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1. Introduction

From 1997 to 2001, the second phase of the Indigenous Soil and Water Conservation (ISWC 2) programme had been operating in seven countries in both Anglophone (Ethiopia, Tanzania and Zimbabwe) and Francophone Africa (Tunisia, Burkina Faso and Cameroon). The programmes had taken an approach to agricultural research and development through building on local innovation and encouraging farmer experimentation and Participatory Technology Development. This paper describes the main components of this farmer innovation approach.

2. Major components of the farmer innovation approach

This presentation of ten components of a farmer innovation approach to agricultural research and development does not mean that these were or should be neatly implemented one after the other. In practice, several components run parallel to each other or are repeated several times within the approach. Nor does it mean that each country involved in ISWC 2 and PFI has given the same attention to each component. The vastly differing socio-economic and agro-ecological conditions in each of the countries involved have led to different accents being placed. The three country programmes under PFI followed the steps fairly closely , whereas each of the seven countries under ISWC 2 designed its programme in the light of its own perceptions, experience and history, as well as the capacity and orientation of the partner organisations. Members of the ISWC 2 European Consortium (see Box 1.1) gave some advisory support or ‘backstopping’, but it was up to the National Coordinator and Steering Committee in each country to determine how they would combine the components of the farmer innovation approach to suit their own circumstances. During the annual review meeting and via the joint ISWC/PFI newsletter on farmer innovation in land husbandry, the partners in the country programmes could compare and analyse their different experiences and learn from each other. Also the backstopping missions following Consortium meetings and the sharing of reports between country programmes contributed to this exchange.

Within each country, the ISWC 2 and PFI programmes have concentrated their initial work in selected regions, for example, the Southern Highlands in Tanzania, parts of the Central Plateau of Burkina Faso, the Tigray Region in northern Ethiopia, the Kabale District in southwest Uganda. An exception has been the Zimbabwe programme, which already had considerable experience in participatory research and extension in Masvingo Province before the programme began and used the ISWC 2 phase for scaling up. Most of the components described below refer only to activities in the action areas, but the lobbying for policy change and institutionalizing the farmer innovation approach (Components 9 and 10) have reached out beyond the action areas, with a view to further expansion of the activities.

2.1 Component 1: Training in PRA and PTD

Although there are outstanding exceptions, many scientists and extension agents have difficulties to communicate eye-to-eye with farmers. Their conventional training and vision of development through transfer of modern ‘improved’ technologies have imbued them with a sense of superiority. They tend to regard themselves as the teachers of farmers, as the agents of change to draw farmers out of the stagnancy of tradition. Most of them cannot imagine that they can also learn from (illiterate) farmers. 

With a view to changing these attitudes, the ISWC 2 programme organized training-of-trainer workshops in PRA and PTD. Two courses were held on a regional level for the anglophone and francophone countries in Zimbabwe and Burkina Faso, respectively. The trainees from each country programme came from research, extension and development organisations, both governmental and non-governmental. They then collaborated in planning and facilitating PRA/PTD training and awareness-raising workshops at national and/or provincial (regional) level. 

Box 1  Participatory Technology Development in land husbandry

Participatory Technology Development (PTD) is a wide term that refers to collaboration between farmers, development agents and scientists (formal researchers) in a manner that combines the knowledge and skills of these various actors. The heart of PTD is farmer-led experimentation to find better ways of using available resources to improve the well-being of family and community. The purpose of supporting farmer experimentation is to strengthen farmers’ capacities to seek out and try out new ideas, so that they are better able to experiment and to adjust to changing conditions. The purpose is not to convince farmers to adopt a new technology, but rather to encourage them to test new possibilities, choose what is right for their conditions or adapt the new ideas to their conditions.

A close look at the many good examples of this kind of interaction between farmers and ‘outsiders’ reveals a common pattern, which consists of six main clusters of activities (Veldhuizen et al 1997):

** Getting started: establishing contact between farmers and ‘outsiders’ and agreeing on taking this approach to improved land husbandry

** Analysing the situation: farmers and ‘outsiders’ seek a joint understanding of local problems, resources and opportunities, often using PRA tools

** Looking for things to try: joint identification of possible solutions or new opportunities for improving land husbandry, and agreeing on what to try out first

** Trying things out: experimenting with and adapting the new idea(s) in trials planned and implemented by farmers, with the support of development agents and researchers, and monitored and evaluated jointly according to agreed criteria

** Sharing the results: letting other farmers, development agents and scientists know what came out of the experiments, and how they were done

** Sustaining the process: helping farmers organize themselves to continue this kind of experimentation and to obtain new ideas and inputs with which to experiment, and creating a political and institutional environment that fosters PTD.

Farmers’ innovations show how local resources can be used to address local problems and opportunities, which farmers have recognized by doing their own informal situation analysis. The options that farmers involved in PTD may consider for testing include:

** identified local innovations, with a view to validating them or testing them more widely;

** other ideas developed by other farmers, also in other areas, to address the same problem or opportunity, and 

** ideas from formal research and extension to address the same problem or opportunity. 

Thus, farmer innovation can be a door to PTD at the point of ‘Looking for things to try’.
Some countries have invested more time in PRA/PTD training than others. For example, ISWC-Ethiopia built up a local training capacity through a series of workshops and by including new people as co-facilitators of training workshops. It was thus able to train numerous government extension agents (called Development Agents or DAs) in all four regions of Tigray. The philosophy behind this was to create a broad basis for identifying local innovations and for supporting farmer-led experimentation and farmer-to-farmer exchange, rather than starting a few isolated PTD experiments involving only a small number of farmers and DAs and then trying to scale up to include a larger number.

Likewise, in Tanzania, a major output of the training activities has been the firm establishment of local PRA/PTD training capacities: already ten professionals from research, extension and training organisations are well practised in facilitating participatory training events. ISWC-Tanzania developed a sequence of training events focused mainly on scientists, extension staff and farmers directly involved in the programme. An introductory PRA/PTD training was followed by a refresher training to review experiences and increase insights. This, in turn, was followed by training in farmer experimentation and by review and planning workshops based on the experiences in farmer experimentation. Thus, training and learning have been closely integrated with exchange, joint review and planning, with the latter gradually assuming more importance than training per se. 

Because one external training course is not enough to impart all the necessary skills, most of the ISWC National Coordinators asked the external backstoppers to support them in implementing follow-up sessions at national level. These usually focused on specific aspects of PTD, such as how to design experiments together with farmers. In Cameroon, the backstopper was directly involved in facilitating a workshop to raise awareness about PTD at national level. However, in most countries, the PRA/PTD training events at national level were carried out by the participants in the initial training-of-trainer workshops and other local facilitators, with the backstoppers giving advisory support often only from a distance through electronic means of communication.

In the case of ISWC-Tunisia, the scientists had little experience with participatory research and were hesitant to facilitate the training on their own. For the first national PRA/PTD training workshop held in southern Tunisia in October 1997, trainers were flown in from Senegal and Burkina Faso – an innovation in itself, in the sense that experts from South of the Sahara were training scientists in North Africa. The workshop was an eye-opener for most of the participants, who were astounded at the level of local knowledge they discovered during the fieldwork. After this workshop, however, only a small number of participants continued to use PRA techniques in their regular work. The reasons have not yet been analysed, but it is likely that isolated trainees could not easily apply their new knowledge and skills in an unchanged institutional setting. The few trainees who did continue to use their new skills managed to identify interesting innovations and innovators, and this had a decisive positive impact on the future of the ISWC programme in Tunisia.

Not only in Tunisia but across all seven countries in the ISWC programme, the success of the training events in changing the participants’ attitudes depended on the personalities of the individuals and the extent to which the institutional contexts in which they operate gave them space to use participatory approaches. The National Coordinators and external backstoppers observed in many cases that, when scientists and extension agents were interacting directly with farmers in the field in post-workshop activities, they treated the farmers with greater respect than previously. In some cases, they gave the innovators nicknames, such as ‘professor’, to express admiration for the farmers’ wealth of knowledge, experience and creativity, as well as for their capacity to express what they know and do. Indeed, it became evident during field days and travelling seminars that some farmer innovators have oratory and presentational skills far superior to those of many scientists, college lecturers and professors.

2.2 Component 2: Identifying and verifying farmer innovators

The process of identifying farmer innovators is not an easy and straightforward one, because farmers are not necessarily aware that they are innovating. In each country, all partners first had to agree on the concept of innovation and innovators. For example, as a working definition for an innovator, ISWC-Ethiopia used ‘someone who develops or tries out new ideas without the support of formal extension services.’ ‘New’ was defined as ‘something that has been started within the lifetime of the farmers – not something that s/he has inherited from parents or grandparents’ (Chapter 7). This definition helped to focus the search on the dynamics of indigenous knowledge, not just looking at what is traditional but seeking endogenous change. In contrast, ISWC-Tunisia decided to include also technologies inherited from parents in the inventory of local innovations in land husbandry. 

Many types of actors were involved in the identification of farmer innovators: they included extension agents, NGO field staff, students doing fieldwork, teaching staff and scientists. In the search, the detailed local knowledge of field agents in NGOs and government services was an important asset. They could sometimes name innovators whom they already knew from their day-to-day work. However, this was not always the case. Some field agents initially had eyes only for the technologies that they themselves were promoting and for the ‘progressive’ farmers who adopted these technologies. For example, NGO staff members in Cameroon were surprised to hear about the existence of farmer innovators; one of them said: ‘We are always in the field and we have never seen them.’ However, once they became familiar with the concept of farmer innovation and had actually met some local innovators and seen their accomplishments, the same staff members began to recognize innovators (both men and women) regularly. Some of them even commented that they were now noticing small differences in farming practice almost every time they went to the field.

Not only a wide range of actors was involved in the identification process; also a wide range of means was used: direct observation, interviews with farmer groups and with key informants, contests, peer identification, invitations for self-identification through rural and regional radio programmes. In Tunisia, for example, men and women farmers responded to the weekly radio programme on Agriculture and Innovation by writing to the broadcasting station that they, too, had innovated and wanted to tell others about this (Chapter 33).

Some methods worked well in some countries but not in others, for readily understandable reasons. For example, farmers in Ethiopia could readily identify innovators in their midst (Chapter 19) but when innovative farmers in Burkina Faso were asked to identify other innovators, they tended to name relatives. This was a logical thing to do, because ISWC-Burkina provided credit to innovators. In Ethiopia, an annual contest was set up: village elders, local leaders and DAs identified top innovators in each district. The winners were distinguished in public ceremonies, as an expression of recognition by their fellows and to encourage them to continue innovating and interacting with their communities (Mitiku 2000). ISWC-Ethiopia deliberately avoided offering credit to individuals, in view of the DAs’ negative experiences in having to convince farmers under the Sasakawa Global 2000 scheme (described in Chapter 31) to take up credit for purchasing external inputs. This illustrates how each country designed its programme in the light of its own experience.

One issue that was much discussed by the partners in the ISWC 2 programme was whether the focus should be on individuals or on groups of farmers in identifying and giving public recognition to innovators. Most countries initially focused on identifying outstanding individuals. There was sometimes a tendency for scientists and extension agents to select those farmers with whom they were already in contact. Other countries tried to spread the search as widely as possible, relying mainly on extension agents and village leaders but rarely involving ‘ordinary’ farmers in the identification process. Exceptions are the cases reported by Nielsen in Chapter 10 and Yohannes in Chapter 20, both based on doctoral research conducted outside of the ISWC and PFI programmes. In its work in Tigray, the ISWC-Ethiopia team encouraged partners to identify innovations by both individuals and groups of farmers (eg, in modifying traditional irrigation systems), as well as innovations by husband-wife teams. However, in most countries, it was often only later, after starting to work with male innovator in participatory research, that the important role of wives in local innovation and experimentation was realized (eg, Chapter 25 and 29).
In both ISWC 2 and PFI, an innovation was generally defined as something new to the particular locality, but not necessarily new to the world. For example, an Ethiopian farmer who saw a shadouf (an ancient Egyptian device for lifting water) while he was a refugee in the Sudan and who developed a shadouf-based irrigation system when he returned to Tigray, was regarded as an innovator in his home area. In the PFI programme, farmers who simply copied what another farmer in the same village had developed or introduced were not regarded as ‘first generation’ innovators, even though what they did was new for their particular farms. A first round of identifying farmer innovators by the PFI programme therefore had to be followed by a process of verifying that they were indeed ‘first generation’ innovators in the eyes of their fellow villagers.

In most countries in the ISWC 2 programme, the distinction between ‘first-generation’ and ‘second-generation’ innovators (adopters, adapters) was not made. The focus was on identifying new ideas that had been developed or tried by a few farmers but could be of interest to many: in other words, the programmes were more concerned with verifying the usefulness of the innovation rather than whether a particular individual was a genuine innovator. In order to assess whether an innovation was likely to be more widely accepted, some countries, such as Ethiopia, Cameroon and Tanzania, studied the social setting and resource endowments of the innovators. This information was also sought in the impact assessment made of the programme in Uganda (Chapter 21).

A total of over 800 farmer innovators have been identified in the seven countries involved in ISWC 2 and the innovations of most of them have been documented in reports, database entries and photographs. In some cases, documentation had taken the form of video films. Not only scientists but also field agents have been preparing this documentation. These few hundred innovators represent only ‘the tip of the iceberg’, because the programme covers relatively small parts of each country. Most innovators and their innovations continue to be hidden, overlooked or ignored.

The main aim of the programme is not, however, to identify only outstanding innovators. It is to stimulate the innovative capacities of all farmers, by encouraging as many scientists and extension agents as possible to recognize local innovation and to work with farmers in ways that promote innovation, as outlined in the following components. In this context, it is important that farmer innovations are ‘verified’ by other farmers as part of a process of stimulating more widespread innovation in a village (see Component 6). 

2.3 Component 3: Analysis of innovators and innovations

Because relatively little is known or documented about farmer innovation in Africa, the ISWC 2 and PFI programmes tried to gain a better picture of the characteristics of outstanding innovators and their motivations for innovating. As pointed out by Yohannes (Chapter 22), every farmer has to be an innovator to some degree, but some farmers are well known in the community as being particularly innovative. What triggers these farmers to develop new ideas or try out something new, while others operating under similar conditions do not? Is it because they are particularly rich or particularly poor in productive resources? Are most of the outstanding innovators old or young, educated or illiterate, men or women? Do innovations by women differ from those by men? Do the more innovative farmers have certain characteristics that can be cultivated, eg, through education and training? In which domains do farmers innovate? What is the potential of local innovations to be adopted or adapted by other farmers?

These questions are treated in Chapter 9 from the viewpoint of the ISWC 2 and PFI programmes and in Chapters 10 and 20 from the viewpoint of doctoral research on the subject. Generally, the men and women who were found to be outstanding innovators are people with strong personalities, who have sometimes had to withstand initial resistance by other villagers. This was particularly the case among the women innovators in Tigray who dared to challenge cultural taboos by taking on the male task of ploughing or using donkeys for traction (Chapter 18). Some also had to deal with the resistance of family members. For example, a man in Tigray who spent several years developing an intricate system of lifting, storing and distributing water to irrigated plots was threatened with divorce by his wife, because her family thought he was wasting his time on the farm instead of going to town to earn money in construction work. Only after he started to sell fruit, vegetables and fodder from the irrigated land did his wife return to live with him. She now collaborates closely with him in maintaining the irrigated plots and selling the produce (Fetien Abay, pers. comm., February 2000). 

In Tanzania, a systematic study was made into the socio-economic background of the farmer innovators identified through the programme activities. Students from Wageningen Agricultural University (Verhoeven & van der Kroon 1999) found that the innovators included both rich and poor farmers. The former appeared to be innovating because they are curious and enterprising and had the resources to experiment; the latter appeared to be innovating because they were highly motivated to improve their situation and, having no resources to apply solutions offered from ‘outside’ (the extension service), used their creativity to find their own solutions.

Discussions among partner organisations in the two programmes often revolved around the question whether there was a tendency to work primarily with richer farmers who had developed more spectacular innovations, or whether outstanding innovators were richer because they were so innovative. There was a concern that the smaller improvements in their farming systems made by farmers with fewer resources were being overlooked. When country programmes such as Tunisia and Ethiopia began to seek out especially women’s innovations, they found that these tended to be low-cost, making use primarily of local resources. Such innovations are particularly promising for resource-poor farmers, not only women, and have a good potential for spreading, but these innovators usually do not have the same confidence and means to make their ideas more widely known as do richer, male farmers. Extension agents can play a particularly important role in encouraging farmer-to-farmer communication about the low-external-inputs options developed by the less wealthy local innovators (see Component 8).

2.4 Component 4: Setting up monitoring and evaluation systems

When all is said and done, it must be possible to show all stakeholders in agricultural development whether or not the programme has enhanced the capacity of farmers to experiment and to innovate, and whether this increased capacity and the emerging innovations indeed contribute to improving natural resource management and the well-being of the farm families. It is important to produce numbers, especially for donor agencies and political decision-makers, but it is just as important to analyse the processes, as a source of learning and guidance for future work. It is therefore necessary to document who has done what, where, how and why. If monitoring and evaluation (M&E) of the programme activities is to be done well and be useful, then all partners must be involved. They must feel both capable and willing to do the work. Therefore, the observations made and recorded have to be limited to the smallest possible number of key indicators of interest to those involved, and the questions need to be readily understandable. Only in this way can the learning aims be achieved.

Members of the ISWC 2 Consortium proposed questions and forms to facilitate monitoring of the process and outcome of the various programme activities, as well as to assess their impact. The proposals included more conventional aspects of M&E – collecting information defined by outsiders for analysis by outsiders – and some participatory aspects of M&E, so that the farmers and national partners could record and assess according to their own criteria and using methods they chose or developed themselves. It was up to each country programme to adapt the questions and forms to the local conditions as well as to the local capacities to handle and analyse the information generated. For example, ISWC-Burkina worked with farmer innovators to develop their own recording system, based on drawings, suitable for people who cannot read or write (Chapter 28).

An initial assumption of the ISWC 2 Consortium was that farmers would perceive the recording of data as a burden. However, the experience in, for instance, Burkina Faso, Cameroon and Uganda has been that, when the farmers were involved in determining what data to collect, they were keen to keep the records. The farmers regarded this as a new and useful skill that helps them manage their farms better, because recording allows them to keep track of and analyse levels of inputs, outputs and crop performance. All the farmer innovators involved in joint experimentation in the Yatenga region of Burkina Faso insisted on keeping the records themselves. After one season, one innovator remarked: ‘On ne mange même plus au hasard’ (even our meals are no longer unplanned). Some farmers in Uganda seemed to be more interested in improving their capacities to keep their own records than in improving their yields through the particular technologies they were testing. Many farmer innovators also keep visitors books, so that they can record who visited them over the years.

In Tanzania, the M&E of innovations was, from the beginning, regarded as an integral part of the joint experimentation and learning process, and was not regarded as a stand-alone activity. The partners in the experimentation agreed on the criteria for assessing specific innovations and experiments. The assessment itself was often done in a workshop situation, during which the development agents and scientists documented the farmers’ comments. However, the families of some farmer experimenters also kept written notes (Chapter 29).

2. 5 Component 5: Exchange visits and study tours for farmer innovators 

Both the ISWC 2 and the PFI programmes gave innovators an opportunity to visit each other’s farms and to exchange information and experience about their innovations. After their return, many innovators started to try out for themselves what they had observed. 

Farmer exchange and study visits have been highly effective in disseminating local innovations or the principle ideas behind them. The major question is how to widen the impact of this farmer-to-farmer communication. Three phases can be distinguished in the process: preparation, implementation and follow-up. In exchange visits in general, and this is also true for some of the exchange visits under ISWC 2, most attention is given to implementation and little to adequate preparation of both the visitors and the hosts. What do both sides hope and expect to gain from these visits? Also an adequate follow-up is important. What did the visitors and hosts find useful about the exchange? How and to whom did they report their impressions? Did the visitors adapt the techniques to their specific conditions back home? Some tentative observations in Zimbabwe are that women seem to be more likely than men to share their impressions with others, although not necessarily in a formal way, and that women tend to share with women while men tend to share with men (Edward Chuma, pers. comm., February 2000.

It is also important to know whether some additional technical training or other forms of support may be required as a follow-up to a visit or study tour. In Tunisia, some farmer innovators have trained other farmers, eg, in grafting fruit trees, immediately during the visits, but often such training will be possible only after the actual farmer-to-farmer visit.

In the PFI programme, innovators are encouraged to organize themselves into clusters of usually eight farmers (Critchley et al 1999: 15), and they exchange experience within and between these clusters (Chapter 19). One advantage of such small groups in one locality is that the members can meet easily and at little expense, at least in the case of groups in more densely populated areas. The ISWC programme in Uganda follows the PFI approach and includes 32 farmer innovators in four networks of eight innovators each. Following mutual visits within each network, each farmer tried out, on average, four innovations that they had observed on the fields of other innovators (Chapter 22).

In the other ISWC 2 countries, it was left up to the innovators to decide if and how they wanted to organize themselves. In Ethiopia, participants in the first travelling seminar decided to form an association and to meet annually to discuss progress in their innovation activities (Chapter 21). In contrast, the farmer innovators involved in joint experimentation with scientists in Cameroon were selected by their peers within an existing farmers union (Chapter 24) and, in Zimbabwe, they were selected by self-selected groups of farmers with common interests (Murwira et al 2000). In Tanzania, three cases were recorded in which farmer innovators, after returning home from exchange visits, started up a local group of one or more innovators and a large number of neighbouring farmers. They not only wanted to share what they had learn about techniques; they also found that participation in the visits had encouraged them to undertake joint development activities (van Veldhuizen, pers. comm., January 2001). 

2.6 Component 6: Farmers’ evaluation of local innovations

This component can be a preparatory step to the selection of promising ideas for farmer-led experimentation as well as to farmer-to-farmer exchange on innovations. In most cases, innovations were initially assessed by outsiders. Then the farmers themselves – both the outstanding innovators and their neighbours – were given an opportunity to assess the innovations jointly. This was not limited to comparing yields and other technical parameters. For example, Yohannes (Chapter 19) found the values and experience of the communities strongly influenced their acceptance of local innovations.

Village workshops have proved to be a useful tool for farmers’ assessment of innovations. In Tigray, for example, the Bureau of Agriculture and Natural Resources (BoANR) organizes Farmers’ Fora (Chapter 21) during which farmer innovators and their neighbours come together to examine both local and external innovations and to discuss what is useful for which categories of farmers in the community. Such workshops for farmers at village or district level can also help to counteract the isolation from their fellow villagers that many outstanding innovators feel because they are doing something different from the norm. In Zimbabwe, for example, local innovators were often regarded – at least by government officials – as ‘off-types’, because the policy environment discouraged the application of indigenous knowledge. The emphasis of ISWC-Zimbabwe on group formation and joint experimentation served to enhance the social standing and confidence of innovators and strengthen their position vis-à-vis the government services. A group approach also reduces the risk that farmer innovation programmes focus on only a few privileged farmers.

Innovation assessment workshops at village level can be starting points for designing experiments implemented by farmers who have been selected by the community. This embeds the experimentation by individuals within a wider social process. In Cameroon, for instance, the priorities for experimentation were set during a workshop involving scientists, extension agents, farmer innovators, other male and female villagers, representatives of the traditional authorities and, for some time, the Fon (the king) himself (see Component 7 and Chapter 26). This was deliberately done to avoid isolation of the innovators and their experiments from the rest of the community.
2.7 Component 7: Stimulating and supporting processes of joint experimentation

The original assumption in the ISWC 2 programme document was that joint experimentation by scientists, extension agents and farmer innovators would start by the end of Year 1. This was far too optimistic. The entire process of gaining a common understanding of concepts, training in PRA/PTD, identifying and understanding farmers’ innovations and informal experiments, organizing exchange visits and building up partnerships between farmers, extension agents and scientists requires much more time. In most countries, PTD experiments started only in Year 3. 

If the joint experimentation had started earlier, there would have been a greater risk that the scientists defined the experiments and imposed them on the farmers. Ideally, the innovators and other interested farmers should set the research agenda and it should be based on their priorities. Scientists have a role in 1) proposing elements for testing, which the farmers might like to include; 2) advising farmers how to design simple experiments, so that both farmers and scientists have a firmer basis for evaluating the results; and 3) explaining reasons for the farmers’ findings and thus helping farmers better understand some of the principles and less visible factors influencing the outcome of their experiments. In addition, the scientists can assist in generating ‘hard’ data to validate the findings in conventional scientific terms, in order to convince other scientists, policy-makers and donor agencies. A further role of scientists, especially in the initial stages of collaboration with farmers and extension workers, is to observe and analyse the process in order to develop the farmer innovation methodology and to describe it clearly to others wanting to engage in it.

The actual process of setting the joint research agenda differed from country to country. In Cameroon, for instance, village workshops were held to elicit the priorities of farmer innovators. One innovator, Samuel Toh, clearly formulated their priorities and told the scientists: ‘We are aware that the researchers have their priorities … Let’s first address our priorities and then we will also work with the researchers on what they want to study.’ The scientists agreed and a process of PTD was commenced (Chapter 24). The situation was quite different in Tunisia. Here, the National Coordinator is a scientist who has developed both simple and complex, but effective, technologies that reduce maintenance requirements of a traditional water-harvesting system and allow more efficient use of the limited water resources available in the region. He strongly influenced the research agenda, but this was based on farmers’ practice. One farmer innovator in Tunisia observed the scientist’s experiments and started his own, in a kind of competition, claiming: ‘What you can do, I can do better and cheaper’ (Chapter 13). It was not initially a strategy of ISWC-Tunisia to set up competition between formal and informal research, but this served to spur on both the scientists and the farmer innovators.

In Tanzania, a series of workshops was organized for the ‘experts’ (scientists and extension agents) to bring them to acknowledge and appreciate the potentials and important roles of farmers in agricultural research and development. At the same time, workshops and exchange visits were organized for farmers to build up their confidence and assertiveness, so that they would be better able to articulate their position and argue for their interests. Once these two parallel processes had matured, the experts and farmers were brought together in a workshop to set priorities for joint experimentation (Chapter 5).

At the start of the ISWC 2 programme, the country with the most experience in stimulating and supporting processes of joint experimentation was Zimbabwe. Here, the PTD activities were inextricably linked with the development of local institutions and were carried out with groups of farmers defined by the communities. PTD thus became a tool not only for developing techniques but also for developing communities (Murwira et al 2000). 

In some cases, the joint experimentation focused primarily on scientific validation on the local innovation. Here, the procedures were more conventional and it was important to collect data that could be subjected to statistical analysis. In other cases, the process of experimentation was designed to allow primarily farmers to assess the local innovations and/or to investigate farmers’ and scientists’ ideas to improve them still further. This had the additional purpose of strengthening local capacities to test and assess new ideas. Here, it was more important that the procedures and measurements could be managed completely by farmers, also eventually on their own, and it also meant that farmers were given the chance to learn about experimentation by analysing their own experiences and mistakes. The workshops for farmer experimenters organized by ISWC-Tanzania reflect this latter approach: with the support of scientists and extension agents, the farmers examined each other’s experiments and themselves recognized where improvements should be made (eg, Malley & Mruma 2000). In Tanzania, after a small number of joint experiments by farmers and technical specialists in 1997/98, more than 30 joint experiments on a wide variety of topics were carried out in the following two growing seasons. In addition, some individual farmers did their own experiments on the same topics, without direct support from the specialists (Table 1.1).

Table 1  Participatory experiments under ISWC-Tanzania in 1998/99 and 1999/2000*

Topic of experiment

No. of farmers 1998/99
No. of farmers 1999/2000

Sowing in pits versus rows
4 (plus 7)

14 (plus ?)

Urine to control stalk borer 

in maize


2


3

Ways to apply FYM

1


2 (plus 1)

Tomato variety trial

1

Exploring possibilities for 

rice production

1


1

Intercropping castor

1


2

Irrigating coffee to induce 

Flowering





8

Mulching and mucuna 

under coffee





3 (plus 5)

Total no. of PTD and 

farmers’ experiments

10 (plus 7)

33 (plus ?)

*The number in brackets refers to farmers experimenting on the same topics on their own, for whom no detailed monitoring data are available.

The studies on the maize-pit system are showing astounding results, which are now being acknowledged by the scientific community in Tanzania (Chapter 29). Results achieved in farmers’ trials with irrigation to induce flowing in coffee are also very promising, and have led to new research questions needing attention, particularly with respect to soil fertility. At the same time, partners in the ISWC-Tanzania programme see a need to stimulate continued experimentation and innovation by farmers, in addition to this more systematic joint experimentation. For example, while the joint experiments with the maize pit system was confined to an agreed set of dimensions for the pits, several farmers have independently tried out other dimensions and ways of making the pits. Discussion between farmers and scientists about the reasons for these changes and the results obtained could enrich the learning process.

2.8 Component 8: Farmer-to-farmer dissemination of innovations

A key aim of both ISWC 2 and PFI is to disseminate useful innovations. Various forms of farmer-to-farmer communication are facilitated, primarily through visits and workshops. The PFI programme organizes three types of exchange visits: farmer innovators visit other innovators to learn from each other (FIs to FIs), ‘ordinary’ farmers visit farmer innovators to learn from their experience (Fs to FIs), and farmer innovators visit other farmers to inform them and to train them in the use of improved technologies (FIs to Fs). The first type, involving only farmer innovators, comes under Component 5, while the second and third types are examples of wider farmer-to-farmer extension. 

In the ISWC 2 programme, each country has developed its own variations. In Ethiopia, Components 5 and 8 were combined in the travelling seminars, during which innovators visited other innovators and, at each site of innovation, met with a wider group of people in that community. In Zimbabwe, mixed groups of farmer innovators and other villagers visited other sites of innovation, and the villagers rather than the programme chose the farmers to be involved. In Uganda, study tours were also organized to take farmers to other parts of the country: exchange visits were made between the farmer innovators working with the PFI programme in the north and those working with the ISWC programme in the south. A large number of farmers have been involved: in Kenya alone, over 2500 farmers (1600 men and 900 women) have visited farmer innovators in the framework of PFI.

The original idea was to disseminate farmers’ innovations that had been scientifically validated, but it soon became obvious that farmers do not wait until a technology has been tested and given a stamp of approval by scientists. A farmer who thinks that a technology is interesting and possible to apply will try it out, and may adapt it, or may choose some elements to adopt. In Tanzania, seeds and planting materials were exchanged informally during farmer-to-farmer visits and subsequently planted. Some of the local innovations viewed by other farmers have already been widely adopted. Follow-up enquiries after an exchange visit revealed that 79 farmers in Njombe District alone had started trying out the sowing of many maize plants in a pit, an innovation developed by a farmer in Njombe, and also farmers in other districts and regions had started using this technique (Chapter 30), although scientists had not yet validated it. 

In Tanzania, this component is closely linked with Component 6. The village workshops for evaluating local innovations automatically led to sharing of ideas between farmers. However, most of this sharing probably took place outside of the activities supported directly by the programme. In additional to informal communication between farmers, this included the increased opportunities for farmer-to-farmer exchange within the regular research and extension activities of the partner organisations. For instance, during the regular farmer field days, farmer innovators are asked to explain what they are doing. Information about local innovations and innovators has also been spread via the existing journal of the farmer network Mviwata (van Veldhuizen, pers. comm., January 2001).

Reactions of different categories of farmers to local innovations still need more investigation. The impact study in Uganda found that women were more responsive than men to adopting new ideas and those who tried out local innovations tended to be poorer in resources than the original innovators (Chapter 22). The reasons behind this are not yet clear. It may be that the wealthier farmers are in a better position to take the risks involved in innovating, while the poorer ones are prepared to adjust their practices when they see good alternatives that suit their needs. However, this will apply only where the richer farmers’ innovations can also be realized with the limited resources available to the poorer ones. For example, it is unlikely that complex innovations that require high investments, such as those developed by some male farmers in Tunisia, will spread easily through farmer-to-farmer extension without external financial support. Men in Tunisia can take advantage of government subsidies and credit schemes that are not available to most farmers, male or female, in the other countries in the ISWC 2 and PFI programmes.

It is quite a different case in West Cameroon, where – after prices for the men’s customary cash crops (coffee and cocoa) fell – some men started innovating with cost-effective ways of growing women’s crops. Barthélemy Djambou (Chapter 2) is one innovator who is exploring better ways to grow vegetables as market crops, and his innovations are of interest mainly to resource-poor women, who customarily grow food crops and vegetables. Here, too, it has yet to be investigated whether women were also innovating with these garden crops and, if not, what was constraining them from doing so.

A fundamental issue that will determine the success of farmer-to-farmer dissemination of local innovations is whether innovators are willing to share their knowledge and experience with others. A woman innovator in Tunisia had not been willing to tell other farmers about how she uses decomposing manure to hatch eggs, until she was offered an opportunity to present her innovation on the radio (Chapter 14). Some individuals are not at all willing to inform others about their innovations, and some will do so only for payment (farmers can hire their services as consultants). Nielsen found that the most innovative farmers were the least keen to share their knowledge (Chapter10).

In most cases, however, the ISWC 2 and PFI programmes found that farmer innovators were eager to promote their own innovations. In some cases, they did so because this gave them public recognition and social esteem (Chapter 27); in others, because they felt it was their duty to their community (eg, Zigta Gebremedhin and Yohannes Tesfaye, Chapter 16). Some farmers deliberately share their knowledge with others in their village in order to avoid jealousy and possible ensuing difficulties (witchcraft).

Women whose innovations go against social norms are initially reluctant to share their ideas openly (Chapter 17). The poorer farmers, especially the female household heads, often find it difficult to spare the time to teach other farmers. In one case in Ethiopia, the community decided to send someone to work on a woman innovator’s farm when she was asked to teach other farmers, eg, to train other women how to plough in their own fields (Mamusha Lemma, pers. comm., February 2000). In areas like Tunisia, where the communication radius of women is confined, radio may be the best means for them to share beyond their immediate family and female neighbours (Chapter 32).

Farmers share their knowledge informally in various ways, but the most common forms appear to be: 1) farmers discuss new ideas during market visits or at small social meetings, eg, Ethiopian women who meet for the traditional coffee ceremony; 2) farmers visit other farmers who are doing something that appears to be interesting; and 3) farmers speak to a larger group about what they have seen or are doing, eg, during a village meeting, possibly held for another main purpose. In Burkina Faso, outstanding personalities have innovated in developing extension approaches to share experiences with improved traditional planting pits (zaï). One innovator initiated an annual zaï market day, which is attended by all farmers interested in exchanging information about this technique and its numerous variations. Another has created a kind of ‘field school’: farmers jointly treat a piece of degraded land with zaï and learn by working together. A third innovator coaches a number of other farmers, one of whom has started to experiment with the layout and configurations of zaï (Chapter 24).

These models retain many of the characteristics of informal learning between farmers: social gathering, learning by seeing and doing, and personal mentoring. The value of dialogue between recognized equals and personally experiencing new ways of working, rather than being told how something should be done, is expressed in the farmer’s statement: ‘Learning from exchange visits is better than being visited by a village extension worker’ (Chapter 5). While both ISWC 2 and PFI have placed great emphasis on facilitating farmer-to-farmer exchange, designed to reinforce the above-mentioned informal processes, PFI has taken a more structured approach to this.
2.9 Component 9: Raising awareness and lobbying for policy change

The eight countries participating in the two programmes have pursued various paths to raising awareness about farmer innovation and trying to influence policy in its favour. Much attention has been given to documentation and publication in the form of working papers, project reports, workshop proceedings, papers for conferences and articles in newsletters and journals. The programmes in Cameroon and Ethiopia even started up their own local newsletters. All the ISWC 2 teams have gained access to radio, television and the press. As soon as ISWC-Ethiopia had identified some outstanding farmer innovators, it arranged radio interviews that were broadcast in the local language (Tigrigna). ISWC-Tunisia launched a two-hour programme on Agriculture and Innovation, which is broadcast by a regional radio station to most of central and southern Tunisia (Chapter 33). The Tunisia experience stimulated ISWC-Cameroon to appoint a media advisor to maximize access to mass media and stimulated ISWC-Burkina to start, in late 2000, a radio programme in the Yatenga region using the station La Voix du Paysan (Voice of the Farmer). Such radio programmes are likely to be noticed also by decision-makers at regional and national level; however, the impact in this respect has yet to be investigated. 

Several ISWC 2 teams have produced one or more video films about farmer innovation in their country and, in some cases, at least excerpts have been shown on national television. PFI has produced a broadcast-quality video on farmer innovation in East Africa, which has been aired on television in all three countries involved in that programme. It has also published a book outlining the theory and practice of its approach (Critchley et al 1999) and more than half of the 10,000 copies had been distributed by the end of 2000.

Various other activities also contribute to enhancing policy dialogue. The National Coordinators have organized meetings with and field visits by policy-makers. The President and Vice-President of Uganda visited farmer innovators under the PFI programme. In most other countries, meetings have been held with Ministers of Agriculture or with senior staff responsible for national programmes of research and extension. Upon the invitation of the country programmes, these policy-makers opened national or international workshops on farmer innovation.

The Head of the BoANR in Tigray plays a very active role in the Steering Committee of ISWC-Ethiopia. The national ministers of both Agriculture and Education have visited farmer innovators in the field. The Integrated Food Security Desk (IFSD) in Tigray recently decided to introduce the approach of promoting farmer innovation and farmer-to-farmer extension in the 16 most drought-prone districts. According to Mengesha Haile, the Head of the IFSD, the performance of the DAs will no longer be evaluated according to how many farmers they draw into the Global 2000 scheme, which may not be appropriate for drought-prone areas (Chapter 35).

In trying to initiate an approach to PTD through identifying farmer innovation, ISWC 2 deliberately commenced work below the national level (ie, in only certain provinces or regions of a country) in order to develop successful cases of proven local innovation capacity, as this is essential for effective lobbying work. Within three years, the country programmes collected substantial evidence that the farmer innovation approach produces results of interest to smallholders and supporting organizations, and that it can be an alternative to the conventional ToT model of agricultural research and extension. They are providing the accumulated evidence in various forms to decision-makers in their countries, and are exposing them to examples of farmer-led experimentation and innovation. 

Important events for raising awareness about the farmer innovation approach on national and regional levels were the two conferences on farmer innovation held in November 1999 in Cameroon for francophone (primarily West) Africa and in February 2000 in Ethiopia for anglophone (primarily Eastern and Southern) Africa. These meetings gave an opportunity for exchange of experience between the countries in the two programmes, but also broadened the participation to include other projects and, above all, policy-makers who could have a positive influence on institutionalizing the farmer innovation approach. Also for this purpose, one day of the annual review meeting in the third and fourth years of the ISWC 2 programme was opened up to policy-makers from the host country.

2.10 Component 10: Institutionalising the farmer innovation approach

Ultimately, the ISWC 2 and PFI programmes are working towards incorporating the farmer innovation approach into the regular activities of agricultural research, extension and education in the countries where they are operating. Only in this way will it be possible to ensure the long-term sustainability of the approach. This requires a shift away from the conventional ToT towards the promotion of farmer-led experimentation based on both indigenous and exogenous ideas. Both programmes seek to strengthen the capacity of scientists and extension agents to recognize the problems being addressed by local innovators in their informal experimentation and to participate in and support farmer-led research, as outlined in Component 7. In this collaboration, one role of extension agents will still be to make information, from whatever sources, more easily available to farmers. However, this will be with the aim of enriching farmers’ experimentation, ie, feeding farmers’ hunger for useful new ideas to try out (Chapter 10), rather than prescribing introduced ‘improvements’ which may not prove to be such.

Virtually all persons who have been directly involved in the two programmes have become excited about the approach. Especially the scientists and extension agents involved at field level became enthusiastic when they started to recognize the knowledge and skills of local innovators. Both programmes have contributed to building up national capacities to give training in PRA and PTD. This can form a basis for further expansion of activities within countries currently in these programmes and to new countries in Africa and elsewhere. 

However, real progress and substantial scaling up can be achieved only when the methods of promoting farmer innovation are included in the curricula of research, education and training institutions. Mekelle University in Tigray, the lead agency of ISWC-Ethiopia, has started to incorporate PRA/PTD training into its curricula; so has the Cooperative College Moshi, the lead agency in Tanzania (Chapter 34). Some students of Mekelle University have already done their practical attachments on indigenous knowledge, farmer innovation and informal experimentation; and scientists have become involved in studies related to farmer innovation. ISWC-Cameroon has recently trained staff of the National Agricultural Extension and Research Programme (PNVRA) funded by the World Bank and IFAD and, in the next phase, the farmer innovation programme will become a semi-autonomous project under the PNVRA. The involvement of Masters students from Wageningen Agricultural University in the Netherlands has led to an increased understanding of and interest in the farmer innovation approach among staff of the Department for Communication and Innovation Studies. These are encouraging steps forward, but there is still a long road to travel to institutionalize the farmer innovation approach in these and other countries in Africa and Europe and to make the approach less dependent on external funding and technical support.

� Edited from Chris Reij (Vrije Universiteit Amsterdam, Amsterdam, Netherlands) and Ann Waters (ETC Ecoculture, Leusden, Netherlands): draft of the ISWC Book (2000)
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