
      The world is facing immense barriers to achieving 
the UN Sustainable Development Goal of Zero Hun-
ger. The COVID-19 pandemic, now in its third year, 
has exposed the fragility of a deeply globalized food 
system. In 2020 farmers were forced to dump tons of 
milk and let produce rot in fields while lines for food 
assistance lengthened around the world. School clo-
sures left millions of children without a reliable source 
of food. Even as lockdowns ease and many nations 
return to quasi-normalcy, persistent climate shocks 
continue to displace millions and disrupt farmers’ 
planting, growing, and harvesting. Russia’s invasion of 
Ukraine in late February pushed an already-on-the-
brink food system over the edge as prices of food, fer-
tilizer, and other key inputs have skyrocketed.  
      As dramatic as these overlapping crises are, we 
can no longer say that the world is facing “unprec-
edented challenges.” The volatility and steep rise 
of global food prices mirror what the world experi-
enced in 2007–2008 and 2010–2011. Following the 
2007–2008 food price crisis, the Obama administra-
tion established Feed the Future, the United States 
Agency for International Development’s (USAID) 
flagship food security initiative. This marked a shift 
in US international food aid, refocusing on agricul-

tural development for longer-term prosperity and 
stability.1 The international community also devoted 
more funding and attention to agriculture through 
the G20’s Global Agriculture and Food Security Pro-
gram (GAFSP), a multilateral financing platform for 
food and nutrition security. 
      Even though these and other mechanisms have 
helped refocus donors on longer-term food secu-
rity, more work remains. According to the World 
Food Programme (WFP), approximately 811 million 
people go to bed hungry every night.2 The number 
of people facing acute food insecurity—defined as 
“food deprivation that threatens lives or livelihoods, 
regardless of the causes, context, or duration”—has 
more than doubled since 2019.3 WFP estimates that 
the war in Ukraine could push an additional 33 to 
47 million people into acute food insecurity in 2022. 
The ever intensifying climate crisis also looms large 
over every growing season. 
      Over the past two decades, a growing consen-
sus has emerged in the development sector that 
international assistance far too often reflects the 
priorities of donors rather than communities. This 
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Image 1: Gorreti Ndagire (center), 40, counts money during 
a Savings and Internal Lending Communities (SILC) group 
meeting in Katoosi village, Ddwaniro subcounty, Rakai district, 
Uganda, January 30, 2019. Catholic Relief Services/Will Baxter
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The terms inclusive development, local ca-
pacity development, and locally led devel-

opment are often used interchangeably with 
no guarantee of a common understanding of 
the terms. Shared vocabulary is necessary to 
maximize effectiveness and efficiency in the 

development community. This policy brief uses 
the terms to loosely signify a power shift in the 

traditional donor–recipient relationship that 
empowers local actors—communities, organi-
zations, networks, or governments—to design 
their own food security solutions, define suc-
cess, and innovate and adapt to challenges.

consensus has driven several rounds of reforms, 
including the humanitarian aid community’s Grand 
Bargain of 2016 in which donors committed to fun-
neling more funding directly to those in need.4 The 
United States is a signatory of the Grand Bargain and 
has consistently attempted to increase funding for 
local organizations in both humanitarian and devel-
opment assistance. Yet USAID has struggled to meet 
internal goals, from Obama-era benchmarks to the 
subsequent “Journey to Self-Reliance.” In the past 10 
years, USAID increased its funding to local partners 
from four to six percent.5 In 2017 almost two thirds of 
its assistance was awarded to 25 partners. 
      Reflecting both the development consensus and 
the challenges of transformational reform, USAID 
Administrator Samantha Power announced an 
ambitious new focus on inclusive development for 
the agency in 2021. Her announcement followed the 
publication of a draft policy on local capacity de-
velopment, which provides a framework for shifting 
overall organizational approaches to development.6  
The policy helps establish an agencywide under-
standing of what locally led development means 
and a unified system for building on local strengths 
to achieve local goals. Nevertheless, there are sub-
stantial and legitimate reasons why inclusive devel-
opment assistance remains elusive. George Ingram’s 
recent working paper, “Locally Driven Development: 
Overcoming the Obstacles,” provides an excellent 
summary of the legal and regulatory impediments, 
including budgetary rigidity, risk mitigation, and the 
limits of local organizational capacity.7

      With this policy brief, we aspire to add to the 
growing conversation about inclusive development 
through the lens of agriculture and food security. 
Agricultural development assistance is, at its core, a 
long-term investment and, as such, is well suited to 

the coming shifts in policy and funding. USAID’s lo-
cal capacity development draft policy advocates for 
beginning with the local system, a critical step that 
mirrors the food security community’s move toward 
systems approaches to agriculture. 
      Recognizing that inclusive agricultural develop-
ment is a nuanced and multifaceted issue, this brief 
features four expert perspectives on how to ensure 
US agriculture and food security assistance reflects 
not only the priorities of local communities but 
also communities’ own metrics of success. The four 
chapters explore inclusive development through a 
case study of how to embed trust and flexibility into 
programs for greater local ownership, the need for 
women’s leadership, social enterprises’ potential for 
scalable and locally led systems change, and par-
ticipatory agricultural research and development. 
The brief concludes with policy recommendations 
to further US government efforts, gleaned from the 
authors and consultations with more than 20 stake-
holders in government, international NGOs, aca-
demia, and the advocacy community.
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      One-size-fits-all development models rarely 
transition well from one context to another. Partici-
pants may feel pressure to follow a model even if it 
does not align with their own priorities or the local 
context in hopes of eventually getting the benefits 
they want. Consequences include reduced impact 
and project failure.1 Development organizations 
must therefore design innovative, flexible, mar-
ket-oriented solutions that empower participants to 
choose what works best for them.
      Catholic Relief Services (CRS) embeds trust, 
flexibility, and local ownership in its savings-led 

microfinance programming to help participants 
acquire the knowledge, skills, and tools to make 
informed decisions on their own. CRS’s flagship 
savings group model, Savings and Internal Lend-
ing Communities (SILC), has reached 4.6 million 
people in 61 countries with this flexible approach. 
In addition, more than 5,800 fee-for-service SILC 
Private Service Providers (PSPs) in 39 countries 
have been recruited, trained, and certified to form 
and support SILCs.
      CRS adapts program design and guidance to 
local needs based on the experiences and pref-
erences of the participants. To meet the needs of 
Muslim participants who were self-excluding be-
cause of interest on loans, CRS adapted the SILC 
model to be Sharia-compliant. Similarly, building 
on the SILC/PSP model’s success, CRS developed 
a last-mile Private Agricultural Service Provider 
(PASP) approach to supply high-quality agricul-
tural inputs to smallholder farmers at affordable 
prices. Based on these experiences, this chapter 
illustrates how designs based on trust, flexibility, 
and local ownership can produce positive out-
comes for the participants.

Leveraging trust and 
flexibility to promote rural 
livelihoods
Benjamin S. Allen
Technical Advisor III, Microfinance Research 
and Learning
Catholic Relief Services

Image 2: Women take part in a SILC group meeting in Lege Bira kebele, Dire Dawa administration, Ethiopia February 12, 2019. Today, each 
member will put 34 birr (USD $1.20) into their social fund. There are 28 members of the group and 16 are present today. Their current loan 
fund is 2,170 birr ($76). Catholic Relief Services/Will Baxter
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      SILCs are member-owned and -operated 
savings groups that help members access funds 
to take advantage of investment opportunities or 
overcome cash shortages for necessary expen-
ditures such as nutritious food, health care, and 
school fees. CRS began piloting the SILC model 
in 2006 using its own funds. Over the subsequent 
16 years, the agency has embraced the model as a 
core livelihood and economic strengthening strate-
gy in its agricultural programming.
      Each SILC comprises 15 to 30 self-selecting 
members and starts with the election of a manage-
ment committee and the writing of a constitution. 
Members meet weekly to deposit flexible amounts 
into a pooled loan fund. Once a month members 
may borrow up to several multiples of their per-
sonal savings from the loan fund. Loans are then 
repaid with interest. When the annual cycle of 
saving and lending ends, the SILC holds a share-
out during which they divide up the group’s assets, 
returning each member’s savings plus a propor-
tional share of the profits. The group then starts 
another cycle. SILCs also operate a social fund to 
support members in crisis. This fund provides small 
grants or interest-free loans for members to cover              
emergency expenses.
      While field agents or PSPs train group members 
on the SILC methodology, members adapt group 
operations to their own needs. Because success-
ful functioning depends on mutual trust between 
members, each group decides who can join. Groups 
then decide how long the savings cycle will last; 
determine target cycle savings amounts, the loan 
period, and the multiple of individual savings each 
member can borrow; and set financial penalties for 
absenteeism and delinquent loans.
      SILCs adapt their practices as needed to their 
circumstances. Those whose members are small-
holder farmers may align the savings cycle with the 
agricultural calendar, increasing savings targets fol-
lowing harvest and holding share-out during plant-
ing season.2 Loan multiples range from one to three 
times savings with monthly interest rates of 5 to 
10 percent of the loan amount. Repayment periods 
range from one to three months. SILCs with more 
experience may have loan multiples of more than 
three times savings. Those in countries experiencing 

hyperinflation have raised interest rates, shortened 
loan periods, or bought tangible assets in lieu of 
issuing loans.3 SILCs with members who struggle to 
repay their loans may extend loan periods or delay 
end-of-cycle share-out to help them.
      Field agents and PSPs provide guidance based 
on prior experience but do not make decisions for 
the SILCs. Indeed, CRS and its local implementing 
partners (IPs) learn from SILCs’ decisions and expe-
riences. Initially, CRS promoted the income benefits 
of SILC membership, with groups setting minimum 
and maximum weekly savings amounts to ensure 
they had money to lend. However, upon observing 
that some communities’ poorest members declined 
to join or withdrew from SILCs because they could 
not start businesses or meet minimum savings 
requirements, CRS altered SILC promotional efforts 
to be more inclusive and encouraged flexible mem-
ber savings targets. This helped motivate poorer 
members while allowing them to save less when 
they could not meet the target. Many groups have 
since adopted this strategy, setting their own target 
savings amounts.4

      The SILC model is one of CRS’s crowning 
achievements. SILC membership provides par-
ticipants with a safe place to save and, through 
loans and share-out, useful lump sums of cash that 
would not otherwise be available to them. Based 
on share-out data collected from 901,125 members 
in 45 countries5 who joined SILCs from 2019 to 
2021, an estimated US$125 million has been mobi-
lized—about US$140 per person. Moreover, SILC          
membership can help smallholder farmers gain 
market power. In some countries, SILCs have feder-
ated into producer associations or agro-enterprises 
to secure bulk discounts and reliable delivery for 
inputs as well as better crop sale prices through 
collective marketing.6

      Even with more inclusive SILC promotion-
al efforts and flexible savings, millions of people 

Sharia-compliant SILCs

SILC membership provides participants 
with a safe place to save and, through 
loans and share-out, useful lump sums
 of cash that would not otherwise be

 available to them.

Savings and internal lending 
communities
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worldwide remain potentially excluded from SILC 
because the payment of interest on loans is prohib-
ited under Islamic law (Sharia). In Mauritania from 
2016 to 2017, about 40 SILCs disbanded for that 
reason. Around the same time, local staff in Sudan 
expressed interest in providing a Sharia-compliant 
model because many participants did not accept 
SILC with interest. In response, CRS drafted guid-
ance and piloted a Sharia-compliant approach in 
both Mauritania and Sudan in 2017 and 2018 using 
its own funds. Based on all of the SILC members’ 
choices, critiques, and experiences, CRS revised the 
SILC guidance. 
      Sharia-compliant SILCs allow members to 
benefit from interest- and penalty-free cash loans. 
The loan policy allows—but does not obligate—
groups to charge a flat, uniform loan processing 
fee to compensate for their efforts to mobilize and 
manage member savings and make them available 
for borrowing. Borrowers whose loan use is profit-
able may make a voluntary top-up payment to the 
group as a show of gratitude. In addition, groups 
may earn money by conducting group purchases 
with a predetermined markup. Finally, groups are 
encouraged to operate a separate fund for mem-
bers to make charitable (sadaqa) contributions to 
address community needs.

      Since 2019, CRS has rolled out the Sharia-com-
pliant SILC approach at scale in Niger.7 A survey 
administered in early 2022 found that of 239 Sha-
ria-compliant SILCs formed, 90 percent applied 
flat processing fees to members’ loan applications, 
and 10 percent conducted group purchases. It 
also found that 64 percent of groups, members 
who took loans had contributed voluntary top-up 
payments upon repaying the principal. Finally, 98 
percent of groups operated sadaqa funds and had 
donated money to mosques, the poor, or their com-
munities to cover costs such as medical evacuation, 
water well equipment and pump repair, and funeral 
shrouds. While each group selected its own com-
bination of practices to earn income and contrib-
ute to community development, 99 percent of the 
groups surveyed reported earning a profit.

      While SILCs can and do become sustainable on 
their own, even experienced groups need periodic 
technical support. New SILCs formed after projects 
close require training and ongoing support during 
their first year. To ensure the availability of quali-
fied trainers beyond project time frames, CRS has 
deployed since 2010 a market-based strategy that 
enables local entrepreneurs (i.e., PSPs) to expand 
SILC services on a fee-for-service basis throughout 
their catchment areas. The PSPs are paid by their 
SILCs, resulting in an easily replicable and self-sus-
taining savings-led program.
      CRS IPs recruit agents from the community and 
train, supervise, and pay them a stipend to form 
and train at least six SILCs until those groups reach 
share-out (at 12 months or sooner). During this 
time, the agents build their technical skills and gen-
erate local interest in SILC. Agent certification uses 
a comprehensive examination process, after which 
the PSPs train new groups and support existing 
ones in return for modest, mutually agreed fees.
      While the PSP training process is consistent 
across projects,8 certified PSPs are independent 
agents who may work as they please and negotiate 
their own services and fees with SILCs. Surveys of 
208 randomly sampled PSPs in five African coun-
tries9 found that most PSPs list SILC work as one of 
their top two income-generating activities. In Mad-
agascar 53 PSPs interviewed in 2018 said they pro-
vided on-site support to anywhere from two to 20 
SILCs each week. Some had negotiated monthly or 
quarterly payments from the groups they supported, 
including fees for delivering add-on services such 
as financial education and marketing basics. Oth-
ers charged groups per training or advisory service 
provided. Moreover, 81 percent said they planned to 
continue to work as a PSP for at least another three 
years. An independent evaluation in eastern Ugan-
da confirmed the sustainability of the PSP model. 
It found that 19 months after project closure, PSPs 
were establishing new SILCs at a faster pace than 
during the project, resulting in 56 percent more SILCs 
than when the project concluded, for a total of 1,518.10

      The success of the SILC/PSP model prompted 
CRS to develop a similar market-oriented approach 

Sharia-compliant SILCs allow members 
to benefit from interest- and penalty-

free cash loans.

SILC private service providers

Private agricultural service providers
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to mitigate unfavorable, cyclical issues for small-
holder farm families that struggle to earn a stable 
income due to a lack of access to quality inputs, 
affordable finance, and sufficient delivery infra-
structure. The Private Agricultural Service Provider 
(PASP) approach recruits local entrepreneurs to 
market agricultural inputs and technical adviso-
ry services to smallholder farmers; trains them in 
agriculture, business, and marketing skills; and links 
them to agricultural input wholesalers.
      The PASP model embeds flexibility for both 
the PASPs and customers. For smallholder farmers, 
the model provides a new option for purchasing 
agricultural inputs and seeking technical advice. It 
enables farmers to buy the types and quantities of 
fertilizer and seeds they need while permitting them 
to prepay in monthly installments. It also provides 
delivery to their villages. As independent opera-
tors, PASPs benefit from the absence of externally 
imposed sales targets. They can choose their own 
strategies to market their services to smallholders, 
collect bulk orders, and negotiate fees.

      CRS’s PASP pilot illustrated the promise of the 
approach for sustainably supplying high-quality 
agricultural inputs at a reasonable price to small-
holder farmers. From 2018 to 2021, 63 PASPs in 
Guatemala, Rwanda, and Senegal served 16,210 
smallholder customers, of whom 48 percent were 
women. They generated US$148,946 in revenue 
and US$19,826 in profit.11 In a late 2020 survey 
across the three countries of 234 randomly sam-
pled farmers who used PASPs, 74 percent reported 
that their production increased after purchasing 
inputs and services from PASPs. Most attributed 
the increases directly to the PASPs’ high-quality 
inputs. The farmers cited convenience and afford-
able prices among the reasons for buying inputs 
from PASPs. The study revealed that PASPs had 
reached smallholders unserved by other vendors: 
Twelve percent of customers had never bought 
agricultural inputs before from any source. Finally, 

99 percent expressed satisfaction with their PASP, 
saying they would recommend their inputs and 
services to a relative or friend.12

      Meanwhile, the PASPs adapted their opera-
tions to find economies of scale or provide better 
services to their customers. The PASPs in Senegal 
combined their customers’ fertilizer orders from 
across the country and placed one bulk order, 
receiving a discount that would have been in-
feasible had they placed multiple smaller orders. 
Four PASPs—two women and two men—in Rwan-
da became certified as agrodealers to access the 
government’s lower wholesale pricing and broaden 
their customer base. Eleven formed an agrodealer 
cooperative, and others opened tree seedling nurs-
eries, using the profits to buy wholesale inputs to 
sell to farmers.13

      Market-oriented programming approaches that 
embed trust, flexibility, and local ownership can 
promote positive outcomes to ensure post-project 
sustainability. They permit independent service 
providers and participants to choose the methods, 
rules, and practices that best serve their needs. In 
the SILC, Sharia-compliant SILC, PSP, and PASP 
models discussed here, CRS and IPs provide train-
ing, support, and advice, but they trust the fee-for-
service agent and participants to make their own 
decisions. Each SILC adapts its operations to its 
members’ needs and level of comfort with saving 
and lending. PSPs and PASPs negotiate their ser-
vices and fee schedules directly with the SILCs or 
smallholder farmers they serve. Given initial invest-
ments in training and guidance, each of these mod-
els is flexible enough to adapt to different country 
contexts and to changing circumstances in a coun-
try over time.

Lessons

The PASP model embeds flexibility 
for both PASPs and customers. For 

smallholder farmers, the model 
provides a new option for purchasing 

agricultural inputs and seeking 
technical advice.
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Mind the gap: Gender, 
governance, and local food 
systems

      The COVID-19 pandemic has taught us the 
importance of local food systems. The ability of 
local communities to grow, process, store, and 
market nutritious food locally becomes invaluable 
when lockdowns or other shocks disrupt supply 
chains. In general, distributed systems are more re-
silient than centralized systems.1 Yet there are two 
related barriers to transforming the food system: 
(1) highly centralized governments in lower- and 
middle- income countries (LMICs) that invest 
primarily in the urban capitals and (2) deeply en-
trenched gender discrimination. 

Gender discrimination
      Gender discrimination has long been acknowl-
edged as a structural barrier to global food secu-
rity. As pointed out in the wake of the 1995 Beijing 
Women’s Conference, the source of high rates of 
child malnutrition in South Asia—the region with 
the largest number of hungry people—“lies deep in 
the soil of gender inequality.”2 Girls are breastfed six 
weeks less than boys in hopes that a woman may 
more quickly become pregnant again with a boy. 
Girls are taught to eat last and least, saving the best 
food for boys and men. Girls are married off before 
their bodies are fully developed and give birth to 
malnourished babies—and so the cycle continues.

      The 2008 food price crisis was a wake-up call 
to the agricultural and nutrition community, and in-
creased attention to women’s roles as farmers. The 
United Nations Food and Agriculture Organization’s 

(FAO) State of Food and Agriculture 2010-2011 re-
port states that women: 

consistently have less access than men to the 
resources and opportunities they need to be 
more productive. Increasing women’s access 
to land, livestock, education, financial services, 
extension, technology and rural employment 
would boost their productivity and generate 
gains in terms of agricultural production, food 
security, economic growth and social welfare. 
Closing the gender gap in agricultural inputs 
alone could lift 100–150 million people out of 
hunger.3 

      To measure progress in closing the gap across 
many dimensions, the International Food Policy 
Research Institute (IFPRI), the Oxford Poverty and 
Human Development Initiative (OPHI), and the 
United States Agency for International Develop-
ment’s (USAID) Feed the Future program devel-
oped the Women’s Empowerment in Agriculture 
Index (WEAI).4

      When the United Nations (UN) launched the 
2030 Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) 
in 2015, including Goal 2: Zero Hunger, it placed 
special emphasis on women farmers. In addition to 
stronger gender equality (Goal 5), it incorporated 
gender issues in 11 of the 17 SDGs.5 
      Donors increasingly integrate gender issues in 
their aid,6 yet estimates suggest that less than 2 
percent of that aid is invested in grassroots wom-
en’s organizations, which are historically critical to 
overcoming gender discrimination.7

Weak rural governance
      SDG Goal 16 calls on nations to “build effective, 
accountable and inclusive institutions at all levels.” 
This must start at the community level. Women 
farmers in low-income countries travel primarily 
on foot, so all public services necessary for a local 
food system (including agricultural inputs, food 
processing and storage, primary health and edu-
cation, water, and public safety) need to be within 
walking distance. For those services to be account-
able, there must be responsive governance within 
walking distance. 
      Agriculture employs 60 percent of Africa’s peo-
ple and accounts for 23 percent of gross domestic 
product (GDP).8 Yet historically, a very small share 

Girls are breastfed six weeks less than 
boys in hopes that a woman may more 
quickly become pregnant again with 

a boy.

John Coonrod
Executive Vice President
The Hunger Project

The challenge
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(well under 10 percent) of both national budgets 
and aid has focused on agriculture. At the United 
Nations Special Sessions on Africa in 1984 and 
1986 following the horrific Africa-wide famine 
of 1983–84, the world community and African 
nations committed to increase aid to agriculture. 
However, the share of official development assis-
tance going to agriculture steadily declined over 
the next 30-year period.9

      In 2003 the Africa Union created the Com-
prehensive Africa Agriculture Development Plan 
(CAADP) in which countries would increase pub-
lic investment in agriculture to at least 10 percent. 
Yet in the next five years only one nation—Rwan-
da—had done so.10 In response to the 2008 food 
price crisis, G7 countries committed to reverse 
the decline in agricultural aid, tying it to CAADP 
commitments. USAID doubled agricultural aid to 
5 percent of its budget, but it has not increased 
aid since then. Nevertheless, that donor com-
mitment greatly accelerated Africa’s own com-
mitment, with 44 African countries having now 
signed CAADP compacts.11

      A bigger challenge for Africa is decentral-
ization. Many of Africa’s relatively young gov-
ernments have remained highly centralized. 
High-income countries typically devolve 25 to 
50 percent of public resources to local govern-
ments; in most African countries, this is only 2 to 
3 percent.12 Ghana pioneered the way when its 
1992 constitution mandated at least 5 percent of 
development funds be devolved to the districts 
and responsibilities became more decentralized 
in 2009 (although funding still was constrained). 
In 2012 Kenya’s new constitution devolved 20 
percent of the national budget along with key 
responsibilities to its 47 counties, overcoming 
decades of tribal (and therefore geographic) 
inequities. In 2014 the African Union established 
a charter on decentralization, which came into 
force in 2019, although it is not yet implemented 
in many countries.

      Given these long-standing obstacles, 
how can progress be made in transforming 
local food systems? My organization, The 
Hunger Project (THP), has a mantra: start with 

women, mobilize everyone, and partner with 
local governments.
      Starting with women requires investing in 
women’s leadership and strengthening their own 
grassroots organizations. Given their multiple re-
sponsibilities, rural women have wise insights into 
the priorities and pathways for achieving success. 
And given their marginalization, the best hope they 
have for being heard is through collective voice and 
action. Sadly, of all the development assistance fo-
cused on gender, less than 1 percent goes to grass-
roots women’s groups.
      Women are mobilized as key community lead-
ers in every THP program. All local committees are 
required to have at least 50 percent women. Com-
munity women’s groups are formed and federated 
upward from the community to ensure women have 
a strong voice with district governments. Men gain 
insight into how gender discrimination holds every-
one back. 
      Traditionally, development programs were de-
signed by men, who then attempted to “empower” 
women to participate in them. This approach often 
fails because of the severe constraints on women’s 
time and mobility. A key lesson we’ve been taught 
by rural women is the importance of colocation of 
public services so women need not spend much 
of their day walking from the health center to the 
rural bank to the day care center to the borehole to 
the woodlot. More than 2,000 villages across nine 
African countries have implemented THP’s Epi-
center Strategy through which clusters of villages 
co-locate all public services in a centralized campus 
constructed and managed by community members 
themselves.13

      Mobilizing everyone awakens community mem-
bers to their own rights and capabilities. In most 
cases, centuries of marginalization leave people 
with a mindset of dependency and resignation.14 

Community mobilization happens step by step 
and helps people create a vision of a better future 
and discover that they can take immediate action 
to fulfill it. This builds confidence, and new leader-
ship emerges.15

Mobilizing everyone awakens 
community members to their own rights 

and capabilities.
Three pillars to build local food 
systems
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      As part of this process, men must think through 
gender issues and recognize how outdated gender 
stereotypes hold everyone back. Male commitment 
to gender equity is particularly vital in halting the 
ever-present risk of gender-based violence, includ-
ing child marriage that restricts women’s full partic-
ipation. An entry point to this process is THP’s “HIV/
AIDS and Gender Inequality” workshop.16

      Partnership with local governments is critical 
to sustainability.17 If nurses are not present at the 
health clinic, the well is broken, or the road is im-
passable, people are not going to be able to appeal 
to the national parliament. Even the district admin-
istration is often a multiday journey on foot. 
      Most countries have constitutionally mandated 
subdistrict government structures, yet these struc-
tures are often underfunded and lack autonomous 
decision-making power and adequate staff. Even 
the district agricultural extension agent rarely has 
time to reach remote rural communities, and tradi-
tional villages are often too small (50 to 100 house-
holds) to exert effective influence on the district 
administration. The NGO response has often been 
to establish parallel structures to local government. 
Yet this adds a new layer of dependency and fur-
ther undermines government responsibility.
      Successful local governments involve an active 
partnership among elected local officials, minis-
try staff such as agricultural extension agents, and 
grassroots civil society teams that operate in village 
clusters—populations of 5,000 to 25,000 people 
within walking distance.18 This size population is big 
enough to manage local programs and exert de-
mand on district administration while being small 
enough for people to know local leaders and hold 
them accountable.
      The importance of this partnership is apparent 
in addressing the challenge of understaffed agricul-
tural extension services. When communities have 
strong associations of women and men farmers 
with their own leadership structures, those com-
munity leaders can leverage the scarce time of the 
agriculture ministry staff and make sure that inno-
vations reach every farmer. At THP epicenters, men 
and women food security animators are trained 
from each village and form the food security sub-
committee. They meet regularly with district exten-
sion workers, manage a training farm, coordinate 
access to inputs (often on a warrantage loan basis), 
and manage the community food bank.19

      The community-led development strategies of 
THP and other like-minded organizations are based 
on investing in communities to establish strong, 
voluntary committees with a passion for each key 
sector (food production; natural resource manage-
ment; nutrition; health; education; women’s rights; 
and water, sanitation, and hygiene). Together, they 
leverage existing government resources to set and 
achieve community-owned visions and goals.

Shift the power
      The need for policy changes to fully unleash 
the creativity and productivity of small-scale 
farmers is not new. For thousands of years, rela-
tively small rural communities were at the heart of 
economic activity. The rise of industrialization and 
strong central states in the 19th century was not 
seen by all as a blessing. One hundred years ago 
Mahatma Gandhi in India and Y. C. James Yen in 
China demonstrated methodologies for building 
self-reliant, resilient “village republics.” Although 
communities were largely ignored in the Millenni-
um Development Goals of 2000, civil society ac-
tors and local governments succeeded in ensuring 
their inclusion in the SDGs in 2015.20

      Community-led, integrated rural develop-
ment strategies work. In fact, countries that have 
achieved progress in reducing hunger and poverty 
on a large scale have followed this approach. In 
1970 South Korea was poorer than Ghana, yet its 
Saemaul Undong (New Community movement) 
was credited with raising rural incomes to a level 
that exceeded urban incomes. The Kerala state of 
India achieved social indicators rivaling far wealthier 
countries through strong decentralization and high-
ly participatory democratic processes. The Sarvo-
daya Shramadana movement of Sri Lanka improved 
15,000 villages through self-reliant, community-led 
action. The Fome Zero (Zero Hunger) strategy in 
Brazil built on community-led innovations with a 

When communities have strong 
associations of women and men farmers 

with their own leadership structures, 
those community leaders can leverage 

the scare time of the agriculture 
ministry staff and make sure that 
innovations reach every farmer.
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package of policies ranging from providing safety 
nets to ensuring that food for local school meal pro-
grams was primarily sourced from local farmers.
      Many people offer China as an example of the 
success of top-down, authoritarian approaches to 
reducing poverty and hunger. Yet, in her brilliant 
book How the Farmers Changed China, Kate Xiao 
Zhou demonstrates how women farmers led to the 
private-sector reforms in Chinese agriculture.21 In 
rural China, women typically married outside their 
village while men did not, giving women a wider 
network of connections. Women discovered that 
small bribes to party officials gave them the free-
dom to market produce privately. Word spread 
quickly through women’s networks. Deng Xiaoping, 
who is often credited with private-sector reforms, 
fought them tooth and nail until the economic 
growth it was driving was overwhelming.
      The rise of ethnic and religious violence after 
the Cold War added an important incentive for 
decentralization. Indonesia, the Philippines, and 
most recently Kenya have all adopted national 
programs of funding community-led development 
so that marginalized communities have meaningful 
pathways to achieve their own aspirations short of 
overthrowing the national government.
      To drive this change, THP and like-minded or-
ganizations launched the Movement for Communi-
ty-led Development during the 2015 United Nations 
Sustainable Development Summit.22 Today, more 
than 1,500 community-based organizations and 70 
international NGOs are working together as both 
a community of practice and a collective voice for 
advocating new policies. In 2016 the United Nations 
World Humanitarian Summit agreed to a Grand Bar-
gain to localize response to acute hunger. A wider 
Shift the Power movement has embraced a growing 
number of alliances.
      Most recently, USAID administrator Samantha 
Power announced a commitment to dedicate at 
least 25 percent of USAID funds directly to local 
organizations within a few years (up from a cur-
rent estimate of 6 percent).23 The announcement 
further stated that “by the end of the decade, 50 
percent of our programming, at least half of every 
dollar we spend, will need to place local commu-
nities in the lead to either co-design a project, set 
priorities, drive implementation, or evaluate the 
impact of our programs.”24

     
      It has long been recognized by some that gen-
der-focused, community-led development is the 
best and perhaps only way to achieve resilient local 
food systems. Today, there are exciting signs that a 
critical mass of policymakers in LMICs, civil society 
organizations, and donors are reaching that same 
conclusion. Retooling long-established bureaucratic 
systems to be consistent with—rather than hostile 
to—bottom-up approaches will take years of lead-
ership and dedicated effort. Those of us who have 
dedicated our lives to this power shift have our 
work cut out for us. 

Conclusion: Power may finally be 
shifting
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Participatory research for 
agricultural development

      Modern agriculture is facing existential threats 
from climate change and overreliance on extractive 
farming. Given the innovations required to develop 
resilient global and local food systems in the near 
future, participatory research will need to play a sig-
nificant role. This brief looks at the promise of par-
ticipatory research in agriculture for the challenges 
that lie ahead. It also pinpoints some shortcomings 
and explains how they are being tackled. 
      Participatory research in agriculture, also known 
as farmer-led research, is a collaborative investi-
gation between scientists and farmers to solve a 
problem important to them. This collaboration 
must empower all participants to decide together 
what to research and how.1 Since gaining scientific 
attention in the 1980s, participatory research has 
been used in thousands of farmer-centered proj-
ects across the globe for agricultural development. 
Farmers have assumed varying degrees of respon-
sibility in technology design and testing for plant 
breeding, soil and water management, crop pro-
tection, animal husbandry, food safety, agroecolo-
gy, and conservation farming. Farmer-led research 
has improved research relevance for farmers and 
contributed to better performing crop varieties, 
conserved biodiversity, reduced costs, and in-
creased incomes. It has also enhanced farmers’ 
livelihoods, collective organization, and political 
influence—especially among the poor.2

      The Food and Agriculture Organization of the 
United Nations (FAO), the World Bank, the US 
Department of Agriculture (USDA), the European 
Union, more than 60 national programs, and innu-
merable NGOs have used participatory research 
to promote technical innovation and sustainable 
farming in countries as diverse as Bolivia, Cuba, 
Ethiopia, Honduras, India, Italy, Kenya, the Philip-
pines, Switzerland, and the United States.3 Farm-
ers’ own experimentation was pivotal in develop-
ing conservation agriculture in the United States, 
where the Sustainable Agricultural Research and 

Education (SARE) program has been funding farm-
er-led research since 1988.4

      Participatory research in agriculture has three 
key benefits that are crucial for building food secu-
rity through accelerated climate-smart innovation: 
enhancing adaptive capacity, producing innovations 
that farmers quickly adopt, and building capacity 
for scaling up collective innovation. 

      Improving food security during increasingly 
volatile change in growing conditions requires nim-
ble innovation with farming practices tailored to 
local conditions. Farmer-led participatory research 
enables this kind of innovation by harnessing the 
propensity of farmers all over the world to man-
age risk through experimentation. Even if farmers’ 
innovations appear small in value (e.g., just 0.5 per-
cent of farm production), their global worth—$4 
trillion —is equal to corporate investment in agri-
cultural R&D.5 The unique combination of expertise 
and skills that farmers and agricultural scientists 
bring to the table yields new, innovative and often 
unexpected solutions that would otherwise be 
difficult to find.6 Participatory research strengthens 
farmer experimentation and multiplies the value 
of local knowledge for coping with drought, pests, 
and soil degradation. 

      For example, SARE, a national network of farm-
ers and scientists, supports farmer-led research on 
soil health. It has allowed a vast diversity of inno-
vative cover crop species, rotations, conservation 
tillage, and composting practices to be adapted lo-
cally. As a result, fields with cover crops across the 
United States were more productive during severe 
drought and produced as much as $50 per acre 
more with soil erosion control.7 In South East Asia, 
participatory research harnessed farmers’ expertise 
in selecting locally adapted cassava varieties., This 
resulted in increased cassava yields and adoption of 

The unique combination of expertise 
and skills that farmers and agricultural 
scientists bring to the table yields new, 

innovative and often unexpected 
solutions that would otherwise be 

difficult to find.
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soil conservation technologies and helped farm-
ers better cope with drought and pests.8 Similarly, 
plant breeders in West Africa involved poor wom-
en producers of pearl millet, sorghum, and rice in 
selecting new varieties better adapted to low soil 
fertility and drought, improving producers’ resil-
ience and food security.9

      When combined with technical expertise, par-
ticipatory research adds value to farmers’ detailed 
knowledge of local conditions. The US Long-Term 
Agroecosystem Research (LTAR) Network on sus-
tainable intensification uses participatory research 
to integrate scientific information with farmers’ 
local knowledge for scenario modelling.10 Participa-
tory research has also improved highly targeted and 
location-specific weather forecasting that is vital for 
helping farmers adapt to volatile climate change.11 
In Senegal, when researchers coproduced seasonal 
and daily weather forecasts with farmers who pro-
vided richer data via participatory surveys, use of 
the weather forecasts increased and farmers’ yields 
went up by 10 to 25 percent.12

      Farmers must replace climate-vulnerable practices 
quickly to transition to more resilient food systems. 
Farmers and scientists regularly achieve better results 
than when they work independently by working to-
gether on experimentation and investigation. The re-
sulting research then can inform new practices farm-
ers find credible, therefore speeding up adoption. As 
a result, participatory research in agriculture often 
leads to superior farming practices compared with 
recommendations scientists design on their own. 

      Without participatory research, Innovations 
often appear promising on experiment station, but 
perform poorly when used by farmers, leading to 
low adoption.13 Research shows that yield gains 
based on scientists’ innovations tested on exper-
iment stations can drop to zero when tested in 
conditions more similar to those found in farmers’ 

fields.14 However, when farmers participate in deci-
sions about what to research and how, In contrast, 
their knowledge helps to make experimental con-
ditions more realistic and the resultant innovations 
more robust when used on farm. Farmers experiment 
with more varied and less favorable locations, levels 
of management, and inputs than scientists do on ex-
periment stations. As a result, participatory research 
helps select varieties that perform better on farms 
than the breeders’ “best bet,”15 design more robust 
irrigation practices,16 sustain more biodiversity,17 
invent more versatile postharvest technology, and 
codevelop more effective conservation practices.18

      Participatory breeding (PB)  improves food 
security by providing more locally adapted, diverse 
varieties and agile seed systems. PB has remedied 
slow adoption of conventionally bred varieties 
among poor farmers in staple crops, including cas-
sava, sweet potato, maize, rice, barley, beans, lentils, 
millet, and sorghum.19 In Canada, Europe, and the 
United States, over 40 university and private-sector 
breeding projects currently apply PB in 22 species, 
mainly for organic farming.20 PB involves farmers in 
decisions about varietal design, testing, evaluation, 
variety release, and seed multiplication. PB variet-
ies frequently include traits that breeders overlook 
but that farmers consider essential. For example, in 
the midwestern United States, PB harnesses farmer 
knowledge to improve baking qualities of winter 
wheat that breeders had not considered.21 As a re-
sult, farmers are keen to adopt PB varieties quickly. 
In West Africa, farmers involved in sorghum PB 
were 10 times more likely to adopt new varieties.22  
These sorghum varieties improve yields and have a 
shorter growing cycle, a trait that breeders disre-
gard but that farmers desire for evading early-sea-
son drought. Shorter-season sorghum with better 
yields reduced seasonal hunger and increased 
farmers’ incomes. 
      PB has also accelerated adoption by changing 
consumer preferences. For example, the credibility 
with farmers generated by PB helped overcome the 
low acceptability of orange-fleshed sweet potato 
(OFSP) in Africa. PB was integral to the develop-
ment of biofortified OFSP varieties that benefit 
more than 10 million consumers affected by vitamin 
A deficiency, including more than half the children 
under 5 in Sub-Saharan Africa. Farmers involved 
in the PB were up to 30 times more likely to adopt 
OFSP despite prejudice against its color.23 PB has 
stimulated diversification as well as faster adoption. 
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In Honduras, for example, the national program 
Dirección de Ciencia y Tecnología Agropecuaria, 
or DICTA, formally adopted PB after national net-
works of 139 farmer research committees (Comité 
de Investigación Agrícola Local, or CIAL) released 
32 farmer-selected varieties. More than 60 percent 
of farmers and their neighbors involved in CIALs 
adopted the more diverse PB varieties, but only 
20 percent of them planted the varieties released 
through conventional breeding.24

      Globally, participatory research has improved 
yields and yield stability as well as quality and oth-
er postharvest or agronomic traits demanded by 
farmers over a wide range of production conditions. 
As a result, it has enhanced crop biodiversity and 
food security. PB relies on and promotes flexibility 
in seed policy and decentralization of seed systems 
to enable rapid and inclusive dissemination.25 These 
innovations will be increasingly needed for fast 
replacement of climate vulnerable crop varieties to 
bolster food security.

      Unequal access to innovations undermines food 
system resilience. Participatory research is a proven 
way of overcoming social exclusion in agricultural 
research for development where exclusion spans 
gender, poverty, culture, ethnicity, religion, and 
especially marginal or suboptimal farming loca-
tions.26  A global survey of 150 PB projects found 
that participatory research improved targeting of 
the poor.27  Participatory research has improved 
gender equity as well as food security for poor 
farmers growing staple crops such as rice in India, 
maize in China, beans in Sub-Saharan Africa, and 
cassava in Nigeria.28 For example, in West Africa 
breeders perceived sorghum as a “man’s crop” until 
participatory research revealed that women also 
grew sorghum but in less fertile soils than men. The 
conventionally bred varieties performed badly in 
the women’s less fertile plots. Breeders involved the 
women in PB to develop varieties that perform as 
well for women sorghum producers as for men.29  
Farmer participation in experimentation has precip-
itated changes in gender relations that improve the 
innovation itself as well as who benefits.30

      Participatory research based on local knowl-
edge and resources has been especially advan-

tageous for the poor and for women.31 However, 
serious shortcomings include susceptibility to social 
exclusion when the selection or facilitation process-
es used to engage participants are biased or when 
researchers dictate the research agenda. Strategies 
to manage these shortcomings include sampling to 
ensure the participants are typical of the expected 
users, better training, and protocols for agenda set-
ting.32 Although researchers recognize the extent to 
which scientists and farmers share power in participa-
tory research, decision-making can vary greatly; they 
have not established universal standards or agreed on 
protocols for selecting participants, sharing research 
decisions, paying participating farmers, or including 
farmers in research funding decisions. Globally, the 
absence of accepted operational guidelines prevents 
consistency in implementation.33

      Participatory research can enable the large-
scale transformation needed for the sustainability 
and resilience of complex food systems involving 
diverse actors. Sustainable agriculture requires 
managing nutrient, water, and carbon cycles across 
communities with multiple stakeholders.34 Partici-
patory research fosters the collective engagement, 
learning, and coproduction of knowledge needed 
for innovation on a large scale. Experience that 
combines local and scientific knowledge in support 
of pest monitoring and control, soil erosion control, 
irrigation, and fisheries management is growing.35  
There is a well-endowed toolbox of methods for 
facilitating community and landscape-scale partici-
patory modeling and scenario building, multicriteria 
mapping, and foresight analysis.36

      Experience shows that scaling participatory 
research in agriculture is both cost-effective and 
impactful when done through networks of farmer 
groups.37 Networking with broad geographic 
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coverage has taken two distinct paths: formal 
R&D-initiated and citizen-initiated. A formal 
R&D-initiated network is the West African sor-
ghum PB program that released eight new variet-
ies adopted by 71 percent of farmers in the target 
area. The network built strong farmer organiza-
tions that influenced national legislation.38 Other 
formal R&D-initiated networks that cofinance 
farmer-led research include France’s Sustainable 
Agriculture Network (F RAD), which involves 
3,000 farmers, and the SARE and LTAR networks. 
Citizen-initiated networks such as the global La 
Via Campesina, the Philippine’s MASIPAG, and 
Brazil’s alternative technologies network (ANA) 
promote control of research agenda and national 
policy to support participatory research through 
farmer-to-farmer innovation.39

      A key lesson of citizen initiatives for building ca-
pacity is that farmer-led research needs a different 
kind of agricultural extension. For example, about 
10 million farmers across Asia, Africa, and Latin 
America have taken part in demonstration exper-
iments run by farmer field schools that are large-
ly limited to a model of extension that requires 
farmers to learn what experts prescribe. However, 
when open to bottom-up, farmer-led research, 
field schools have tapped the potential for upscal-
ing participatory research.40 “Mother-baby” trials 
used in more than 30 countries in Africa, Asia, and 
the Americas to assess new practices have com-
bined demonstration with farmer input.41 To ensure 

bottom-up farmer input, the MacKnight Founda-
tion’s agroecology networks (2015 to 2019), some 
of which involved thousands of farmers, adopted a 
formal protocol that ensured the networks always 
involved farmers in research design.42

      Social computing to work with big datasets 
and large numbers of volunteers enable with the 
scaling of participatory research. For example, a 
software platform that collected crowdsource data 
from farm trials managed by farmer networks in 
Africa provides robust crop variety evaluations.43 
Also known as citizen science, these approaches 
enhance the flexibility and accessibility of partic-
ipatory research on a large scale, not only for farm-
ers but also for consumers and other stakeholders 
in agricultural value chains.44

      Participatory research in agriculture improves 
farmers’ capacity for nimble innovation in local 
circumstances, which is essential for resilient food 
systems. Participation does not guarantee equitable 
inclusion without scrupulous attention to quality 
standards, but is a proven way to engage and ben-
efit women and the poor with appropriate technol-
ogy. Going to scale with participatory research will 
be increasingly valuable for mobilizing collective 
engagement of farmers and consumers in the large-
scale transformations of agriculture needed for 
future food security amid the climate crisis.
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Wawira Njiru
Founder and Executive Director
Food for Education

      Not enough development aid reaches the peo-
ple who need it most, especially those in the Glob-
al South. Despite a shift toward decolonizing aid, 
which places decision making in the hands those 
directly impacted by the aid rather than donors, the 
results are yet to materialize. Donors who are far 
removed from local contexts often dictate program 
impact metrics, overriding local expertise. Funding 
often gets directed to capacity building and over-
head rather than actual service delivery. 
      If sustainable development and greater self-re-
liance are to be attained, the availability of long-
term, unrestricted financing—particularly for food 
security and agriculture—needs to be guaranteed.1  
Despite the globally agreed-upon Principles for 
Responsible Investment in Agriculture and Food 
Systems and a shift toward self-reliance, African- 
and women-led local organizations have too often 
been under the control of western donors.2

      Over 400 million children live in Africa. Even 
before COVID-19-induced school closures, only 27 
percent of these children received meals at school.3  
Despite economic growth on the continent, 90 
percent of children do not benefit from a minimum 
acceptable diet, with lifelong effects on them and 
the development of African economies.4 While Ken-
ya has undertaken several large-scale school feed-
ing efforts, none have been sustainable due to high 
costs, low accountability, poor road infrastructure, 
and reliance on foreign donors.5 Enabling scalable, 
locally owned, tech-based school feeding programs 
in Kenya would help prevent the lifelong effects of 
undernourishment on children and improve out-
comes for their families; farmers; and education, 
agriculture, and health systems. 
      Food for Education, the organization I lead, is 
a non-profit social enterprise at the forefront of 
building the school feeding landscape in Kenya.6 We 
not only want to eradicate classroom hunger, but 

transform the local agricultural economy by em-
powering smallholder farmers, 75 percent of whom 
are women, through local sourcing.7

      Currently serving 40,000 children across three 
counties, our ambitious goal is to build a replicable 
model that feeds all school children five years from 
now. We are on track to serve 100,000 children a 
hot, nutritious, affordable meal by the end of the 
year. We plan to accelerate our growth through 
direct and indirect service models. 

      Achieving these goals will not be easy. Our rapid 
post-pandemic growth includes expanding into new 
geographies, innovating cooking technology, refin-
ing our menu, and piloting new kitchen models. Our 
work will make Kenya a “center of excellence” for 
school feeding in Africa, establishing a model for 
other countries to emulate. Our toolkit will become 
an open-source blueprint, providing targeted tech-
nical assistance for expanding school feeding pro-
grams to millions of children across the continent.

 

     As a key actor in Kenyan school feeding, our 
simple solution—providing hot, nutritious, affordable 
meals—is reaping socioeconomic benefits beyond 
what we initially visualized. Women like Nateleng Lo-
sur, a member of Food for Education’s kitchen staff, 

In the words of Yvonne Nasike, a student 
enrolled in our program: “I love science, and I 
would like to be a neurosurgeon when I grow 
up. I love that I get to eat hot food at school 
every day.” Yvonne cannot achieve this while 
learning on an empty stomach. Through 
the provision of a hot, nutritious, affordable 
school meal, we help students like Yvonne 
realize their potential. Only 5.7 percent of 
Kenyans consume food from all six food 
groups. Through ample portion sizes of 650 
grams per meal (two times more than the 
average school feeding program meal) and 
our varied menu with a high protein-to-car-
bohydrate ratio of 1:1.5, we are reducing the 
prevalence of malnutrition in primary school–
age children. 

The “Journey to Self-
Reliance”: More than 
capacity building for African 
NGOs
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have become economically empowered through 
stable incomes.8 Hailing from the remote county 
of Samburu, Nateleng is a shining example of the 
transformative effect Food for Education has on the 
lives of women. Formerly a casual kitchen laborer 
earning a meager daily wage of $2, she now earns a 
stable income of $150 per month. She is also firmly 
resolved to invest in her children’s nutrition as the 
key to unlocking their full potential. 
      Jackson, one of our first students, got $0.20 
from his mother on some school days to buy lunch, 
but on most days he would learn while hungry. 
When he was not allowed to leave school to buy 
lunch, he would go hungry and could not focus or 
participate in class. That changed when Food for 
Education came to his school. Offered nutritious 
meals at a lower cost, Jackson shares that for the 
first time, “I was able to lift my hand in class.” He 

performed well on his exams and was the first in 
his family to graduate from high school. After earn-
ing his college diploma, he now works at Food for 
Education on the team that delivers thousands of 
meals each day. Jackson credits Food for Educa-
tion for his success.
      These are just a few examples of how wom-
en-led social enterprises impact development in 
Africa. Through scaling deep, women social entre-
preneurs have sparked collaborative movements 
that have been instrumental in reducing poverty 
and enabling economic growth.9 Sub-Saharan 
Africa, which has the highest rate of entrepreneur-
ship globally, is the only region where the majority 
of the entrepreneurs are women.10 Undoubtedly, 
women-led social entrepreneurship is the backbone 
of sustainable development in Africa. With the link 
between social entrepreneurship and economic de-
velopment already well established, the next step is 
to scale solutions like ours as fast as humanly possi-
ble. The most effective way to do this is by funding 
these programs while ensuring that local knowledge 
is at the heart of funding discussions.   

      According to a recent article, only 6 percent of 
Kenyan-led start-ups received more than $1 million 
in funding.11 When compared to Nigeria and South 
Africa (at 55 and 56 percent, respectively), this 
astounding statistic paints a grim picture of the bias 
Kenyan-led organizations face in the philanthropic 
arena. Paradoxically, western funders are more likely 
to fund start-ups in Africa with white founders even 
though the majority of African founders are black 
and have more expertise and lived experiences in 
their communities. When African entrepreneurs 
do receive funding from western donors, it is often 
small, short-term, and restricted, barring them from 
becoming financially sustainable.12

      A hallmark of the social enterprise scene in 
Kenya is youthful leadership, which often yields 
innovative solutions to complex societal issues. 
Only through investment can these new-to-the-
world ideas be realized. Sadly, the gap in funding 
for African social enterprises constrains their ability 
to reach their programmatic goals. A baseline study 
conducted by the British Council on the state of 
social enterprises in Kenya found that 43 percent of 
participants cited limited access to grant funding as 
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Image 3: Naima Muhammad, a young student in the Food For 
Education program, says, “I love the food because it is delicious. 
We also get bananas so the meal is a balanced diet. We used to 
carry food from home but now we get to eat from school.” She 
is smiling into the camera while holding a bowl of food. Photo by 
Food for Education.

Insufficient and paradoxical funding



a barrier to their growth.13 It is therefore paradoxical 
that despite Kenyan social enterprises contributing 
45 percent to the country’s gross domestic product 
(GDP), they are massively underfunded.  
      Social enterprises play an important role in 
creatively tackling intractable problems like pover-
ty, hunger, and discrimination. Unfortunately, local 
social entrepreneurs often miss out on the funding 
opportunities given to better connected, well-es-
tablished organizations that have long-standing 
relationships with deep-pocketed funders. Those 
organizations can more easily navigate the complex 
rules and requirements expected by larger, more 
bureaucratic funders.
      Kenya’s current development agenda outlines 
food security as a pillar of the country’s socioeco-
nomic goals.14 Despite this, the Food and Agricul-
ture Organization (FAO) estimates that between 
2014 and 2020 a cumulative 92 million Kenyans 
(roughly over half of the population) were moder-
ately and severely food insecure.15 These alarming 
statistics provide emphatic evidence of the need for 
social enterprises such as Food for Education. 
      The backdrop of limited funding greatly curtails 
our ability to broaden our impact and tackle this 
vast need. US foreign assistance can be revolution-
ary for long-term development when it combines 
a range of solutions, from grants to concessional 
loans to debt guarantees. However, assistance must 
be channelled directly to the highest need benefi-
ciaries on the local level, with few if any restrictions. 

      Growing up in a lower-middle-income house-
hold in the rapidly industrializing town of Ruiru, 
Kenya, I witnessed how my peers in public primary 
schools would often struggle to fully participate in 
class. Most children did not have access to a meal at 
home or school. Even if they wanted to participate, 
my hungry classroom contemporaries were unable 
to fully focus and learn. 

      Food for Education was not born out of tradi-
tional donor capacity-building workshops or grant 
applications. It is the result of my lived experi-
ence witnessing the debilitating socioeconomic 
condition of many children in Ruiru. This drove 
me to host a fundraising dinner in 2012 where I 
raised $1,250. This small sum enabled me to set 
up a kitchen in Ruiru Primary School—where Food 
for Education still operates today in an improved 
kitchen—and serve 25 children a day. Now, we 
serve 40,000 children daily across Kenya. 
      As Food for Education grew, it was paramount 
that those who shared my vision could relate to 
the local affliction of classroom hunger. We are an 
African and women-led organization. Our leader-
ship team is 100 percent based in Kenya and is 75 
percent African. Our knowledge of Kenya’s socio-
economic realities drives us to keep meal costs low 
so more kids can eat every day. As local leaders in 
Kenyan school feeding, we are best suited to de-
velop impact metrics that relate to school feeding 
in our context. 
      In our fundraising efforts we are often on the 
receiving end of impact metrics designed by far-re-
moved donors who may not have any knowledge of 
our local context. For example, a key impact metric 
of our program is improving the education out-
comes of children.16 We found that schools in our 
program recorded an average enrolment increase 
of 172 students since 2019. Such tangible outcomes 
show the effectiveness of using school feeding as 
an incentive in the education sector. Yet we have 
encountered donors for whom these results have 
not been deemed “catalytic” enough. 
      This highlights the need for greater decoloniza-
tion of the donor–beneficiary relationship. Impact 
measurements should be developed, implemented, 
and monitored by those who have relevant field ex-
perience. Simply devising an impact metric without 
the necessary contextual background will not lead 
to any radical change. Sustainable development 
can only occur through the coordinated efforts of 
various actors.17

      School feeding programs are an obvious ex-
ample of a development intervention that deliv-
ers sustainable impact at scale. Why, then, have 
funders historically been so reluctant to back 
them? I don’t have a short answer to this question, 
but based on my experience founding and growing 
Food for Education while simultaneously navigating 

Most children did not have access 
to a meal at home or school. Even if 

they wanted to participate, my 
hungry classroom contemporaries 

were unable to fully focus and 
learn.
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the complex requirements of donors, it’s clear to 
me why larger, well-connected organizations suc-
ceed where smaller, locally led organizations fail. 
Funding needs to be outcome-focused, channelled 
through local leaders, and aligned with the entre-
preneurial skills of the women and men we see 
across recipient countries.

      As someone intimately connected to the Afri-
can social enterprise scene, with a team comprising 

mostly African women, I would like to echo the voic-
es of thousands of African women who are engaged 
in social enterprises. Providing us with financial 
support is not enough. We need to be included in 
conversations on aid, as we better understand the 
issues affecting us and our communities. Our work 
is crucial in driving Africa’s development and en-
abling Africa’s most vulnerable to live in dignity and 
become self-reliant. We are Pan-Africanists assert-
ing our voices on the global philanthropy scene with 
one petition: fund more African-led organizations. 
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Financial support is not enough



      While the strength and efficacy of localization 
efforts have varied greatly in past US development 
assistance, current USAID administrator Samantha 
Power’s increased focus on funding local actors has 
amplified discussion of what the future of foreign 
assistance will look like. In food and agriculture par-
ticularly, increasingly devastating climate challeng-
es render more support to local actors necessary. 
While USAID is the agency most obviously engaged 
in development assistance, the transfer of funding 
and decision-making power to local actors does not 
rest with USAID alone. US congressional appropri-
ations and directives, Development Finance Corpo-
ration programs and investments, State Department 
diplomacy, and much more all play a critical role.   
      The proposed policy recommendations, not in 
any particular order, show how US food security 
and agricultural development assistance can con-
tinue moving toward an emphasis on the needs and 
preferences of local actors. They are based on the 
expertise of the authors of this brief as well as con-
sultations with more than 20 other external experts. 
The recommendations rest on several principles 
that repeatedly emerged in these conversations, 
including mutual trust, stability, flexibility, and ac-
countability to local actors. Given the complexity of 
this topic, these recommendations are not compre-
hensive but do identify critical issues at the nexus 
of food, agriculture, and climate. 

Recommendation 1
      The USAID procurement process must change 
for localization efforts to succeed. As smallhold-
er farmers confront increasingly volatile climate 
challenges, donors such as USAID should maintain 
longer-term, stable program commitments with 
local actors. Longer and more flexible grant cycles 
aligned with longer Country Development Coop-
eration Strategies can help ensure greater stability 
and trust with local actors. For grants and contracts 
to be accessible to local actors, USAID can remove 
some financial and reporting requirements, which 
often place a disproportionate burden on smaller, 
locally led organizations. A recent Brookings Institute 
report1 analyzes USAID procurement programming in 
greater depth and serves as a useful resource. 
     Since USAID and other foreign assistance efforts 

Policy recommendations

must follow congressional earmarks and directives, 
Congress should reexamine legislative requirements 
through the localization lens. The recent Cen-
troamérica Local initiative, still in its early phases, 
has the potential to chart a new course for sec-
tor-agnostic funds to achieve longer-term success 
by centering on local leadership without extensive 
earmarks and directives.2

Recommendation 2
      In addition to reflecting upon and shifting exist-
ing procurement processes, USAID should explore 
increased investment in alternative and innova-
tive financing mechanisms that lend themselves 
to greater local decision making. Below are some 
potential options. Congressional earmarks and 
directives for USAID funding may also need to shift 
to allow for these opportunities. 

1.	 Social enterprise models: Social enterprise 

models fall on the spectrum between NGOs and 
the private sector. They seek to achieve posi-
tive social impact, such as giving poor farmers 
access to inputs that the private sector is not 
sufficiently incentivized to provide while achiev-
ing sustainable results on a scale many NGOs 
struggle to reach. Based on local demand, the 
model provides the goods and services that nat-
urally reflect local needs and preferences. Many 
social enterprises are also locally founded and 
operated, such as Food for Education. 

2.	 Pooled funding mechanisms: To address issues 
with funding stability and longevity, USAID 
could consider piloting a program based on the 
UN pooled funding mechanisms. In this model 
contributions from various agencies are “com-
ingled” and allocated based on decisions and 
guidance from a steering committee.  Funding 
is flexible and can respond to critical or urgent 
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needs that arise. USAID could partner with other 
US foreign assistance agencies or the private 
sector to allocate funding to high-level priorities, 
with guidance from a steering committee that 
could include various local community actors. A 
pilot program could initially work at the subna-
tional level and be adapted based on successes 
and challenges. While pooled funds should ad-
dress a high-level priority such as food security, 
they could be used (as decided by a steering 
committee) to address the priority from multi-
ple angles, using a full systems approach that 
avoids traditional foreign assistance siloes. 

3.	 Leveraging success from the Development 
Innovation Ventures (DIV) initiative: USAID’s 
DIV program seeks to fund innovative solu-
tions to development challenges through an 
evidence-based, multistage grant mechanism.  
Funding catalytic ideas is critical to addressing 
major challenges faced by smallholder farmers 
as well as other development challenges. How-
ever, this grant funding structure could also ben-
efit local actors with existing, evidence-based 
ideas that simply need greater scale. Rather 
than meeting a definition of “innovative,” these 
ideas would instead be gleaned from best prac-
tices by local actors that need further support.

Recommendation 3
      Donors, including the US government, all too 
often define what success looks like for local 
actors and communities receiving foreign assis-
tance. For a more inclusive system of development, 
USAID should engage local actors to define what 
success means for their community, including 
allowing them to set their own high-level metrics. 
Although USAID often works with local partners 
during initial planning, asking them to define and 
create metrics of success further strengthens the 
inclusive approach, particularly in the monitoring 
and evaluation of programs. 

Recommendation 4
      While US foreign assistance spending is ac-
countable to US taxpayers, it most directly affects 
non-US local actors and should be accountable to 
them as well. USAID should increase opportunities 
for feedback on program effectiveness, challeng-
es, and areas for improvement from local actors 
throughout the implementation process. Admin-

istrator Power detailed a new Office of Behavioral 
Science and Experimental Economics that could 
potentially gather this feedback from communities 
and identify areas for internal reforms. 

Recommendation 5
      Understanding the needs and preferences of 
local producer organizations and cooperatives is 
critical in aligning priorities with research institu-
tions, policymakers, and others, especially amid 
new and intensifying climate challenges. The Glob-
al Agriculture and Food Security Program (GAF-
SP), founded after the 2007–08 food price spikes 
and crisis, is a multilateral fund to address food 
security. GAFSP’s Missing Middle Initiative (MMI) 
directly funds producer organizations, providing 
resources and much needed flexibility for them to 
establish their own priorities based on member 
needs.3 While the United States has inconsistently 
allocated funding for GAFSP in recent years, Con-
gress should reexamine engagement with GAFSP 
as a mechanism to collectively strengthen small-
holders globally. 

Recommendation 6
      Development assistance encompasses re-
search for tackling global hunger, malnutrition, 
poverty, and climate challenges. The Chicago 
Council on Global Affairs’ report on renewing 
international extension for the climate crisis ad-
dresses the need to put farmers at the center of 
the research process.4 That report’s contribution 
by Jacqueline Ashby identifies participatory re-
search as critical to ensuring research and exten-
sion efforts reflect local actors’ priorities since 
they are most familiar with local climate condi-
tions and challenges. Consequently, Congress 
should fund participatory research centered on 
both the expertise and priorities of farmers at 
Feed the Future Innovation Labs. 

Recommendation 7
      Another approach to focusing on smallhold-
er producers is to invest in an entire system that 
facilitates their livelihoods. Roads, cold chain 
storage, and broadband access are physical 
infrastructure components that allow producers 
to successfully bring food to market. As extreme 
weather and natural disasters increase, adequate 
access to physical infrastructure is often at risk. 
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Increased flooding, for instance, can wipe out an 
entire community’s ability to transport goods to 
market without usable roads. To support sustain-
able, long-term progress that continues after 
project implementation, USAID should consider 
more efforts to create agricultural value-chain 
infrastructure resilient to climate challenges. 
This could involve partnering with other US agen-
cies that provide foreign assistance, including the 
Millennium Challenge Corporation and the Inter-
national Development Finance Corporation.

Recommendation 8
       Many large international NGOs (INGOs) and 
contractors that can navigate the complex USAID 
procurement process either already have or are 

continuing to build programs and projects cen-
tering on local actors are pushing USAID to do 
the same. As Administrator Power noted in 2021, 
60 percent of USAID funding went to 25 part-
ners in 2017.5 These organizations need not wait 
for USAID to adopt whole-of-institution change. 
Instead, INGOs and contractors can commit to 
acting as a network and resource, slowly tran-
sitioning from being a primary implementer to 
supporting local actors in implementing their 
own priorities. Furthermore, these organizations 
can pledge greater transparency regarding the 
components of development assistance they 
manage such as the proportion of subawards 
measured by locally set metrics.
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