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INTRODUCTION

Part 1: Contextual background of agricultural markets in sub-Saharan Africa 

Many farmers and breeders in sub-Saharan Africa face significant difficulty when trying to bring their products 
to market. They also complain about the low level of profit that they are able to earn from their products. One 
constantly hears complaints that “prices are too low,” “erratic price fluctuations,” as well as reports that denounce 
“unstructured markets” and “disorganised supply chains”. In order to confront these difficulties, farmers, breeders 
and their institutions are developing collective and individual strategies. 

These initiatives remain too few in number and are not well-known. Neither shared nor reinforced, they are rarely 
used by or for rural development practitioners. One still encounters among farmers (and others), persistent and 
inaccurate caricatures of market function and of other actors in the marketing process, particularly merchants. 
The poor level of knowledge about local initiatives and the functioning of markets and their actors are prejudicial, 
in the first instance, to farmers who cannot position themselves favourably in these markets. These factors 
create problems for local rural development, and in a more general way for entire countries. It is in this context 
that in 2004 Inter-réseaux initiated a program to analyse and collectively reflect upon these matters in a Working 
Group devoted to “Market Access and Agricultural Product Marketing.” 

Part 2: Choices that impacted the methods and results of the Working Group

The theme of market access and agricultural product marketing being extremely vast, choices were made to 
selectively limit the scope of the Working Group’s field of study. 

The first choice was to examine only initiatives undertaken by family farms and breeders, because family-scale 
operations constituted the large majority of agrarian production in the countries where the Working Group 
operated. This restricted the field of study by only a small amount, since family-scale operations are highly 
diverse. This document therefore presents a partial view, but attempts to encompass the diversity of different 
family-scale farming operations. 

A second choice was made to focus on concrete cases: initiatives where farmers, breeders and their organisations 
(FO) worked effectively to improve market access and the marketing of their agricultural products. 

A third choice was made to follow a program of collective reflection, designed to place actors at the centre of 
the process. These actors thus participated in exchange visits, carried out comparative studies and worked on 
written materials, video films and audio media to describe these initiatives on a case-by-case basis. Specific 
forms of support were provided by Inter-réseaux to carry out these activities: organisation/oversight of the 
process, logistical support, and financial support. The case-by-case analyses of initiatives and exchange 
visits were followed by further comparative analyses allowing researchers to take a step back from individual 
initiatives that each had their own particular features. The study then involved drawing general insights from the 
specific context of each of these initiatives. 

Part 3: Objectives and audiences for the present document

This document is intended to compile and validate (i) the process of collective reflection developed within the 
Working Group to study and share case studies, and (ii) the comparative studies carried out and the insights 
taken from the various initiatives. It is meant to both support information sharing and encourage discussion of 
these points. 

It can be used by anyone working with methods of collective reflection and validation of local initiatives as tools 
for change (in particular chapters 1 and 3, which focus on methods and tools). However, it is above all intended 
for people involved in activities to organise actors in agricultural product marketing: farmers and FO staff and 
also people working in support of these actors. 

The case studies are situated in sub-Saharan Africa, but their significance and their use should not be limited to 
actors in this region, nor to the African continent. 

OVERVIEW
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CHAPTER 1: Elaborating a collective reflection process and the selection of local initiatives for study 
and comparison 

Part 1: Principles and major steps in the method guiding the Working Group

The method of the Working Group was based on a double process of (i) highlighting initiatives by farmers and 
(ii) building collaborative thinking around these initiatives. Two key principles guided this work: a focus on local 
dynamics, with diverse analytical frameworks and collective reflection involving local groups of directly involved 
actors; and comparative analysis, comparing projects across different locales, and assessing the long-term 
evolution of single projects. 

The Working Group of course involved groups of farmers not only in the case studies of local initiatives, but 
also in the creation of support exchange groups aimed at spurring debate around these initiatives, to gain 
a wider perspective on specific cases that were presented. To this end the Working Group relied on pre-
existing dynamics between actors already engaged in activities or thinking about the marketing of agricultural 
products. These included farmers and their organisations, and support organisations in the rural development 
world. A number of field visits, concrete case studies and information exchange activities (written work, sound 
recordings, videotapes) were carried out between 2004 and 2007, with the participation of actors in Benin, 
Cameroon, Guinea and Mali, who were the main drivers of the project. Actors in Burkina Faso, Madagascar, 
Niger and Senegal also contributed. For each experience, attention was paid to the analysis of processes 
enabling an awareness of the evolution of activities of each FO: the historical approach allowed us to have a 
dynamic understanding of the initiatives, since something that works at one moment for one FO can become 
obsolete a few years later. The initiatives were then shared via presentations and other forms during workshops 
and forums, which brought together representatives from more than ten countries in Africa. These materials 
describing the initiatives were also distributed on the Internet. 

Through these different events and methods of exchange we were able to highlight the FOs’ initiatives and open 
them to discussion. Comparative analyses that looked at case-by-case examples across different FO actors took 
place on various occasions, in particular through workshops and forums (for example, comparison of different 
warehousing activities undertaken by different FOs). These studies grounded in specific types of activity were 
intended to give critical distance from the specific cases of each FO, and to extract general knowledge which 
could be useful to other actors in different contexts. The style used to present the activities of farmers and FOs 
was also intended to enable objective distancing as well as to make the information more useful. Chapter 2 
presents some comparative studies by type of activity carried out by the FO, while chapter 3 draws some more 
general insights from these case studies. 

Part 2: Overview of FO initiatives studied by the Working Group and emblematic cases chosen to 
enrich comparative and transversal analyses. 

The numerous initiatives studied by the Working Group – and briefly presented here – show the diversity of 
buyers and markets. Depending on the case, farmers may sell their goods to an intermediary, an FO, individual 
merchants, businesses, cooperative organisations, the final consumer, or to an institutional actor (public office, 
WFP). Transactions can be done at the farm gate, in the village, at a local, regional, urban or export market. 
The product may be on display or not (traditional physical markets or agricultural exchanges). The methods of 
sale are also quite varied: in cash or credit, before harvest, at the peak of production, or later during the lean 
season, etc. 

The initiatives illustrate different types of activities that FOs carry out to facilitate access to the market and 
the marketing of products: direct or indirect services and functions to move products, improve production, and 
obtain better conditions of sale and/or marketing, particularly through the creation of strong support networks 
for dealing with buyers. 

Among the initiatives studied, ten emblematic and exemplary cases were chosen for comparative and 
transversal studies in chapters 2 and 3. These consist of long-established FOs that have carried out a number 
of long-term collective marketing activities. 
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CHAPTER 2: Individual and collective activities by farmers: comparison sheets 

Among the activities that farmers and FOs have carried out in terms of access to markets and marketing, fifteen 
are presented here. They follow one after the other in the form of relatively independent “information sheets” 
to be used “a la carte”. For many farmers, sales are made individually with buyers or intermediaries at the farm 
gate (sheet 1) or at nearby markets (sheet 2). All of the FO activities illustrated here can be grouped into four 
main categories:

1) FO activities to support farmers by increasing the value of a given product: transportation of the member’s 
products by the FO to distant markets or buyers; purchasing and warehousing of stock to enable it to be sold 
after a period of storage; credit provided by the FO for the marketing of products (warranted credit given by 
the FO can allow farmers to defer sales); transformation and conditioning of products post-harvest to create 
added value; access to other markets where there is the possibility of selling for a better price later on (sheets 
3 to 6).

 These activities, which we might term “classic”, often seek an increase in price levels for products: gains 
from a geographic differential (price difference between village and town), gains from a temporal differential 
(price fluctuation between harvest and shortfall periods), gains from value added. These gains are in fact 
highly variable for farmers and their FOs; many attempts are marked by failure and finally by a move toward 
contracts with private companies or external organisations to carry out these activities. 

2) FO activities well upstream of the marketplace, seeking to improve production techniques and quality and 
reduce the cost of bringing produce to market (sheets 7 and 8). 

 These activities, developed for given markets (specific places, volumes, qualities and buyers) can often help 
improve access to markets for produce and boost demand, to the benefit of farmers. 

3) FO activities seeking to improve transaction and market conditions, with a favourable environment and 
greater transparency between supply and demand for products. In this case we find: buyer searches, steps 
to improve the transparency of supply and demand, better weighing and measuring stations, concentrating 
product sales in one specific area of the market, regulating supply, organising agricultural exchanges, etc. 
(sheets 9 to 13). 

 Here the FO plays an intermediary role between farmers and buyers, but does not itself purchase products: 
it brings actors together, facilitates transactions and the creation of contracts. As well as reducing the cost 
of transactions, these activities tend to create a better balance of power and negotiating positions between 
farmers and buyers. Farmers who sell their products within certain common guidelines see their position 
improve thanks to better access to the market and higher earnings from the sale of their products. 

4) Activities and participation by the FO with other sector actors at the level of consultation platforms, 
interprofessional regulatory spaces and/or with the State. In this case, agreements and regulatory policies 
can be established to help the FOs improve their positions and participate in setting up policies, rules and 
agreements for markets that are more favourable to them. FOs can also participate in policy negotiations in 
the agricultural sector, such as action by FOs concerning borders (sheets 14 and 15). 

 Here the action of FOs seeks to establish rules and regulations of operation that are durable over the 
long term, as well as to develop activities among suppliers that benefit individual farmers. The forms of 
interprofessional organisation are quite varied, and do not always work when they have too many aims or 
when members are too widely dispersed. In the interprofessional organisations that do work, the FOs are only 
present if they are well-prepared and intervene with clearly defined positions. At the political level, FOs have 
gained considerably in terms of legitimacy and awareness, but there is still a long road ahead . 

Each sheet gives a complete description of objectives, principles and concrete examples, as well as critical 
analysis underscoring important aspects to be considered by FOs, NGOs and other organisations carrying out 
similar activities with farmers. 
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CHAPTER 3: Insights from the participatory analysis of local initiatives

This chapter discusses the main points and key questions related to initiatives by farmers and FOs to improve 
the marketing of agricultural products. We cannot deny the important role played by FOs in facilitating access 
to markets and the marketing of agricultural products grown by farmers. However, are FOs always capable of 
assuming all of these types of activities? Can or should they try to do everything? 

The question of the relation between farmers and their FOs is a constantly recurring one. Farmers may see 
themselves as more or less involved, as indebted, or as simple users of collective activities carried out by FOs, 
which itself is not without problems. Are FOs simply service providers among a host of others available on the 
market? 

This chapter also addresses reflections on the method and tools used by the Working Group, and more broadly 
the methods and tools used to reinforce the activities of FOs in terms of the marketing of agricultural products. 

What results can we gather from this entire process, with its multiple spaces of exchange and reflection between 
actors (case studies, work exchanges and forums held with their involvement)? What are the impacts and 
possible consequences, if any, of adopting “best practices”? What structures with a larger geographical scope 
can be envisioned, extending beyond local initiatives? 

Participatory methods of collective reflection are complicated and take a long time to put in place, requiring 
specific forms of funding that allow for effective involvement. Still, despite limits in human and financial capital, 
it is necessary to address this issue.

Conclusion

The conclusion summarises some key findings drawn from our experience and work with this methodology: 

- Improved product marketing is a key factor in order to increase farmers’ revenue. This activity that should be 
given high priority. 

- Ingrained prejudices and set notions do not provide the key to finding solutions. Merchants are not necessarily 
thieves: they offer services, and their “opportunistic” behaviour can be attributed to a shifting and insecure 
environment. This same low level of security can lead farmers in a precarious position to adopt short-term 
individual strategies that hinder the collective dynamics of a FO. 

- There exists a range of possible collective and individual solutions. These are more or less complex 
depending on the individual circumstances of farmers. 

- Processing, marketing and transporting goods are activities that require knowledge. These professions 
cannot simply be picked up, without training, and FOs cannot substitute themselves for professional workers. 
Furthermore, these kinds of “frontal attacks” are not the most profitable for the farmers themselves. 

-  In order to be effective, farmers and their organisations need to be actors in the initiatives and projects that 
concern them, working closely with development actors. Adequate methods, tools and time are required as 
communicating and sharing work between these different families of actors calls for preparation and follow-
up to maintain the process. 
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