use of the Gender in Value Chains 
toolkit, which was developed by AgriProFocus and some of the member 
organizations in the network. There is widespread interest. Van Ben-
thum: ‘This tool provides insight into the improvements in quality, sup-
ply and continuity that can be realized if companies involve women in 
the right way in the production.’  

See: www.agriprofocus.com/gender-in-value-chains

Solidaridad and the farmers developed Rural Horizons to be able to 
guide more efficiently unorganized and small farmers in making 
their production more sustainable. After entering information, the 
farmers receive a work plan that meets their priorities, online in-
structions and technical assistance
 ‘For example, a surprising number of farmers don’t keep track of 
their costs, so they learn financial management skills,’ said Pieter 
Sijbrandij of Solidaridad. The tool has been made for various sectors 
in, for example, Brazil and Bangladesh and it helps improve the rela-
tions between farmers and their customers. For example, there’s a 
joint cooperation agreement between the cocoa company Cargill, a 
municipality and poorly educated cocoa farmers in the Amazon.   
There’s also a project with the sugar manufacturer Raízen and more 
than three thousand sugar cane producers around São Paulo.

See: en.ruralhorizon.org

For: farmers, producers’ organizations and businesses
-------------------------------------------------------------------------------
By: external coaches or the parties themselves  
-------------------------------------------------------------------------------
Goal: improve cooperation between farmers and businesses

2-2 Trade

‘There is often little trust between farmers and businesses. For 
example, farmers think that companies pay too little, and companies 
think that, contrary to the agreements made, farmers sell their pro-
ducts to others,’ said CDI researcher Annemarie Groot Kormelinck. 
 CDI, KIT and AgriProFocus developed the free online tool 2-2 
Trade to improve these relations. Interviews and discussions make 
evident the perceptions and expectations of the parties, and the re-
sults are discussed together. ‘This leads to an open dialogue in which 
farmers and businesses better understand each other’s way of wor-
king and problems,’ Groot Kormelinck said. Then a plan of action can 
be made. The online tool is in great demand, especially in East Africa.  

See: www.agriprofocus.com/organised-farmers

In Kenya, there was little coherence between actors in a local tomato 
market. No one knew, for example, that a large tomato processing 
company was located only twenty kilometres away. The Chain-Wide 
Learning tool exposes these sorts of problems in the chain. On the 
basis of a chain analysis and a workshop with stakeholders, future 
scenarios and a subsequent plan of action are drawn up. 
 ‘When local fresh chains function better, the costs are lower. The 
money saved can then be spent locally,’ explained chain expert Jan 
Helder of CDI, the developer of the tool.
 The tool is now being improved and used in training programmes 
and test cases; it was recently used to prepare a Vietnamese top-
sector project in growing mushrooms. The tool focuses on local food 
production, not on crops such as coffee, cotton or cocoa. ‘We want to 
strengthen food security and sovereignty,’ Helder added.

See: pubs.iied.org/16502IIED.html

SCOPEinsight, an independent rating agency, studies how credit-
worthy farmers’ organizations in developing countries are. ‘Produ-
cers’ organizations often have no access to external financing. This 
is an enormous obstacle. Without credit, they can’t invest in agricul-
tural machinery, fertilizer or better seeds,’ said Lisette van Benthum 
of AgriProFocus. 
 SCOPEinsight developed a methodology to test the professional 
level of agricultural cooperatives, such as their organizational struc-
ture, customer contracts, risk assessments, sustainability and rein-
vestments in the business. NGOs including Solidaridad, ICCO, Hivos 
and Agriterra have embraced the method. 
 ‘Many producers’ organizations don’t score well enough to be 
eligible for financing,’ van Benthum explained. ‘But SCOPE shows 
what the state of an organization is and gives information focused 
on improving the weak points and becoming financially independent 
and mature.’ SCOPEinsight has also developed a self-assessment tool.
See: www.scopeinsight.com
Zie: www.scopeinsight.com

you can learn something at a higher level about 
relations between farmers and businesses.’   
 That reality sometimes differs from assumpti-
ons is illustrated by Solidaridad’s Rural Horizon 
tool. This tool is focused on small farmers who find 
it difficult to meet the certificate requirements, 
and not on the 5 percent of the ‘good’ farmers,’ 
explained Sijbrandij. ‘The tacit assumption of the 
EU that small farmers work more sustainably isn’t 
always true.’ Bigger farmers are often more cost-
aware. Small farmers don’t receive the financing 
for investments or don’t have the knowledge    
needed to obtain the best results with only a small 
amount of fertilizer or pesticides. ‘You can achieve 
greater results among small farmers and in less 
productive areas,’ Sijbrandij added.


