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African youth bring innovations to farming

Combining local expertise and international networks, youth-tailored ICT solutions and
a demand-driven, results-based business model, a project in Benin is killing two birds
with one stone. Unemployed young people are trained and can get jobs in agricultural
extension, and new technologies are reaching poor farmers who would otherwise have

no access to them.

Despite the growing demand for
food that offers a huge employment
potential within the agricultural sec-
tor, young people in sub-Saharan Af-
rica are leaving rural areas. To them
farming clearly is not attractive un-
der the present conditions. At the
same time, agricultural research has
developed many technologies with
proven potential benefits, and these
innovations are set to play a key role
in meeting food demand and increas-
ing income in rural areas. But adop-
tion rates and impact remain low due
to e.g. lack of awareness and skills,
difficult access to agricultural inputs
and absence of required professional
services. New technologies need an
enabling environment with a better
business and investment climate. The
development of this enabling environ-
ment could offer the youth job oppor-
tunities — far more than farming itself.
But how will young people gain the
necessary professional skills and expe-
rience and develop their professional
network to truly become key assets
for transforming Africa’s rural devel-
opment?

B Athree-phased strategy

Our team at AfricaRice works with
young underemployed people in Be-
nin. Within the project ‘Innovation
Transfer into Agriculture - Adapta-
tion to Climate Change’ and the One
World — No Hunger initiative, we use
a three-phased strategy to help young
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people to develop their professional
skills and to find their niche in the ag-
ricultural sector. First, we validate and
improve their applicable agricultural
knowledge via e-learning, second,
we give them the opportunity to be-
come part of a professional network
and gather professional experience on
the ground, and third, we assist them
in creating their business or finding a
job. The process is driven by a result-
oriented business model, enabled by
a large network and facilitated by a
range of ICT solutions, as explained
below.

A rural professional network.
Since 2016, we have collaborated
with extension services, farmers’ or-
ganisations and a team of experienced
national experts to build a large net-
work of farmers’ groups and national
and international agricultural value
chain experts. The network involves
21 districts of Benin, covering about a
third of the country. At the beginning,
local partners helped to identify two
field agents per district who collected
comprehensive data and information
on local agriculture, and created web-
sites for their district. They worked
on a question-and-answer service
with farmers and experts in order to
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identify production constraints and
potential solutions. Via village meet-
ings, they extended the network to
1,500 groups of farmers and proces-
sors, connecting over 30,000 indi-
viduals living in 173 municipalities.
The field agents also set up an office
in each district that provides a space
for collaboration, information sharing
and dialogue. Provided with Internet
access, a printer, a digital camera,
computers and a collection of practi-
cal guides on good and innovative ag-
ricultural practices, this hub connects
the district to the outer world. These
offices form the entry point for young
professionals wishing to engage in the
agricultural sector.

A results-based business model.
To achieve financial and institutional
sustainability and to facilitate scaling
of innovative practices, we adopted an
innovative business model that drives
the process, the so-called Rural Uni-
verse Network model, which engages
local collaborators as freelance service
providers. Within the model, services
are designed with input from national
experts such as retired scientists who
have a wealth of knowledge and ex-
perience. Services are clearly defined
as small pieces of work with a time-
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frame and a specific output. A service
might be the response to a question
from a farmer, an e-learning course or
an inventory of farmers’ groups. Ser-
vices can also be made up of several
tasks linking people with complemen-
tary skills. Each service provider is in
charge of a specific task depending on
his professional and social skills. Ser-
vice prices are based on prices in the
local economy. Service providers are
paid upon delivery, and if the quality
of their service is satisfactory. If not,
we give them feedback and continue
to work with them until the task has
been completed. People can engage
on a part-time basis, which allows
them to pursue other activities. A key
advantage of the model is that it does
not build a parallel structure but col-
laborates with organisations that are
present locally, strengthening them
in the process. Most importantly, this
system allows us to engage young
people as service providers. For many
it is a unique opportunity to gather
professional experience.

Youth-tailored ICT solutions.
Our whole network is interconnected
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through low-cost and easy-to-use in-
formation and communication sys-
tems. The 21 district offices have
Internet access via a mobile router.
We use a Wiki for team collabora-
tion, dialogue and documentation of
the entire process. It is a customised
plattorm for producing, delivering
and managing e-learning courses and
a mobile phone corporate network
within which calls are free. There is
also a vast repository of production
constraints and corresponding solu-
tions that resulted from the question-
and-answer service, a system that
monitors the status of service delivery,
and Mobile money is used for pay-
ment.

This dynamic and lively platform
allows the young people to connect
and exchange not only with extension
agents and national experts, but also
with each other, which has proved to
be very valuable in accelerating learn-
ing and problem solving.

Fostering applicable knowledge.
To foster the agricultural knowledge
of young people, we offer e-learning

courses through the online platform
Moodle. We provide courses on basic
agricultural knowledge, technologies,
entrepreneurship and extension skills
(the e-learning approach is described
in a companion article “e-learning
courses made in West Africa, for Afri-
can youth”, see Rural 21 no 02/2017
and  www.rural21.com). Initially,
courses on basic agronomic knowl-
edge were made available to Agri-
cultural Technical College graduates.
We are now releasing more advanced
courses.

B How youth accelerate the
innovation process

From the 250 graduates who suc-
cessfully studied e-learning courses
in 2016, 111 were selected as ser-
vice providers for a period of eight
months. Each of them assists three
groups of producers or processors to
test innovative agricultural practices.
We cover seven value chains, includ-
ing production and processing of rice,
maize, soya, groundnut, cassava, shea
nut, cashew nut, palm oil and poultry.
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These young professionals can gain
experience, develop their professional
network and learn from farmers. Part
of their job is to cope with unforeseen
problems and to document the pro-
cess in order to provide feedback to
research. The producers get a chance
to test new technologies in otherwise
risk-averse environments. The young
professionals team up with local
young farmers, who are members of
the collaborating farmers’ groups and
left school early but are literate. This
collaboration is crucial as the young
farmers have local knowledge, are
trusted by their group and can help in
day-to-day monitoring. Throughout
the eight-month period, the young
professionals are coached by the ex-
perienced field agents in the district.

As poverty is one of the main fac-
tors hindering technology adoption,

we invest in the innovation process
and development of financial capi-
tal. At the end of the season, farmers’
groups will sell the produce that they
grew on their experimental field or
that they transformed in the improved
processing unit. This money will be
used to establish an autonomous mi-
cro-credit system, which field agents
at the district office will help to man-
age. The young professionals are en-
couraged to save part of their income
earned as service providers during the
eight-month period. Savings will help
them to develop their own business.
Farmers’ groups and district teams as-
sess the potential of technologies for
growth and identify business oppor-
tunities, in farming or processing but
also in the trade and service sectors.
Towards the end of the farming sea-
son, young professionals and farmers’
groups develop business plans around

For more information, please visit:

> https://wiki.africarice.net
> http://elearning.afris.org
> http://www.runetwork.org

their ideas. Alongside farming and
processing, areas of particular inter-
ests include seed production, agricul-
tural inputs, provision of mechanical
services and marketing.

The team at AfricaRice are presently
designing a package of business de-
velopment services with experts. In
2018, the project will support prom-
ising business proposals during their
start-up phase, e.g. with e-learning
modules on business development,
face-to-face coaching on entrepre-
neurship and other services that help
create a better business environment
and investment climate.

“The real problem is the lack of models of success”

Samadi Rutherford runs a small agropastoral and fish farm in northern Benin.
The AgriSam company he has founded specialises in the production and sale
of animal feed, but is also a start-up centre for young agricultural entrepreneurs.

Mr Rutherford, why is your start-up centre for young
farm managers so important?
Our vision is to solve the problems of underemployed
youth — students from the agricultural sector who have ei-
ther dropped out of their studies or have graduated but
are nevertheless uncertain about their future. Our centre
seeks to offer these people new prospects. In Benin, the
population is and will remain young. And there is a high
rate of poverty that results at least partly from a poorly
focused education system.

What are the biggest problems young farmers face in
your region?
The real problem is the lack of models of success in ag-
ricultural entrepreneurship and insufficient training. Fur-
thermore, there is no framework for social reconversions.
Access to financial resources and land is lacking, as are in-
vestment structures for water control and access to seeds
and other inputs.

How do you help young people going into business?
As soon as the young people are in our centre, we encour-
age them to come up with their own ideas, and then we
offer them suitable training. As members of our partnership
system, they can sell their products on a formal basis. The
initiative is voluntary and private, and we currently receive
no government support.
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Samadi Rutherford started his family farm in 2010. Since 2016,
young people seeking farming occupations have been trained
on the farm. It takes on trainees from agricultural colleges and

students of agriculture as well as locals. The AgriSam Centre
employs four full-time and eight temporary staff.

What did you miss in your own (professional) training?
It did not provide me with a background in agricultural
production techniques and agricultural management.

What do young people in Benin need to have a future
in agriculture? Where could the government help?
To cope with unemployment among young people, the
government should support private agricultural centres
like mine by offering training on innovations and produc-
tion. Security of land tenure and the establishment of a
bank adapted to the requirements in agriculture are further
important aspects. In addition, the government ought to
finance or subsidise investments. Access to high-quality in-
puts like seed and fertilisers is absolutely crucial. And these
inputs ought to be tax-free. What | would also like to see is
structuring for hydro-agricultural development and water
control. And our young farmers lack agricultural machin-
ery for production and processing. Furthermore, young
agricultural entrepreneurs must have the opportunity to
organise in associations.
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