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(Translated from the French)
FAMILY FARMING ADVICE:

Helping to promote peasant farming
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summary conclusions of the bohicon workshop (19 to 23 November 2001)
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1. 
This workshop, which convened for five days, was attended by a very diverse audience of 45 (composed for one-third of farming leaders, for one-third of advisers and national officials and for one-third of experts and researchers) from 7 countries (Mali, Burkina Faso, Côte d'Ivoire, Benin, Cameroon, Chad and France). Four years after an international meeting was held on the theme of management advice for family farms (MAFF) (in Bobo Dioulasso in June 1998, organised by Inter-Réseaux), the farming advice experiences reviewed at Bohicon, with the benefit of more hindsight and new achievements, enable us to draw lessons and to rethink the future of the farming advice function.
2. 
This workshop was a turning point inasmuch as the farming leaders who attended it proved to be the most persuasive "ambassadors" of family farming advice which, until then, had been regarded more as an approach not emanating directly from the peasant world but promoted rather by researchers or persons working in French agriculture. The wealth of the exchanges that took place during the workshop points to a strong convergence between these various forms of advice, despite the diversity of approaches. To illustrate this common spirit, we suggest using the expression "family farming advice (FFA)" which calls to mind the idea central to the different approaches reviewed, namely putting the producer and his family at the centre of the advice function by enabling him to truly control the provision of advice. Two key ideas are described below, as well as the limits of and the prospects for FFA.

i. 
switching from classic agricultural extension to family farming advice
3. 
Historically, family farming advice should be viewed in relation to the long evolution of interventions in the rural environment marked by many and often questionable efforts at the "supervision of peasants" or "extension" within the framework of numerous regional or national projects. States and their "development partners" (donors) are seeking, within the framework of new agricultural policies, to veer from the semi-failure and the limits of classic extension. For about ten years now, French co-operation has supported approaches often known as management advice. This expression is considered too limiting given its "accountancy/management" connotation and does not reflect the diversity of the experiences presented by the participants. As indicated above, we suggest using the expression family farming advice(
) which covers several types of advice (see types 2, 3 and 4 on attached table). These three forms of advice, designed and implemented in different contexts and according to distinct approaches, are attempting a reversal of the policy that has been in place for many years, whereby technicians, backed by research systems, were considered chiefly instrumental in the realisation of technology transfers to farmers. While not going against the various forms of technology transfer through "classic agricultural extension" which are often necessary now owing to rapid technological change, FFA is a capacity-building process for producers. It helps them to control the operation of their farms, to improve their practices by combining farming innovations with outside innovations, to take better decisions to achieve family objectives. In this sense, FFA-type actions aim to go beyond the logic of classic agricultural extension by giving producers the capacity to define their needs, specify both their farming and family objectives, master their actions and, more broadly, the management process for their family production units.

4. 
In many regions where peasant farming is still dominant, there are self-development groups (type 2) or technico-economic advice groups (type 3) which often rely on initial investment in literacy education and peasant training. The cost of these groups per farmer is generally lower than management advice (type 4) costs and should therefore facilitate this type of advice. While necessary to mark their commitment and to prepare their increasing involvement in the control of this service, the financial contribution of the farmers concerned in these forms of advice should necessarily be compatible with their means and will doubtless remain modest in comparison to the cost of the service(
). Durable support for FFA therefore requires the devising of financing from different sources (producers, sector participation, government and/or international community subsidies) justified by the interest of each stakeholder in promoting a strong farming economy. Support for the finalisation of methodology, literacy campaigns, the training of advisers and capitalisation is normally handled by government funding.

5. In its management advice (type 4) form, FFA is mostly experimented with in situations where farming has greatly opened up to buoyant markets. It will remain both ill-suited and too expensive for small family farms(
). This management advice based on the analysis of accounting results and an increasingly individual approach can, on the other hand, meet the needs of farmers aiming to set up full-fledged enterprises. A significant share of advisory costs should then be borne by them and their trading partners.

It may be envisaged that a farmer could benefit from various types of advice depending on his activities and/or in the course of his career.

6. More generally, any intervention aimed at improving farming services and supporting new formulas for family farming advice should definitely seek to gain precise knowledge of the diversity of farms and rural activities in the area concerned. Tools for this exist (zoning, typology, the formulation of technico-economic references, etc.) but one should be aware of the fact that these tools are not neutral and always rely on a given view of farming. In view of this, it appears important to associate farming leaders with these exercises, inasmuch as possible, in order to avoid superimposing "imported" categories of analysis on complex and rapidly changing realities.

7. Implementing an FFA experience requires significant initial investment: dialogue with producers to define needs and ascertain the extent of their involvement in the advice systems; working out and testing advice tools and methods with producers, and training of producers and advisers. Ongoing support will still be required at a later stage (in terms of advisory tools updating, dissemination of technical and economic information, adviser continued training, monitoring and evaluation of activities – in particular assessment of effects, capitalising on achievements, etc.). Such support can be provided by the various stakeholders (NGOs, consultancy firms, researchers) and calls for special means of co-ordination to ensure its quality.

8. 
Although current experiences are new and limited in scope, we are now in a position to show the direct and indirect effects of the various forms of FFA beyond the mere strengthening of the capacities of farmers who are the first beneficiaries. FFA is useful not only for improving production techniques and increasing revenue, but also in terms of supplies, equipment, processing and marketing. FFA produces technical references, enhances local know-how, helps to put together information useful to farmer organisations (e.g. for negotiating prices on the basis of production costs) and contributes to the training of farming officials. In addition to the fact that FFA may serve as a catalyst in the context of the reform of farmer support systems, it contributes more comprehensively to the fight against poverty by strengthening the capacities of rural families to diversify and secure their income. These major effects should in the coming years make FFA an essential component of the definition of agricultural policy and the reform of services for farmers and rural dwellers.

The various types of actions covered by the expression Family Farming Advice (FFA) all share a common "spirit" that can be summed up by the following aspects:

1. FFA is an overall approach that enables the farmer and his family to analyse their situation, to look ahead, to make choices, to adjust previous choices and to analyse and evaluate their activities ; it consists in placing rural families at the centre of the advice function.

2. FFA is a capacity-building process for men and women in farming. It helps them to master the different facets of their work (agricultural production and other work producing income, organisation of labour, processing and marketing) so that they can attain their various family objectives. It is based on learning methods (including training, the exchange of experience, making use of farming know-how, etc.) and decision aid (using various tools: cash flow management, calculation of gross margins, technico-economic monitoring of production, etc.).
3. FFA operations are set in real farming conditions one ought to know well: the farmers engaged in these procedures are part of networks for the exchange of techniques and local know-how that can prove highly instrumental in increasing FFA impact beyond the circle of network members. In a given rural environment, it is important to identify these networks for exchange and "key" actors (PO officials, opinion-makers, farmers engaged in experiments, etc.) and to ensure that FFA procedures are properly implemented within these networks.

ii. 
a focal point: farmers' governance

9. 
Certain family farming advice actions presented during the Bohicon Workshop are managed directly by farmer organisations. They seek to ensure that all network members involved make use of the experience gained by the groups of men and women in farming who benefit from FFA. This option of enlarged dissemination makes it possible to increase the impact of family farming advice for farmers other than those benefiting from it directly.
10. 
The farming leaders who attended the Bohicon Workshop raised the issue of their relations with the salaried advisers of farmer organisations. Those informal exchanges, confirmed by the working session on advisers, have shown that farming leaders clearly prefer to hire advisers with intermediate qualifications (i.e. no engineers or persons with higher education, to reduce the risk of too great a difference with the farming world) and who are from their own social group (i.e. having farmed and who speak the local languages). Under these conditions, farmer organisations are prepared to bear part of the costs for these advisers. Accompanying and continued training facilities for those farmer-advisers remain to be created or strengthened for capacity building and increasing motivation (for instance by giving them an attractive status). Insofar as state services (research and development support services) accept to serve the requirements of farmers and POs, their role is considered a fundamental one at that level.

11. 
FFA experiences that best meet farmers' needs and have the greatest impact at a lower cost are those which are the subject of true farmers' governance. The place of producers in the management of advice is reflected by the creation of structures specialising in the provision of advice, though directed by farmers, or by the creation of an advice service within a PO with other functions. Advice can also be dispensed by private service providers (NGOs, consultancy firms) working on the FFA theme under contract with producers and their organisations. All these experiences will have to be assessed with the participation of PO officials for them to draw lessons from these experiences and to specify their strategy in this respect.

iii.  
limits of and prospects for ffa
12. 
In order to change scale, the development of FFA requires a secure economic environment and regional and national policies that are truly favourable for family farms (see in particular the proposals made at Dakar by ROPPA in December 2001 to African Heads of State). Agricultural and rural policies in most sub-Saharan African countries more often than not serve the interests of urban dwellers rather than those of farmers' families (continuous reduction of taxes on imports of farm produce in the WAEMU area, withdrawal of the state from infrastructures, rural education, etc.).

13. 
The instability of numerous agricultural export sectors is often mentioned (cf. the fluctuations in the prices of cotton, coffee, cocoa, etc.) as being the cause of economic instability, making the forward-looking management of farms difficult. The decision centres that affect the future of the main sectors are equally divided between the North and the South and ongoing WTO negotiations will have a very significant impact on African family farming. The sustainability of FFA experiences in the long term cannot therefore be envisaged without a minimum of economic and institutional stability combined with public support (national and international) made legitimate by the fact that FFA contributes to fighting poverty and increasing the competitiveness of African family farming.

14.
The financing of family farms is still very seldom linked to the fact that farmers have joined FFA.  Some people wonder whether more functional relations between advice for farms and the granting of loans should be encouraged to preserve confidentiality of FFA-generated information and to prevent FFA procedures from being used by producers as tools for control through banks and decentralised financial systems. The positive side is that FFA encourages producers to examine the place of financing in the evolution of farms (an essential component of any agricultural policy favourable to family farming) without "encouraging" indebtedness(
): FFA provides the tools needed to persuade farmers to resort to investment loans within reason and help them assess the importance of self-financing (and thus avoid weakening the different activities undertaken by rural families). Other avenues were mentioned, as follows: greater involvement of producers in the governance of decentralised networks of credit funds, production of technical references and production costs likely to improve knowledge of expected financial results.

15. 
The place of women in ongoing FFA experiences is not yet commensurate with their true involvement in rural and farming activities. The implementation of some of the advice given to men farmers on family workers can restrict their autonomy and income-generating activities that are at times essential to the family. That is why FFA is seeking to cater for families and not only aimed at farm heads(
).

16. 
The low literacy rate undeniably prevents the increase of the FFA impact. FFA can motivate producers to receive literacy training. Yet several experiences have helped to develop tools and forms of advice to take this constraint into account. Actions should be launched to go further in that direction.

17.
Although the importance of combating poverty – greatly prevalent in rural areas – is widely recognised, current agricultural and rural policies seldom specify which agricultural model they are seeking to promote. Today, at least two forms of agriculture co-exist in Africa: a vast majority of rural family farms that form the basis of what can be called peasant farming and a few pockets where forms of agricultural enterprise are developing, often with the help of funding from the cities. The challenge today is to shape a vision for the future for the majority of rural dwellers by strengthening and encouraging peasant farming and other economic activities in rural areas. This goal implies very clear choices in terms of macro-economic policy and capacity building for farmers and their organisations, in particular by promoting family farming advice within their organisations.

farming leaders' opinions

Farming leaders recognise the current and potential benefits they can reap from FFA. Their way of speaking of this new form of advice in the local languages is an illustration of the hopes they have set on it: "FFA means creating peasants who know which direction they want to take, they are the seed of our work." In the Senufo language, management advice is translated by "let us group together and exchange our ideas to be successful." Farming leaders are prepared to commit themselves to providing part of advice financing, provided they are allowed to control the process.

They also clearly state their responsibility for taking action on a greater scale. This in the direction of the farmers they represent: "One doesn't light a lamp to put it under one's bed", "I commit myself to making a list of all schooled and literate farmers who have not yet benefited from FFA but are likely to", "I want to restore my group's confidence in agreeing to pay for the greater part of FFA" and also in the direction of political and financial decision-makers, "Donors, please help farmers to get the FFA message across to our governments."

These are avenues which should not be overlooked and which set the course for anyone willing to strengthen the determination of farmers' families and their organisations to take their future into their own hands and to consolidate their autonomy.

summary table of main types of farming advice

	Types of advice
	
selected characteristics

	1

"classic" agricultural extension


	
Dissemination of chiefly technical themes.


Advisers the knowledge, of which producers are merely regarded as recipients.

Importance of demonstrations in the field, though groups are rarely set up on the basis of what they have in common

Peasants who do not manage systems and do not select advisers.


Farmers' knowledge is little used.


Strong links with agronomic research in public and/or private bodies where themes are finalised.

	2

Self-development groups 
	
Varied themes (technical, economic, sustainable agriculture).


Promotion of forms of peasant farming or farm enterprise.

Farmers who freely support advice, manage systems themselves and partly pay the advisers they themselves choose.


Very active teaching used in groups, the adviser being chiefly a "facilitator".


Importance of visits and exchanges among men and women producers: farming practices and know-how are used to a great extent.


Close links occasionally with public or private research bodies.


Farmers experiment with the themes they are concerned with.



	3

Management advice focused on training and technico-economic advice for family farms


	
Overall farming approach.

Promotion of family farming.


Technico-economic themes such as management of food crops, work and cash flow in families, village land management and soil fertility, etc.


Forward-looking management tackled more or less depending on experiences.


Farming practices and know-how generally taken into account.


Voluntary support from farmers.


Use of active teaching methods with exchanges between farmers.


Few experiences of management by farmers of this form of advice.


Often close links with public agronomic research.


Fairly few experiments by farmers.



	4

Management advice focused on farm's economic and accountancy aspects


	
Management/accountancy approach on family farm.

Influence of classic corporate management model.


Technical aspects and sustainable agriculture little taken into account (priority given to short-term profitability).

Tools are the same at times as in preceding method but, in the end, economic management is the dominant feature (with the drawing up of balance sheets and income statements by advisers who then give their results individually to each FFA network member.

Lesser importance of group work than in above cases.


Advice is often more costly than in above cases (but earnings can be very big for FFA network members).

Voluntary support from farmers who are often literate and have greater economic resources than the average peasant in their area.


There are usually few links with agronomic research.


(�)	The expression family farm refers to the present reality of the African rural world where this form of farming (which mostly enhances the status of family labourers) is very largely prevalent (both demographically and economically). This form of farming can be called peasant farming as opposed to agri-business and recent forms of land settlement by urban dwellers who choose a farming system which uses often badly paid wage labour and frequently expensive farming equipment.


(�) 	In the case of advice systems outside producers' organisations, the financial contribution of producers, however small, may have a positive impact on their helping to design and ensure the quality of the service, provided they are truly associated with the taking of the far-reaching decisions relating to such systems, namely the hiring and career development of advisers, prioritisation in terms of the type of advice and upstream lines of research, and choices in financial terms.


(�)	The annual cost per farmer of an individual management adviser involving the keeping of the accounts and  the drawing up of a balance sheet and an income statement would exceed 120,000 CFA francs in the experiences studied during the workshop. This method, therefore, is not applicable to small West African family farms which form the vast majority of farms there and whose average earnings per year are often lower than 500,000 CFA francs.


(�)	One should not favour loans only, but self-financing as well (thanks to improved cash flow management and to the complementarity between agricultural production and the taking into consideration of the income from other family activities).





(�)	This outlook is too European at times and not in keeping with the social realities in many African rural societies (strong family solidarity in many Sudanese societies, economic independence of family members is often strong in forest areas, and so on). These social realities and their evolution must be analysed.





