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Begin by limiting your project: where are you 
going to work, with which sector, subsector or 
crop, with which target group and what is the 
broader goal of the intervention? You can make 
these safe first choices quickly together with a 
few experienced experts on location. ‘The first 
choices are the easiest. It’s almost hard to make 
a mistake,’ explained Peter Gildemacher of KIT. 
He was one of the researchers involved in the 
comparative study. ‘You don’t need a lengthy 
study of the existing situation to define your 
project.’

'What you should realize is that you yourself can’t 
create markets and economic effects,’ Gildema-
cher said. ‘Interventions can only trigger and 
hasten developments, enlarge effects or steer 
them towards a target group. A chain interven-
tion has the most effect when you can benefit 
from existing developments in economic, demo-
graphic and political areas.’ The pre-intervention 
scan should be a rough identification of oppor-
tunities. Only after the first safe choices have 
been made do you need deeper research to iden-
tify which interventions in the chosen sub-sector 
are useful. 
 For example, the development of the Ugan-
dan oilseed sector in recent years was triggered 
by the quickly rising prices of imported palm oil. 
That made it interesting to locally grow a crop to 
replace the imported palm oil. The growth of the 
sesame sector in Burkina Faso was based on the 
increasing demand and price in the global market 
combined with poorer prices for cotton and less 
rain. In Laos, momentum for more of the most 
widely produced type of rice was triggered by the 
demand from neighbouring countries and be-
cause private parties became interested in selling 
rice. The controversial land reforms in Zimbabwe 
caused a shortage of bananas, thus creating 
space for small-scale banana production.

10 lessons on 
interventions 
in value chains
Despite all of the experience with chain development in the past 
twenty years, the effect of chain interventions is often too small. In 
order to give future interventions a more structural chance of having 
a large-scale impact, SNV and KIT have learned by comparing five 
cases in which they were involved.
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Everything that you do has consequences; in ad-
dition to positive effects for certain groups – the 
landless, women, young people, small farmers – 
the consequences may have negative effects or 
none at all. Make an overview of the expected 
effects, and decide what you can do to soften 
them where necessary and to ensure that they 
have a wider impact. You don’t necessarily have 
to take those measures, Gildemacher said realis-
tically; you can’t always reach everyone. ‘Al-
though it’s annoying for those not involved, the 
final purpose is a broad development, a return 
on the investments in your development efforts 
measured according to the number of people in 
your target group who benefit.’ 
 The analysis of the successful cases yielded 
no ready-made answers about how the less gifted 
actors in the sector can also benefit. It appears 
that poor or unorganized farmers, young people 
and women don’t always benefit directly from the 
developments. Sometimes because investments 
in, for example, new cocoa or banana plantations 
are needed, sometimes because a farmer has to 
have enough land to be able produce enough to 
market effectively. And women often have less 
access to land, labour and capital.
 Thanks to the transition from a monopolistic 
situation to a very competitive market in Ugan-
da, the farmers in remote areas have become 
more dependent on middlemen, said Conilh de 
Beyssac from Uganda. ‘Buyers and processors 
stay away because they have to offer competitive 
prices to buy as much as possible and buying in 
remote areas costs too much. And they no longer 
invest in production, whereas they used to pro-
vide inputs under the cost price. Such situations 
offer new opportunities for farmers’ coopera-
tives, but those are slow developments.

The core of development is behavioural change. 
And the most important motivation for this, as 
the five cases have shown, is a higher income. 
Chain interventions that don’t address the moti-
vations or the need for change are doomed to fail. 
 In both the cocoa sector in Ghana and the 
oilseed production in Uganda, risk prevention 
played a role. Bernard Conilh de Beyssac of SNV 
in Kampala is involved in the development of the 
oilseed chain in Uganda. ‘Other commodities are 
less risky than oilseed,’ he said. ‘If farmers feel 
supported by affordable agricultural services, 
they’ll be more willing to invest in the produc-
tion and trade of oilseed because this reduces 
the crop’s risk. Of course, factors such as the 
availability of land, water, equipment and labour 
also play a role.’
 In Ghana the cocoa buyers wanted to avoid 
the risks of a shortage of cocoa beans caused by 
low productivity and old plantations. At the same 
time, the internationally growing demand for 
sustainably grown cocoa insured the farmers of a 
market and income, and growing cocoa became 
interesting again.
 The sesame trade in Burkina Faso was helped 
by the fact that farmers could grow sesame as an 
extra crop in addition to food crops for their fam-
ilies. In Zimbabwe the banana sector changed 
because traders appeared who sold bananas that 
had previously not been marketed. The farmers 
had new markets and the traders a new trade. 

☞Lesson 1: 
Make safe first choices 

quickly

☞Lesson 2: Identify opportunities, build on what already 
exists

☞Lesson 3: 
Work with what 

motivates stakeholders

☞Lesson 4: 
Be aware of the 
consequences of 

intervention

T
he development organization SNV and 
knowledge centre KIT work together 
on clever solutions for agricultural de-
velopment. They do so on the basis of 
practical, global knowledge and ex-

perience and in response to local opportunities. 
 But what exactly determines the success of 
chain interventions? Using five projects from 
their portfolios in which changes in the sector in 
question had large-scale effects, SNV and KIT dis-
tilled the most important elements for successful 
chain development. They also interviewed various 
donors, including the IFAD, the World Bank, CFC 
and DGIS. The five cases were about cocoa in 
Ghana, oilseed in Uganda, sesame in Burkina 
Faso, bananas in Zimbabwe and rice in Laos.
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In both experimenting and upscaling, businesses 
are essential partners. But their most important 
role is that they do their work: take market risks 
and buy, process and sell agricultural products.            
 ‘That is the area in which businesses can 
contribute to large-scale developments,’ accor-
ding to Gildemacher. Don’t expect too many ex-
tras from companies for the sake of charity. ‘They 
can invest only a limited amount in combating 
poverty, especially in the case of strong competi-
tion among various buyers. In Burkina Faso, for 
example, the buyers of sesame compete on price. 
The highest bidder during the collection season 
has the biggest chance of meeting its market de-
mand. Two companies that invested by giving 
information and inputs on credits for delivery 
had to withdraw these services when farmers 
sold to the highest bidders despite the contracts. 
Companies can invest in large-scale investments 
and in expanding and improving their business 
operations. That’s where you should look for the 
common interests between businesses and small 
farmers.’ 
 Because the risks in the pilot phase are high, 
more public investment in this phase is justified. 
Gildemacher: ‘In the innovation phase in parti-
cular, you can’t expect large private investments 
in developing countries.’ The trial phase needs 
public investments and public-private coopera-
tion. Building capacity and organizing small   
farmers is work for the consultants of public and 
private organizations, NGOs and producers’ orga-
nizations. 

A successful intervention needs a coordinating 
element, an independent party that brings toge-
ther public and private parties, that organizes 
farmers and links them to input suppliers and to 
financial service providers, and that improves 
both market opportunities and information for 
agricultural businesses. Companies are often 
suspicious of public parties, and producers often 
think that a private party is not independent 
enough. Governments cannot assume the role of 
coordinator either, Gildemacher added. ‘Compa-
nies in Africa consider the government to be in-
effective. They often say that if the ministry of 
agriculture is involved, then nothing will get 
done. So that works against you.’ 
 In the cases studied, NGOs played an impor-
tant coordinating and stimulating role except in 
Ghana, where semi-government bodies assumed 
this role. Nevertheless, Conilh de Beyssac of SNV 
in Uganda cautions about using NGOs in this 
area. ‘They fill the gaps and are an easy channel 
for donor funds. But, in fact, they play a com-
mercial role and hinder the rise of commercial 
service providers in the developing sector.’ 

If you don’t immediately begin by steering to-
wards a large-scale impact, you might realize a 
small success but never one that will contribute 
to a bigger, future success. Pilot projects should      
therefore take place under realistic conditions. 
 Gildemacher: ‘Let’s say that you’re doing a 
project with four groups of farmers. You achieve 
success by using a lot of means, and then you 
want to apply this method to a hundred other 
groups of farmers. That’s going to go wrong. As 
soon as you begin working with the first four 
groups, your plan has to take an eventual upsca-
ling into consideration. The real impact will be 
made elsewhere, beyond the first four groups of 
farmers. Organizations sometimes seem to al-
most marry the people they work with. But for an 
intervention with a large-scale impact, you 
should be able to say that it’s time to move on.’ 

For widespread impact, alliances need to be cre-
ated between public and private parties, farmers’ 
organizations and civil society, i.e. NGOs, each 
with their own strengths and opportunities. Pu-
blic parties, for example, are the ministry of 
agriculture and organizations that offer informa-
tion, research, certification and quality control. 
Gildemacher: ‘You can’t operate without the 
right partners, preferably all of them being org-
anizations that will remain available to provide 
services to the sector.’ 
 There may be reasons for choosing to run a 
pilot with more parties than strictly necessary, 
said Gildemacher. ‘Via a temporary intervention, 
you try to convince an organization with a per-
manent mandate to continue along your trajec-
tory and you do this by involving them right from 
the start. Those who were part of the learning 
process internalize the experience. This is how 
you sow change. In addition, this is in keeping 
with steering towards large-scale impact: if you 
start working with only four groups of farmers, 
then strictly speaking you don’t need anyone 
else; but in order to upscale, you need a coalition 
of strong and diverse parties.’
 In the pilot phase, which is often precom-
petitive and thus serves a wider general interest 
than only that of the economic actors involved, a 
broad coalition is logical. That changes when you 
upscale; the accent shifts to permanent, cost-
effective services and production under competi-
tive circumstances.  
 In the case of bananas in Zimbabwe and oil-
seed in Uganda, the pilots began with one single 
company. ‘Perhaps it would have been wiser to 
have immediately involved more companies be-
cause, if you want to upscale, you’ll need them,’ 
said Gildemacher. In Zimbabwe, however, only 
one company wanted to invest time in the pilot, 
a trader who bought bananas. In Uganda, the 
initiative was taken by the biggest importer of 
palm oil, and logically they had little interest in 
involving their competitors. The competitors 
were later brought in by SNV.

Analyses have shown that, unfortunately, chan-
ges made by just one silver bullet are the excep-
tion and that a successful chain intervention 
isn’t a chronological process. ‘For permanent re-
sults, things have to change at the level of the 
farm, the chain level and the institutional level. 
In other words, the enabling environment,’ said 
Gildemacher. ‘And you have to start with all of 
these levels simultaneously.’
 Change at the institutional level is often the 
most difficult; examples are setting quality 
standards, reaching a public-private cooperative 
agreement and policy changes like market lib-
eralization. In Laos, for example, the institutio-
nal activities were focused on creating more 
opportunities to export rice, and cooperation 
within the rice sector was stimulated.
 In the activities, it’s important to find a ba-
lance between those with a direct impact, such 
as training programmes to raise the farmers’ 
productivity, and activities that have a more 
long-term influence on the system, including im-
proving the cooperation among diverse agricul-
tural advisers.  Gildemacher: ‘The focus of 
interventions in value chains often lies on the 
actors in the chain, that is the farmer and the 
supermarket. But that only results in market se-
curity. It’s better to simultaneously also focus on 
cultivation techniques and commercial problems; 
those are more important for achieving strong 
results for farmers.’
 You can bring about large-scale changes at 
the business level particularly via good suppor-
ting services that provide access to inputs, infor-
mation, research and financial services. 
Gildemacher: ‘Those services are really the link to 
the large scale because one day you’ll be leaving 
the location.’ During the development of the ba-
nana chain in Zimbabwe, there was a conscious 
mix of local advisors from the public information 
organization, local NGOs and companies. This 
provided the best guarantee of long-term servi-
ces and the opportunity to benefit from existing 
networks and knowledge. 

CHAIN INTERVENTIONS LESSONS LEARNED

☞Lesson 7: 
Combine various 

activities

☞Lesson 9: Don’t expect businesses to be philanthropic for the sake of public 
interest

☞Lesson 6: 
Steer straight away 

towards a large-scale 
effect

☞Lesson 10: 

An independent party is 
essential

☞Lesson 8: 
Find the right partners

Circumstances change during interventions, and 
sometimes the results change as well.  Gildema-
cher of KIT: ‘Take the case of bananas in Zimbab-
we. Banana farmers were directly and successfully 
linked to a company that bought the bananas via 
a supply contract with possibilities for credit. But 
the success of the pilot gave rise to competition 
among the buyers; various companies started 
bidding on the bananas from small farmers. Con-
tract-based agriculture could no longer be main-
tained, and the value chain development had to 
be supported by other activities.’
 What works in a trial period may not neces-
sarily work when applied on a larger scale. So 
allow yourself time to react to your surroundings 
and continue to ask yourself if your plan or de-
sign is still the right one. Gildemacher: ‘Think 
permanently about the need for change. Is the 
goal still a good one? Are the activities suitable? 
What has to be adjusted? A chain intervention 
shouldn’t be about whether or not you carry out 
your original plan or do exactly what you’d pro-
mised. It’s about achieving your goal. Working 
and reflecting like this is bothersome for many 
executing organizations, which is why it’s good 
to include reflection in the design of a project.’  
 This can be done by, for example, appointing 
someone to be responsible for organizing inter-
nal reflection. In Uganda, this is one of the roles 
of the oilseed platform. ‘They bring together im-
portant information and knowledge and they 
voluntarily keep an eye on developments in the 
sector. The platform also stimulates policy dis-
cussions,  enables  collective  actions  and  func-
tions as a network for businesses,’ explained Co-
nilh de Beyssac. 

☞Lesson 5: 
Reflect and react


