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Introduction to the manual
This manual provides practical guidelines on how to set up and support Farmers’ Field Schools
(FFSs) among horticultural smallholders in Ethiopia. Although FFSs have been successfully
introduced in many countries, in Ethiopia they are still relatively new.
The manual is based on the experience of HortiLIFE, a project supporting smallholders producing
vegetables for the market. It is implemented by
SNV Ethiopia in cooperation with the SmallHolder
Horticulture Development Directorate (SHHDD) of
the Ministry of Agriculture and Natural Resources
(MoANR). More about the Horti-LIFE project can be
found in Annex 2.
FFSs aim to improve farmers’ knowledge and skills in
relation to Good Agricultural Practices (GAPs). This
enables farmers to increase crop production by using
good-quality inputs in a sustainable way. Special
emphasis is placed on reducing the use of pesticides,
which lowers the costs for farmers while enhancing
food safety.

Who is this manual for?
The first three parts are aimed at FFS facilitators.
Part D is for managers of FFSs and extension
programmes.
The manual focuses on semi-commercial horticulture
smallholders in Ethiopia who produce vegetables for
the market. Most elements of the manual can also be
used for FFS projects that focus on other arable crops.

The manual has four parts:
Part A Farmers’ Field Schools: an introduction
This part provides some basic insights into
the FFS approach and compares it to other
extension approaches.
Part B Farmers’ Field Schools: learning
This part provides practical guidelines for each
step of the FFS approach, and is essential
reading for those who want to facilitate
FFSs and those who directly coach and
supervise them. It also provides details on
how to integrate gender into FFSs and how to
become a good facilitator.
Part C Farmers’ Field Schools: linking
The third part explains how to facilitate links
between farmers and suppliers of inputs,
potential buyers and service providers.
These are all essential for farmers to produce
successfully for the market.
Part D Farmers’ Field School support programmes
The final part examines how to set up an FFS
programme and ensure that it is successful. It
also explores the impact and sustainability of
FFSs.

At a field day, a lead farmer
explains which practices he applied
in the learning plot (Alamata
woreda, Tigray)
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PART A
Farmers’ Field Schools:
an introduction
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1 Farmers’ Field Schools
as an extension method
Agricultural extension has changed substantially over the past five decades. The traditional
idea of extension is the ‘dissemination of knowledge’ by experts to farmers, which is largely
one-way and top-down. This has two problems. First, it is very hard to know what is best
for anyone other than oneself, as resources and objectives differ between individuals, as do
the agro-ecological contexts. Second, adults don’t like to be told what to do – they need to
discover for themselves what works best.
In response to these limitations, more participatory
methods were developed based on the idea that
external supporters (extension workers) should act
not as the primary source of knowledge and skills
but as facilitators of farmers’ learning.
Knowledge and skills are permanent features
acquired by learning. Information and networks have
to be updated all the time by linking. In other words,
extension is about learning and linking.
If we look at how Farmers’ Field School is defined in
some selected FAO publications, it is clear that the
FFS approach fits modern ideas behind agricultural
extension:
• ‘Farmer Field Schools consist of groups of
farmers who get together to study a particular
topic.’
• ‘The FFS approach is a participatory and
interactive learning approach that emphasizes
problem solving and discovery based learning.’
• ‘Farmers’ Field School is a group extension
method based on adult education principles
that utilizes discovery learning and participatory
techniques.’

What is extension?
In this manual, extension is defined as:
‘Organising a learning and linking process in
which farmers acquire the knowledge and skills,
and gain access to agro-business networks and
information, that allow them to make adequate
production decisions.’
Two important aspects of FFSs are:
1) They take place on the fields of participating
farmers.
2) The learning covers a full cultivation cycle,
including the selection of variety and seed beds, all
the way to harvesting and beyond.
In the Horti-LIFE programme on which this manual
is based, an FFS is a group of up to 30 farmers who
meet regularly (every two weeks) during the growing
season to discuss agricultural issues based on what
they observe in the field. They learn by comparing,
analysing and discussing the progress of crops in the
learning plot, which employs modern horticultural
practices, with the progress of the rest of the field,
which uses traditional horticultural practices.
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Each FFS is organised and facilitated by a
development agent (DA), who is trained in both
agronomic practices and (gender) facilitation skills.
The FFS approach is just one type of extension
method. Others are Farmers’ Training Centres (FTCs),
Farmers’ Research Extension Groups, one-to-five
groups, one-to-25 groups (development army),
radio messages, brochures, and individual farmer
visits. Each extension method has advantages and
disadvantages. In Ethiopia, the FTC is a common
extension approach.

Important aspects of FFSs
•

They take place on the farms of one or
more of the participants.
The learning covers a full cultivation cycle,
including the selection of variety and seed
beds, all the way to harvesting and beyond.

•

Farmers’ Training Centre

Farmers’ Field School

•

Held at the FTC

•

Held on the farmer’s field

•

Expert leads the approach

•

Facilitator leads the approach

•

The DA cultivates and manages the crops

•

Farmer cultivates the learning plot

•

Looking and listening

•

Looking, listening, discussing and doing

•

Large group

•

Small group

•

Only improved practice is demonstrated

•

Comparison between normal field and

•

Farmers attend the training related to one
crop once, or just a few times

•

Mainly one-way communication

•

Useful for more simple extension messages

learning plot
•

Whole season: learn from each step in the
cultivation cycle

•

Extensive dialogue between participants

•

Useful for more complicated topics
(knowledge intensive), e.g. for control of
pests and diseases

Table 1: Comparison of the FTC and FFS approaches

The FTC approach can reach a larger number of
farmers than the FFS approach, although the quality
of the learning is not as good. Farmers learn much
better from their peers than in a more formal setting.
Peer-to-peer learning is especially important for
horticultural crops that demand a range of different
inputs, numerous skills (e.g. for pest and disease
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control) and a very close follow-up. At the same
time, investments in horticulture are higher and
so are the risks (in terms of both yields and price
fluctuations). Simply showing a farmer a nice plot
of vegetables at an FTC will not give them the
confidence that they have the skills to engage in a
risky business such as growing peppers.

Horticultural FFSs have an important practical
advantage over FTCs: all the work in an FFS is done
by farmers. Planting and maintaining vegetable plots
at an FTC would be very time consuming for DAs,
who are often very busy with a range of other duties
and do not always live in the village where the FTC is
located.

Teaching adults and teaching
children are very different
Remember that adults: a) are only
willing to learn if the subject is of direct benefit
to them; b) make use of their own knowledge,
to check if some new information is correct or
relevant; c) want to be responsible for their own
learning, to decide what is best for them (to
choose the topic, for example). These are called
the ‘principles of adult learning’. The FFS approach
is based on these principles.
Important
point

The main characteristics of the FFS approach are:
• Farmers are the experts – they do their own
field studies and learn by doing.
• Learning is based on comparing the innovative
practices on the learning plot with the
traditional practices on the regular field.
• The field is the place of learning – farmers
work in small groups to collect data, analyse
and make decisions.
• Facilitators guide the learning process – they
don’t instruct farmers on what to do, but offer
guidance on technical issues when farmers ask
for it.
• Group dynamics are important – everyone
(both women and men) should participate,
observe, contribute to discussions, and listen
to other people’s opinions. The facilitator has

•

to ensure smooth group dynamics and an
effective ‘learning environment’.
In the end, farmers implement their own
decisions in their own fields – it’s up to them
to decide whether to adopt the new practices
and methods. Typically, they will adapt
(change) some of the practices, as per their
own insights and own situation.

Learning by doing is a very effective method of
learning. Figure 1 shows why: we remember much
more when we do something compared to just
hearing, reading or seeing.1 The FFS is a good
example of an active extension method.

After two weeks, we tend to remember...
Reading
(a brochure)

Figure 1: Cone of Experience
by Edgar Dale (adapted)

...10% of what we READ

Hearing
(a radio message)

...20% of what we HEAR

Seeing
(at an agric trade fair)

...30% of what we SEE

Seeing and hearing
(at an FTC field day)

...50% of what we SEE and HEAR

Saying
(discussing learning plot observations
at an FFS)

...70% of what we SAY

Saying and doing
(lead farmers cultivating learning plot and
implementing in own field)

Passive
extension
methods

FTC

...90% of what we SAY and DO

Active
extension
methods

FFS

1
The Chinese philosopher, Confucius, explained the same when he said:
‘I hear and I forget. I see and I remember. I do and I understand.’
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Stories from the field

A widowed mother of four
encouraged by increased
vegetable productivity
Alemnesh Haddis, a widow with four children, is very happy about her enrolment as lead
farmer of the Horti-LIFE project in Beyrukalina kebele, Raya Azebo woreda, Tigray.
In Beyrukalina, a woman is expected to engage
in household chores. For Alemnesh, though, life is
very different. She is always busy working hard on
her 0.25 hectare plot of land: ‘Some people laugh
at me when I work on my field, but I can’t afford
to pay attention to them. In fact, I feel proud that
I am a lead farmer in my community and many
men actually come to my field to learn from me.’
Increasing the productivity of her small plot of land
is very important for Alemnesh, and she really
appreciates the support she received from HortiLIFE to help her achieve this: ‘The amount of green
pepper I collect from one line of the learning plot is
equal to 12 lines of harvest from my regular field.’
Encouraged by the results on her 200m2 learning
plot, Alemnesh says she has decided to expand
the Good Agricultural Practices she applied on the
plot, with support from Horti-LIFE, to her 2,500m2
field: ‘I am looking forward to a much bigger yield.
I would then like to transport my produce to a
bigger market, such as Mekelle, the capital of the
region, where I get better prices.’
More income would mean Alemnesh’s four children
will be better fed and have a brighter future:
‘My vision for my 16-year-old daughter, Birtukan
Adhana, is that she grows up well-educated and
becomes an engineer, like one of my brothers.’
To help achieve this aspiration for her daughter,
Alemnesh vows to continue working hard on her
small land, using the seed varieties she received,
and the new farming methods she learnt, via
Horti-LIFE’s Farmers’ Field School approach.
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2 Objectives of a Farmers’ Field School
The main aims of Farmers’ Field Schools are to help farmers learn and adopt new agricultural
knowledge and skills, and to make better decisions related to agriculture production. The
adoption of this collection of improved practices – known as ‘Good Agricultural Practices’
(GAPs) – leads to increased yields and higher incomes for farmers. Adopting GAPs also leads
to improved food safety (by reducing the use of pesticides) and environmental sustainability
(by integrating soil nutrition management and reducing the impact of pesticides on the
environment).
FFSs should tackle what farmers see as their
most important problems. This motivates them to
participate in an FFS and to learn how they can
overcome such problems. Pests and diseases are
a major problem for horticultural smallholders in
Ethiopia and a major factor in the declining yields
observed in some crops over the past few years.
Integrated Pest Management (IPM) is a set of good
practices aimed at controlling pests and diseases at a
level where they do no economic harm.
FFSs have been implemented in many countries,
with many different crops, and have also been
implemented in the dairy farming industry and
fisheries. The first FFSs were introduced some 30
years ago, focusing on pest and disease control.
The members of the first wave of FFSs were Asian
rice farmers who had successfully participated in
the green revolution. They used new, high-yielding
varieties, only to find out that these were very
susceptible to pests and diseases, which quickly
developed resistance to the few available pesticides.

To overcome this problem, rice farmers teamed up
with top international researchers in an effort to
develop new IPM measures. The FFSs focused on
pushing the technological boundaries. They engaged
in action research, in which farmers contributed their
intimate knowledge of the agro-ecology and their
crops, while researchers added conceptual skills and
research facilities.
The situation for Ethiopian horticultural smallholders
is very different. They have not yet mastered the
basics of the green revolution: new, high-yielding
varieties. Their yields are 10%–25% of neighbouring
commercial farms. They do not need to push into
uncharted territory. They can simply learn from what
commercial farms are doing (often these are IPM
methods developed by the Asian FFSs decades ago).
Because of this, the FFS approach presented in this
manual is an adaptation of the original FFSs in Asia.
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What is different in this manual?
In most FFS projects, farmers choose which
agronomic practices they would like to experiment
with. In this manual, agronomic practices that
have proved to be effective on commercial farms in
Ethiopia are taken as the starting point. There are
good reasons for introducing improved and proven
agronomic practices. For example:
• It would take farmers many seasons to
discover these improved agronomic practices
for themselves. So, why not learn from the
experience of others rather than attempt to
‘reinvent the wheel’?
• Improved yields come from a set of improved
practices rather than changing just one factor
in the production process. Changing individual
factors would require a large number of
experiments with different combinations of inputs
and practices. This would be quite expensive in
terms of inputs and the time required.
• Improving productivity often means higher
investments, and therefore cost-of-production
calculations become a crucial part of the learning
exercise. Cost-of-production calculations often
don’t turn out to be realistic on small test plots of
just a few square metres.
• Farmers are looking for substantial increases in
yields and incomes. These motivate farmers to
invest time in the learning process. Research has
shown that resource-poor farmers only adopt
technologies that provide a return on investment
of 50% or more.
• The same substantial increases in yields and
incomes are needed to give extension officers
(development agents, or DAs) the feeling that
they are really part of something special. Also,
extension services and projects want to see
measurable changes in a relatively short period of
time.
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This means that we need to look not only at the
problems of farmers, but also at ‘breakthrough’
technologies that can come from commercial farms.
These improved practices require investment that is
suitable for semi-commercial smallholders. Production
technologies aimed at producing nutritious homegrown vegetables would probably be quite different.
The farmers who this manual is targeted at want
to earn more income from cash crops and already
understand that increased income from agriculture
requires additional investments. They also all have
access to irrigation. FFSs help them to learn what
the right investments are, and how to reduce the
risks. The manual promotes a quite advanced set of
improved practices, aiming at transformation rather
than incremental increases in yields. Such improved
technologies are not suitable for subsistence farmers,
or those who only sell surpluses: investing (more) cash
into inputs does not make sense if it does not lead to
(additional) income.
Nevertheless, this manual sticks to the core principle
of the FFS approach: learning by doing and sharing.
Comparing plots that use traditional practices with
plots that use modern agronomic practices is the
experiment. The experiment covers a whole cultivation
cycle. It takes place on the farmer’s field. Farmers do
the work on the field. Making observations, discussing
agronomic practices, and comparing costs and yields –
all are part of the FFS approach.
Another difference in this manual is the addition
of the facilitation of links to input suppliers, output
markets and service providers (see Part C). Farmers
do not work in isolation, but rely on input suppliers,
buyers, loan providers and so on. The internal-oriented
learning process goes hand in hand with the external
agenda of linking.

Stories from the field

Farmers replacing khat with
vegetables – the new trend in
Wenjata kebele
Yeshambel Asemahegn is a 47-year-old father of four living in Wenjata kebele, Bahir Dar
Zuria woreda, Amhara. He has been a farmer all of his adult life.
Yeshambel has produced a variety of crops on his
1.25 hectares of land, including maize, khat and
sorghum: ‘I have produced all kinds of crops, but
khat has been the dominant one over the years,’
he says.
Yeshambel is one of the lead farmers in the HortiLIFE project. When he enrolled in the project two
years ago, he dedicated 200m2 of his field as a
learning plot, on which he and his family were
given practical lessons. Yeshambel summarises
the support he received: ‘The project staff taught
us how to plough and prepare the field, plant and
appropriately space the seed, keep the plot clean,
and apply fertiliser and pesticide when required.’
Yeshambel produced cabbage in the first year and
tomato in the second. He finds the yields from his
learning plot to be much higher than those of his
regular field, where he uses traditional methods.
Encouraged by the income from the sales,
Yeshambel expanded his vegetable farm:

Yeshambel replaced his khat field with vegetables
and estimates his net profit from the 17 quintals
of tomato to be 5,200 ETB:
When I had khat, my net profit was 2,000 ETB.
So my profit has more than doubled. Besides,
khat collection was too labour intensive and
time consuming for my children. They are now
happy to engage in the vegetable harvest,
which is seasonal and takes far less of their
time. So, they now have more time to study…
I opened saving accounts for three of my
children, who have saved 2,000, 1,000 and 300
ETB, respectively.
Many local farmers are now following Yeshambel’s
example: ‘Sixty-eight farmers, who were previously
engaged in khat production, registered to buy
improved cabbage seed after they saw the
productivity on my land. They appreciate the
improved seed and new methods of farming. This
has become the new trend in the area.’

I produced 14 quintals of cabbage from my
learning plot and made 3,000 ETB. Then, I
spent 400 ETB of my own to buy cabbage
seed and plant a 300m2 plot, which gave me
20 quintals of produce. I used one quintal for
household consumption and sold 19 quintals
for 5,000 ETB. With tomato, I have already
harvested 17 quintals from the learning plot and
made an income of 6,000 ETB. I estimate that I
am yet to harvest up to 10 quintals more from
the plot. The total yield from my regular field of
the same size is only seven quintals.
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PART B
Farmers’ Field Schools:
learning

Horti–LIFE

3 Farmers’ Field Schools: an overview
3.1 The learning cycle of Farmers’ Field Schools
Each FFS has 25 to 30 members. Some of
the members are selected to be lead farmers.
Lead farmers manage a ‘learning plot’ where
an innovation package is applied that proved
economically attractive on commercial farms, but
which smallholders are not yet familiar with.
The learning plot is placed within one of the fields
of the lead farmers: it is used to show a set of new
agricultural practices (innovations). The crops on
the learning plot and the rest of the field are the
same (although the variety might differ). On the
rest of the field, the farmer applies their normal
practices. Comparisons between the regular plot and
the learning plot support the FFS members’ learning
process.
The improved horticulture practices can be
any change in variety, seed quality, seed bed,
fertilisation system, spacing, staking, pest and
disease management and so on. Such GAPs and
IPM practices are demonstrated on these on-farm
learning plots. Learning plots of 200m2 prove to be
sufficient for the learning purpose.
During the FFS bi-weekly learning sessions, the FFS
members visit the four learning plots of the four
lead farmers. The farmers observe, analyse and
discuss the progress and results on the learning
plots, and compare them with those on the rest of
the field.

Horti-LIFE decided to have four
learning plots per FFS. Farmers can
select two crops for learning. For
each crop, there are two learning plots. So even if
one fails, the other allows for learning all the way
through to the harvest. By working in five kebeles,
with two FFSs per kebele, this creates a certain
critical mass to show results, and FFS to become
a known extension approach. Of course, available
budget and staff also determine such decisions.
Important
point

The bi-weekly learning sessions start at planting
and continue until the time of harvest. At each
session, different practices are applied, and different
problems are discussed and solved.
At harvesting time, the farmers compare the final
results of the learning plot with the rest of the field:
• What is the difference? Did the new practices
lead to more harvest (yield)?
• Does the extra yield outweigh the extra work and
costs (cost-benefit analysis)?
• Will the farmers adopt some or all of the new
practices and, if so, why (or why not)?
Before the final harvest, farmers in the village who
are not members of the FFS are invited to see and
discuss the results of the learning plots – the socalled ‘field days’.

Comparison is easy, as the same crop is grown on
both plots.

Farmers’ Field Schools in Ethiopia
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The basic set up of an FFS is as follows:
1. Context assessment
2. Adjusting the innovation package
3. Introduction of the FFS project in the community
4. Kick-off session and lead farmer selection
5. Establishing the learning plots
6. Bi-weekly FFS learning sessions
7. Field days for other farmers
8. FFS internal review
9. Adoption survey
The FFS facilitator guides the farmers through these
different steps. Together, the steps form the FFS
cycle outlined in Figure 2.
This is the inner circle of the FFS cycle. The steps
of the cycle are explained below. The outer circle,
more related to management of the FFS project, is
discussed in Part D.

Note that the adoption survey is presented as being
slightly outside the cycle, as it takes place in the
following FFS season, to see the extent to which
farmers adopted what they learned in the previous
season.
Note also that once the FFS is introduced to the
community (and members are selected), the process
becomes a cycle. Typically, each FFS member goes
through two FFS cycles with project support. FFS
membership rotates throughout the community, e.g.
by replacing half of the members every year and
promoting the most active members in their first
year to become lead farmers in their second year.
This means that a farmer can be a member for two
years. When most interested farmers in a kebele have
had the chance to participate in an FFS, the woreda
can decide to offer this chance to another kebele.
Another option is to continue in the kebele with
different crops or a more focused set of innovations
(e.g. an FFS focused on learning about IPM).

Before the cycle starts...

Context
assessment

Innovation
package

Introduction
to the
community

FFS
internal review

Kick-off
session

FFS
cycle

Bi-weekly FFS
sessions

Field days

Figure 2: The FFS cycle:
inner circle
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During the second
and third seasons...

Establishing the
learning plots

Adoption
survey

3.2 Context assessment

3.3 Adjusting the innovation package

Every FFS programme needs to adjust to the local
context. Therefore, a context assessment is needed to
identify the specific, local problems and needs of the
farmers. This is done by assessing the farmers’ fields
jointly, discussing the issues farmers have on their
minds, and identifying challenges which the farmers
have not yet seen. This can relate to soil fertility,
water availability, production technologies, access to
inputs, frequency of pests and diseases, access to
markets and so on.

The ‘innovation package’ is a comprehensive set of
Good Agricultural Practices (GAPs) that are applied
on the FFS learning plots. Implementing the GAPs is
expected to lead to higher yields, lower cost prices
per kg of produce, a reduction in pesticide use, and
better incomes for farmers.

The assessment does not only identify problems, their
impact and their causes, but also proposes potential
long- and short-term solutions. Figure 3 provides two
examples of the analysis which is required at this
stage.
The context assessment is an important starting
point for the FFS. Farmers will be more committed
if they feel their problems are being addressed.
The FFS facilitator should be part of the context
assessment: it is their responsibility to ensure that
the FFS focuses on the most relevant innovations
to address the locally felt needs so that the FFS
sessions benefit the members.

Observed problems
using the 4Ps (see
below)
A. Few flowers

In the case of horticultural smallholders in Ethiopia,
the FFS can start with an innovation package based
on technologies that have proven to be successful on
commercial farms.
While the FFS programme will design the innovation
package (see Chapter 7.3), the context assessment
will provide information about which adjustments are
required per area or per FFS. This means that the
long- and short-term measures that are identified
should be integrated into the innovation package, and
later also into the production calendar (see Chapter
3.5.3).
Usually, more senior staff are involved in adjustments,
as this requires substantial agricultural and nonagricultural knowledge and experience. But facilitators
do have an important role in providing suggestions
for possible adaptations to the innovation package, as
they already have or will soon gain a lot of knowledge
about the local context, local issues, opinions of
members and so on.

Impact

Root cause

Measures next season

Solution this season

A. Poor yield

A. Nutrient shortage

A. Apply more fertiliser

B. Plant vigour

B. Fungus, powdery mildew

A. Change crop or variety,
use compost

B. Yellow spots

B. Resistant variety,
increase spacing

B. Spray fungicide,
improve weeding

Figure 3: Different steps
in a context assessment
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3.4 Introducing the FFS project
in the community

5
6

When and how signing up (registration) to the
FFS will happen.
Question-and-answer session on all of the above.

3.4.1 Horti-LIFE vision
To ensure a proper selection of FFS members,
it is crucial to present the FFS opportunity to as
many farmers as possible, making sure that they
understand what it offers (and also what it does not
offer). It is important, also, that farmers who have
received fewer opportunities (women, female-headed
households, young people) have the chance to put
forward their interest to join. This will increase the
inclusiveness of the project.
With the ‘Horti-LIFE vision exercise’, the project aims
to: 1) reach out to a larger community; 2) stimulate
intra-household dialogue before deciding whether to
join the FFS; 3) encourage a more conscious, gendersensitive decision in the household to join the FFS.

Horti-LIFE vision exercise
This exercise discusses the following essential topics
at the community meeting (either at village level or
at the level of water users’ association):
1 The pros and cons of horticulture commercial
production, such as the investment needed,
potential income, risks of pests and diseases, how
to market the produce, price fluctuations, labour
costs and so on.
2 Membership of the FFS, which is open to
households if commercial horticulture is part
of the household’s vision. This means that the
household should discuss who in the family will
join, who will learn, who will implement/work on
the field. It is expected that these issues will be
discussed at home, before signing up. Participating
in an FFS requires time, so participants should
feel that the FFS will provide an interesting and
valuable opportunity for the household.
3 The FFS concept of comparing learning plots with
regular farming practices. Learning plots are
200m2, the inputs for which will be provided by
the project. This is enough for learning, but not
very interesting for people who are just looking for
free inputs.
4 The criteria for participant selection (as outlined
below).
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Proper selection of FFS members
is key to a successful FFS
Horti-LIFE found that farmers who
are more interested in free inputs are often less
interested in learning. The project should make it
clear to all people that the learning plot is and will
remain just 200m2. This size of plot has proven to
be more than sufficient for learning. The project will
only provide free inputs such as seeds, fertilisers,
pesticides and staking material for the learning plots
– nothing else.
Lessons
learnt

Horti-LIFE also found that the FFS concept is still
largely unknown in Ethiopia. The FFS evaluation
of the first season showed that farmers had little
understanding what they were signing up to, which
is one of the reasons for starting with the ‘Horti-LIFE
vision exercise’ in the community.

3.4.2 Selection of FFS members
Members of an FFS should meet the following criteria:
• Be willing to be part of the learning process.
• Grow the crops that are included in the FFS.
At the start of the season, each FFS chooses a
number of crops that the programme can offer,
for example two out of four.
• Have a sufficient water supply for at least one
irrigation season; farmers who can grow two
irrigated crops per year are preferred.
• Plant between 0.25 ha and 1 ha of the chosen
crops.
• Have reasonable access to markets (not remote).
In geographical terms:
• The members should live close to each other.
• The FFS should be easily accessible for the
facilitator (e.g. the DA).
In organisational terms:
• All members of an FFS should be part of the same
irrigation scheme (or water users’ association, or
irrigation development group, if applicable).

Stories from the field

We were told, but did not practice
Ethiopia has established a network of over 10,000 Farmers’ Training Centres (FTCs), which
are staffed by development agents (DAs). DAs provide farmers with information, training
and demonstrations to improve farming practices.
Although FTCs are good in theory, most lack
funding and the resources to teach farmers well.
In addition, DAs often have limited knowledge or
lack crucial skills and training.
Mastewal Abita is a farmer who lives in Kolela
kebele, Mecha woreda, Amhara. At the age of 30,
he has some regrets: ‘I married at such an early
age. When my parents forced me to get married, I
had to stop my education, at only Grade 4.’
Now the father of three children, Mastewal seems
to have come to terms with what happened in his
earlier life: ‘My focus now is on how I can best
provide for my family.’
Mastewal’s only asset is his 0.5 hectare of land,
on which he mainly grows wheat. As he has no
extra cash to rent additional farmland, his only
option is to increase his land’s productivity: ‘I am
happy to try anything that helps me increase the
productivity and income from my small plot.’
Mastewal feels grateful to be one of the 30 farmers
who have had the opportunity to learn from the
Farmers’ Field School (FFS) led by Horti-LIFE lead
farmers. During his first visit to one of the learning
plots, he says he was most impressed about how
well the plot was ploughed and the neatness of
the field. As soon as he returned home, Mastewal
made his own field as clean as the lead farmer’s.
Mastewal contrasts his learning experience at the
FFS with that at the FTC:
We were told at the FTC about the importance of
ploughing our fields well and keeping our fields
neat. But we didn’t actually practice what we
were told. When we got back home, we would

revert to how we would normally do things.
Sometimes, the DAs would visit our field to
monitor if we had implemented their advice. ‘You
would have been much more productive if you
had followed our advice,’ they would say, but we
didn’t really understand them.
Mastewal says that the Good Agricultural Practices
he saw at the FFS have been central to his
learning experience:
I have seen the lead farmer doing it; I have
also seen the resulting increase in his farm’s
productivity. When you compare a single green
pepper stalk from the lead farmer’s traditional
field with that of the modern learning plot,
the difference is so visible – about three times
higher.
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How many female participants?
Many FFS projects have specific
targets for female membership.
In the case of Horti-LIFE, a household (not just an
individual) should sign-up to the FFS. Either the
husband or wife (or an older child) can attend the
group sessions. They can also attend together. The
Horti-LIFE targets on gender are:
• To have 30% of women participants in FFS
sessions. However, with households signing up,
there will be less control over who from the
family will attend. So, the 30% target is not a
strict one.
• The women should, at least, join the women-only
sessions (see Chapter 4.3, ‘Additional training for
women’).
• In any mixed group of farmers, at least one of
the four lead farmers should be a woman.
• To set up mixed (male and female) farmers’
groups. This was for two reasons: 1) interactions
between both genders is important to contribute
to gender equality; 2) horticulture involves both
husbands and wives, and women state that they
need the involvement of their husbands to carry
out horticulture.
Important
point

•

This enhances the learning process, and improves
access to inputs and markets.
When there are no organisations such as those
mentioned above, the FFS can also be composed
of farmers with individual access to water who
are not yet organised, but who have land close to
each other.

3.5 Kick-off group session and lead farmer
selection
This is the first session with farmers who are
(potential) members of the FFS. The following topics
need to be explained and agreed:

3.5.1 About FFSs
•
•
•
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The FFS objective and how the FFS works.
The GAPs to be shown on the learning plots.
What lead farmers have to do, and what the
project will and won’t provide.

Farmers’ Field Schools in Ethiopia

At these meetings, lead farmers have to agree to
provide land and labour for free and that they will take
the harvest. The group must confirm that they want to
become an FFS and collectively decide which crops to
select, and agree to meet every two weeks on a fixed
day of the week at a set time. They must also agree
that at these meetings they will discuss how the crop
in the learning plot is doing, the different GAPs, the
adjusted pest and disease treatments and so on. The
training is based on ‘seeing is believing’. That is why,
in an FFS, ‘the field is the school’.

3.5.2 Selection of lead framers
The FFS members elect four (volunteer) lead
farmers. At least one should be a woman. The criteria
for selecting lead farmers are:
• willing to provide land for a learning plot (200m2)
• positive attitude towards work in the field
• good leadership: seen by others as leading by
example
• willing to work and try out new agricultural
practices; willing to participate in the training for
lead farmers; ready to take advice from experts,
e.g. on the agreed GAPs and pest management
measures
• willing to keep records of the learning plot
• respect for other farmers’ opinions and being
an excellent communicator, e.g. able to explain
experiences during bi-weekly FFS learning
sessions and farmer field days.
The lead farmers should also understand that:
• they must be willing to grow the same crop in the
regular field and the learning plot (in line with the
two crops selected by the group)
• the field (regular and learning plots) should be free
at the time of the expected date of planting
• they must provide labour for the learning plot
• access to water/water supply should not be a
problem
• progress on the learning and regular plots will be
discussed with other FFS members, and that FFS
members will regularly visit their field.
In principle, the lead farmer is replaced at the end of
the season.

3.5.3 Prepare a production calendar
It’s important to prepare a production calendar during
the FFS kick-off. A calendar can be used to specify
when the lead farmer will finish their seed bed and
land preparation, for example, or when a facilitator
needs to deliver inputs or provide information about
specific topics. It’s worth noting that in Horti-LIFE’s
first FFS season, many learning plots were delayed by
one or two months because the previous crops had not
yet been harvested or farmers were too busy on their
upland fields.
A production calendar helps lead farmers understand
what is expected of them. But it is equally important
for all members to understand how important
production planning is, especially if they want to target
periods with higher market prices, such as the different
fasting periods.

Select a group session time that is
suitable for women
Horti-LIFE found that at 9.00 AM and
4.00 PM (3 o’clock and 10 o’clock according to the
Ethiopian clock), many women are busy with their
household chores. These are not good times for group
sessions.
Lessons
learnt

Planning of timely purchase and distribution of inputs
for learning plots
This was a bigger challenge than expected. Lead
farmers sometimes changed their minds at the last
minute about which crop to grow, which meant that
they needed different inputs for the learning plot.
Some improved inputs need to be ordered well in
advance as they can be out of stock.
Managing pesticides
Initially, these were kept at the woreda agricultural
offices, which often have a specific storage facility
for them. But the logistics of getting chemicals from
storage to the farmer often caused delays. HortiLIFE is considering storage at cooperatives or with
KPAs or SSPs (people trained by Horti-LIFE to spray
pesticides). Managing pesticides safely also requires
equipment such as masks, gloves and weighing scales.
Learning plots require the contents of only part of a
bottle or single packet of pesticide.

An SSP spraying tomatoes using proper
protective clothing (Mecha woreda, Amhara)

Spraying often happens without any personal
protective equipment (Dugda woreda, Oromia)
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Stories from the field

Plants under a good mother’s care
Ayuna Bekele, a resident of Golbe kebele, in Ziway Dugda district, Oromia, is one of
30 farmers visiting the learning plot of Feyo, one of the lead farmers of the Horti-LIFE
project in the area.
Ayuna shares a sad story about what happened to
her vegetable farm last year. She invested almost
everything she had to produce green pepper
on her 2,500m2 of land, but the results were
disastrous: ‘I don’t know what caused it, but I lost
it all,’ says Ayuna. ‘The leaves looked normal, but
the roots dried and the disease spread so quickly
that all pepper plants died. I felt so sad and angry.’
The pain of loss was especially unbearable for
Abu Amanu, Ayuna’s 17-year-old son, who did all
the hard work on the pepper farm. Excluding his
labour and management input, the family spent
a total of 3,100 ETB on seed, fertiliser, fuel for
the water pump, renting oxen to plough the field,
and hiring labour to prepare the land and plant
the pepper: ‘We spent all our money hoping for a
better return. Instead, we lost it all. My son was
so frustrated that he wanted to die,’ recalls Ayuna.
When she became one of the 30 members of the
Horti-LIFE Farmers’ Field School, Ayuna considered
it an opportunity to learn ways of improving her
horticulture practices: ‘I’ve come to the farmers’
session to learn and replicate good methods of
farming on my own land. I can’t afford to lose
another crop of vegetables,’ she asserts.
Ayuna says she is struck by the difference she
observes between the plants growing on Feyo’s
regular field, and those on his learning plot:
The land is the same. Even the date of planting
is the same. But the plants from the two fields
are very different. In fact, the plants on Feyo’s
learning plot are like children under a good
mother’s care. In comparison, the plants on the
regular farm look like orphaned children.
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Ayuna adds that Feyo’s willingness to share
his knowledge has been central to her learning
experience:
Feyo doesn’t hide anything from us. In fact, he
is very happy to tell us everything. I learned
about a third type of fertiliser (potassium), in
addition to urea and DAP. I learned about the
impact of mixing the three types of fertiliser
and how to apply them. I have also decided to
use starter solution on my own farm.
Ayuna has a reason for her determination to test
the learning she’s acquired from Feyo’s field: ‘I
want my vegetable farm to be like children under
a good mother’s care.’

3.6 Establishing the learning plots
3.6.1 Training for lead farmers
Because the lead farmers and facilitators have an
important role to play in managing the learning plots,
they complete a one-day training course.
The course includes:
• more information about the FFS and the different
steps involved
• prioritising farmers’ problems in relation to
growing the crops in question: it is important to
build on their experience
• giving farmers crop-specific handouts on the most
important GAPs they are expected to implement
on the learning plots – see box in Chapter 7.3.1
• highlighting the immediate tasks farmers have
to perform on the learning plot, including land
preparation, seed bed preparation (if not buying
seedlings), spacing, and fertilisation before
transplanting
• how to use the record-keeping system (logbook,
treatment registration form) for the activities
carried out on the learning plots and the regular
field.

An innovation for many farmers:
applying starter solution before
transplanting (Raya Azebo woreda,
Tigray)

3.6.2 Learning plot kick-off
After the training, the facilitators (DAs) help the lead
farmers set up the learning plot. The learning plot
should be 200m2 (so, for example, 10m x 20m or 8m
x 25m).

Selection of learning plot
• The plot should be easy to visit, so
not too far from the other learning
plots of the FFS.
The plot should be of the same quality as the rest
of the field, otherwise comparison is not possible.
The plot should be at the side of the farmer’s field,
so that the FFS can easily enter for observation.

Important
points

•
•

Staking of tomatoes, a new and
innovative technology for some areas
(Raya Azebo woreda, Tigray)
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If possible, soil tests should be carried out on the
learning plots, so that the application of fertilisers
can be adjusted accordingly.
Facilitators can help farmers create learning plots
that have 90° angles by using rope in lengths of 3, 4
and 5 metres, as shown in Figure 4.

Figure 4: How to set up a 90°
angle in a field

5m

3m

4m

90 o angle

Depending on the crop, the project will provide
farmers either with seeds (onion, cabbage) or
seedlings (tomato, hot pepper) from a commercial
nursery/propagator, if available locally.

Tray with seedlings from a commercial
nursery. Where possible, Horti-LIFE
promotes the use of seedlings supplied
by commercial nurseries (Raya Azebo
woreda, Tigray)

On the left, a seedling from a farmer’s
seed bed with damaged roots; on the
right, a commercial nursery seedling with
roots intact (Raya Azebo woreda, Tigray)

When using expensive seeds, preparing
a proper seed bed is crucial (Raya Azebo
woreda, Tigray)

A simple and informative sign for
passers-by. Copying from neighbours is
an important factor in the adoption of
innovations (Raya Azebo woreda, Tigray)
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3.7 Bi-weekly FFS learning sessions

3.7.2 Assignment in groups of five

All the members of the FFS visit the learning plots
every two weeks as a group – on an agreed fixed day
of the week at a set time – to analyse and discuss the
progress on the four learning plots.
In order to ensure a good learning process, before
the meeting starts the lead farmer and the facilitator
should meet to prepare the session. If well prepared,
visiting four learning plots and discussing them
should take no more than two hours.
Figure 5 shows the ‘KAPE’ steps or agenda for every
session that supports facilitation (see also Chapter 5).

3.7.1 Kick off
a) Facilitator welcomes: the facilitator kicks-off the
session and recalls what has been agreed last
time (as noted in the logbook)
b) Lead farmer explains:
• what they have done on the learning plot
since the last session
• what the impact of the treatment/practice
has been
• why they think the impact of the treatment/
practice has been good or not so good.

Kick-off

A. Facilitator welcomes
B. Lead farmer explains

Ending
I. Summarise
J. Record keeping
K. Agree on next session

KAPE
Plenary
discussion
F. Groups present
G. Common recommendations
H. Special topic

The members divide themselves into sub-groups of
five people, and each group starts at one corner of
the learning plot
c) Observation of the 4Ps. The observations can be
guided by a few questions, each related to the
4Ps: plot, plants, pests, practices:
• What do they see when they look at the plot?
Is the soil sufficiently wet? Any waterlogging?
Is the soil well aerated? Is the land free of
weeds? Are there any signs of erosion? Any
signs of trampling by cows or other animals?
• What do they observe on the plants? How
well is the crop doing? Is it vigorous and
nicely green (and, if not, why)? How does it
compare to the regular field?
• What do they observe in relation to pests?
Can any damage be seen on the crop that is
caused by insects, fungi, viruses, bacteria?
• What do they think of the cultural practices
(treatment)? What has been done in the past
two weeks: weeding, spraying, pruning, soil
aeration, irrigation, fertilisation and so on?
Does it show a positive effect or not? What is
happening (the process behind treatment)?
What are advantages or disadvantages (cost,
labour requirements and so on)?
d) Analyse problems: in the sub-groups, the
members analyse the problems they have
observed by applying the 4Ps. Can the problem
be identified, be given a name? What is the cause
of the problem? Is it a serious problem that is
affecting the yield?

Assignment in
groups of five
C. Observe the 4Ps
D. Analyse problems
E. Discuss and propose solutions

Figure 5: KAPE: the structure
of each bi-weekly FFS learning
session
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e) Discuss and propose solutions: in the sub-groups,
the members discuss possible solutions. Is there
more than one solution? If so, do some solutions
have advantages over others? What are the shortterm and long-term solutions?

3.7.3 Plenary discussion
f)

The sub-groups in turn each present to the other
members the problems they observed and the
solutions they identified.
g) Common recommendations: the facilitator
provides feedback: did they observe well, was
the analysis correct and complete, are the
proposed solutions effective? The facilitator
advises and lists the tasks to be carried out
between this and the next group session.
h) Special topic: the facilitator can now introduce
a special topic for discussion. Horti-LIFE has
prepared several modules to deal with important
topics related to the production of the four crops.
A discussion can also centre on one of the gender
facilitation cards (see Chapter 4.3).

3.7.4 Ending
i)

Summarise: the facilitator summarises the
discussion and tries to give a conclusion: ‘Today,
we observed that…, we discussed the issue of…,
we learned that… and we must remember that…’
j) Record keeping: the logbook must be updated.
k) Agreement on the date and time of the next
group session.
The 4Ps: plot, plants, pests, practices
The facilitator should stimulate the
farmers so that they make good
observations, and try to avoid making statements that
encourage farmers to jump to conclusions. If farmers
are not touching the soil, turning around leaves and
so on, the observations have not been sufficient.
The learning plot and regular field provide a lot of
information, but much of it is hidden. Of course, the
information needs to be analysed and interpreted, so
it’s important to raise questions such as ‘How can we
explain this?’. It’s also important to involve those who
are less active in the discussions. Many FFS manuals
use the term ‘Agro-Ecosystem Analysis’ (AESA) for the
observations, analysis and discussion phase. 4Ps is
easier to remember.
Important
point
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Summarising
Many farmers are illiterate and are
not in the habit of taking notes.
Summarising is the moment to emphasise what
the farmers must remember. Make sure to use
measurements and amounts that farmers can easily
remember. For example, the spacing is one and a
half ‘hand lengths’ by three ‘hand lengths’, or the
amount of fertiliser is 10 ‘one litre bottles’ per ‘blue
mixing tank’.
Important
point

Plant density and early maturation
During the growth stage, the
differences in plant density and
early maturation became clear. The regular fields
had a much lower survival rate of seedlings,
resulting in poorer plant density. And the set of
technologies selected for the learning plots led to
earlier maturation. These clear advantages were
noted with enthusiasm by the FFS participants.
Field
observation

3.8 Follow-up and monitoring
Once the learning plots have started, it is important
to have regular monitoring and follow-ups with the
lead farmers. Visiting the plot during the FFS session
every two weeks is not sufficient: pests or diseases
can destroy a learning plot within two weeks.
Therefore, in the week that there is no FFS session,
the DAs or project staff must visit the learning plot
and coach/advise the lead farmer.
In each monitoring visit, the following points are
essential to carry out with the lead farmer:
• Ask about what they have done for the crop
cultivation on the learning plot and on the regular
plot since the last visit.
• Ask about what they observed in terms of the
4Ps: plot, plants, pests and practices.
• Check closely for pests and diseases, as farmers
sometimes overlook them.
• Discuss the next steps in the cultivation.
• Take notes in the logbook (see next paragraph).

White fly on the weeds around
the learning plot: the hosts must
be removed, otherwise the white
fly will keep on re-infesting the
plot (Meskan woreda, SNNPR)

It is the task of the FFS
facilitator to stimulate farmers
to closely examine the plants
(Meskan woreda, SNNPR)

Example of low plant density in
the regular field, largely due to
a low survival rate of seedlings
(Alamata woreda, Tigray)

Horti-LIFE staff and lead
farmer carrying out a
monitoring visit (Bahir Dar
Zuria woreda, Amhara)
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Stories from the field

Tapping the potential for
horticulture development in
Bahir Dar Zuria woreda
Andarge Yimenu is the Horti-LIFE project’s focal person for Bahir Dar Zuria woreda in Amhara.
He knows the woreda very well, as he has been
working as a development agent (DA) in the
district for more than seven years, five of which as
a supervisor of 15 DAs. Andarge emphasises the
untapped potential for horticulture development in
Bahir Dar Zuria:
The woreda is endowed with water availability,
good soil types and a very suitable climate. If
you look at water potential alone, we are the
source of the Abay River and home to Lake
Tana, the largest lake in Ethiopia. We have
31,397 hectares of irrigable land, but only half
of it is actually used for vegetables. With six
major dams and over 17,000 hand-dug wells, all
36 kebeles have the potential for irrigation.
Andarge identifies the major barriers to
horticulture development in the woreda as a lack of
improved seeds, limited pesticide types and poor
use of them, poor integrated pest management
practice, and a lack of agro-processing and
market links. The lack of tradition in horticulture
production is another challenge: ‘Traditionally,
farmers have tended to focus on cereals and
pulses, as consumers have a preference for these
crops. This has resulted in a high prevalence of
malnutrition. Our district is one of the worst in
terms of stunting, which is a sign of malnutrition.’
Andarge appreciates Horti-LIFE’s contribution to
providing solutions to overcome these barriers.
Notably, the project has addressed the lack of
chemical type options (the lack of options forces
farmers to use the same chemical repeatedly,
resulting in chemical-resistant pests and
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diseases); and facilitated the capacity building of
the private sector in the area. The most significant
contribution of the project, according to Andarge,
has been the introduction and promotion of
improved seed varieties.
The Horti-LIFE learning plots in the woreda may
seem insignificant in terms of size. However, the
inputs and Good Agricultural Practices introduced
by Horti-LIFE on the farmers’ fields have resulted
in significantly higher yields on learning plots. As
Andarge points out:
I know several plots where tomato yields
reached up to 22 quintals per 200m2 of
land; that is over 1,000 quintals per hectare.
Similarly, onion yields have gone up to 16.5
quintals and cabbage to 15 quintals per
200m2. The yields from the learning plots are
consistently more than double the yields from
farmers’ traditional plots.

3.9 Record keeping: using the logbook
Use the logbook during each followup visit and each FFS session
With every visit, the facilitator, DA,
expert or SNV project staff should use the logbook,
which remains with the lead farmer. The same
logbook is also used during FFS sessions.
Important
point

In the logbook, make notes on the following:
•
Observations on the 4Ps: plots (erosion, water
availability, windbreaks); plants (vigour and
colour, homogeneous crop development, nutrient
deficiencies, flowering, branching), pests and
diseases; practices (weeding, watering, staking,
pruning and so on). Check that previous
recommendations have been followed-up. Include
both positive and negative aspects.
•
Recommendations to the lead farmer about what
to do with the learning plot. All recommendations
should be written down, as well as properly
explained to the lead farmer face to face. Also,
the amounts (kg/ml) and types of fertiliser and
agro-chemical to be applied are mentioned here.
The recommendations are not about the regular
plot of the farmer – the farmer alone decides
what to do with the regular plot.
The farmer will use the logbook as well, to record:
•
cash investments in the plot – what was
purchased and how much it cost
labour investments
•
•
when crops are sprayed with pesticides
when fertiliser is applied
•
•
the results of the harvest.
As mentioned above, the logbook remains with the
lead farmer.

Example of record keeping
in the logbook, using the 4Ps
as its basis (Meskan woreda,
SNNPR)

Example of the farmer’s
logbook (Meskan woreda,
SNNPR)
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3.10 Field days for other farmers
On field days, 80 to 100 farmers from the
surrounding area visit the learning plots, so that
they can learn about what the FFS members have
learned. Two weeks before harvesting, it’s time to
organise the field day. The crop should look nice,
with most of the crop or ‘fruits’ still on the field (we
want to impress the visitors!). FFS members will also
participate.

3.10.1 Field day guidelines for facilitators
The two FFSs in one kebele will organise a field day
for the other farmers in the community.
1. Invite participants at an agreed time and place.
2. Out of the eight available learning plots, select
the three to five most interesting plots with lead
farmers (maximum of two per crop).
3. Normally, we have two field days per kebele:
a) One is for farmers in the community. Plan to
have a maximum of 100 farmers.
b) One is for people from outside the village,
such as lead farmers of other kebeles, DAs,
woreda (zonal) staff and other experts.
When people come from outside, you have to
arrange transport; this means a maximum of
55 people can come (by bus).
c) If more people are interested, we can
organise a third field day.
4. Welcome the invited farmers or guests. Before
starting on the topics, use positive body language
(e.g. smiling), and perhaps greet people in the
local language and thank them for coming to the
FFS.
5. If some farmers don’t arrive on time, start the
programme with those who did (in case they
leave). For example, start when the group is
above 25 people.
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6.

Give a brief introduction about the project and
why we are working with farmers.
7. Distribute the prepared flyer and published
materials, and explain the schedule.
8. Because we are with many people, we need to be
clear about the organisation of the field day:
a) Split the group into sub-groups with a
maximum of 35 people.
b) Sub-groups should visit the plots in a
different order, so that they don’t disturb
each other.
c) Appoint leaders (regular members of the
FFS) for each group. They do not do all the
talking; they know the order of visiting the
plots, keep time, and make sure people pay
attention and are not chatting.
d) First, visit learning plot 1. The lead farmer
will then explain the practices that they
followed.
e) Make sure everyone can see the plot and
hear the farmer. When people are exposed to
direct sunlight, they learn less. So, move to
the shade, where the farmer can talk about
their experience, and then move into the
sunlight to observe the field. Hand out water
bottles when the sun is too hot.
f) Encourage women to speak and to ask
questions. Make sure everyone is actively
listening and contributing.
g) For each crop, you will find the important
practices on the flyer documents. People
can ask questions during or after the visit if
things are not clear.
h) After visiting all the plots and hearing the
explanations from the lead farmers, show
everyone where the closing ceremony will be.

9.

Closing ceremony:
a) Here participants get a drink or other
refreshment.
b) Once everyone has sat down, it’s a good time
for questions and answers. You can stress
a few very important points, such as lower
production costs per kg, lower pesticide use
per hectare and per kg, or the importance of
respecting the pesticide pre-harvest interval.

c)

If appropriate, certificates can be awarded to
lead farmers and other active FFS members.
d) Lastly, all visiting farmers should be given
leaflets with information on basic agronomic
practices and the main pests and diseases
(see Figure 6 overleaf).

Comparison as a way of learning: the
learning plot (right) and the regular field
(left) (Adami Tullu and Jido Kombolcha
woreda, Oromia)

Regular plot planted with local seeds/seedlings. Low
plant density (low survival rate of seedlings); less
spacing; no starter solution. Not even at flowering
stage yet.

Learning plot planted with Serenade seedlings.
Proper spacing (40cm); starter solution; strong crop
stand. Already second harvest. Urea and KCL are
applied after every harvest (up to seven harvests
compared to two or three traditionally).
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Figure 6: Leaflet about pepper
pests and diseases

3.11 FFS internal review
The last session of the FFS season is the FFS internal
review (IR). All FFS members should participate in
this session, as this is perhaps the most important
learning stage of the FFS. The objectives of this
group session are to:
• discuss and evaluate the innovations on
the learning plot and compare them to the
‘traditional’ or ‘regular’ technologies
• discuss the innovation package to be used on the
learning plot next season
• evaluate the learning process of the FFS: what
went well, what could be improved in the next
FFS season.
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The evaluation session has the following parts (see
detailed guidelines with forms in Annex 3):
a) Calculating the cost-benefit of the new
technologies (based on costs and yields of the
learning plot) and the ‘traditional technologies’
(based on the farmer’s regular plot). Farmers
mostly think in terms of 0.25 ha (one kert or one
temad). The cost-benefit is also calculated per
0.25 ha.
b) Adoption of technologies: farmers are asked
which technologies they would like to adopt
and which they wouldn’t (and why). Of course,
this shows their interest and not their actual
adoption, which can only be assessed in the next
season. Nor does it show what they will adapt
(change).
c) Based on the outcomes of discussions on the
cost-benefit and the interest to adopt, discussing
the innovation package to be used on the
learning plots next season.
d) Discussing and scoring of a number of questions
on the FFS learning process – what went well,
what can be improved. The discussions and the
insights they provide are more important than
the actual scores. See Table 2 for an example of
the questions and scoring.
e) Distributing extension materials that summarise
the innovation package.
f) Graduation: lead farmers receive a ‘lead farmer’
certificate at the end of the season to mark
their efforts and contributions. Non-lead farmer
members receive a certificate at the end of their
second season.
Table 2 gives the results on the learning process of
the IRs in Raya Azebo woreda, Tigray, at the end of
the 2016/2017 season. It shows the scores people
gave and the interpretation by the project staff.
In Chapter 8, the data on the cost of production
of these IRs is used to assess the impact and
sustainability of FFSs.

A lower cost price per kg ensures
that both farmers and consumers
observation
are happy. It leads to higher
incomes for farmers and less malnutrition among
less well-off families. It is a cornerstone for
economic development in rural areas.
Field

Questions

Score 1 to 5 (5=highest)
Karra

Warbaye

Wargiba

Hade
Alga

Average

1

Before you decided to join the FFS, did you
understand what you were joining?

1

1

1

2

1.3

2

Before you agreed to be a lead farmer, did
you understand the role of lead farmer?

3

2.5

1.5

4

2.8

3

Is the timing of the group session right?
(time of the day)

4

3

2

2

2.5

2.4

Is the number of group sessions right?

1.5

2.5

5

5

3.5

5

How was the quality of the observations
and discussions in the sessions?

3.5

3.5

3

3

3.5

6

How actively did the women participate in
the sessions?

2

1

1.5

1.5

1.5

7

How much did you learn from the FFS?

4

4

4.5

3.5

4

Low understanding
at start

Some members
not happy with the
session time

Low active
participation of
women

Table 2: The scores provided by various FFSs in Raya Azebo
woreda, Tigray. More important than the scores are the
discussions that go with the scoring exercise

FFS internal review session
(Ziway Dugda woreda, Oromia)

Adoption survey taking place in
Mareko woreda, SNNPR

An impression of a messy and
unmanaged regular field (Bora
woreda, Oromia)
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Farmers eager to learn from
lead farmers
On the first day of Ramadan in Bati Futo kebele, Meskan woreda, SNNPR, close to 60
farmers, nearly half of them women, were actively participating in the internal review of
their Farmers’ Field School.
Speaking of the farmers’ commitment to learning
from fellow farmers, Dadi Nuri, the development
agent (DA) facilitating the session, remarked:
It is the first day of fasting for most of the
farmers participating in this internal review.
The fact that they are sitting here for hours
speaks volumes. It shows how much they value
the contribution of the project. Otherwise, you
wouldn’t see this many farmers sitting for this
long.
Alemnesh Gudeta is one of the farmers learning
Good Agricultural Practices (GAPs) from Abdi,
one of the lead farmers in the kebele. Like most
farmers in her group, Alemnesh is very eager
to learn. With her face lit up, she says: ‘I’ve
been regularly attending the bi-weekly learning
sessions. I’ve not missed a session for three
months. I come in search of lessons.’
Alemnesh is already applying some of the lessons
from the learning plot on her own field:
I applied the spacing I observed on Abdi’s farm.
I did it exactly the way he did, and the result is
amazing. I planted the cabbages in line, allowing
enough space. This gave them a lot of room to
grow. The cabbages grew visibly bigger.
Alemnesh also states that she has learned a lot
from Abdi’s discipline in properly and consistently
following up his farm. She notes that he always
makes sure that his farm and its surroundings are
neat, and that he regularly watches for signs of
plant disease:
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Even though my farm is pretty close to my
home, I did not follow it up regularly. I did not
realise it would make a big difference. Thanks
to the practical training on Abdi’s learning plot,
I now regularly monitor my farm. And when I
see strange signs, I consult experts on what
should be done.
Alemnesh wants to continue implementing more of
the GAPs she observed having an impact on Abdi’s
field. She adds: ‘I also want to buy and use the
improved seeds that Abdi used.’

Each FFS continues for several seasons. During the
season, an adoption survey can be carried out to see
which improved practices farmers learned in their
previous season and are now being applied in their
fields.
An adoption survey has two main aims:
• Checking what farmers have adopted by using a
list of innovations used on the learning plots.
• Finding out from the same farmers what their
reasons are for adopting all, part or none of the
innovations.

Calculating the cost of
production with the FFS (Adami
Tullu and Jido Kombolcha
woreda, Oromia)

3.12 Adoption survey
As already mentioned, good results on the learning
plots is just one step towards the final aim: adoption
of the innovations by the farmers. Of course, farmers
will not simply adopt everything: they might select
certain parts, and they are likely to make some
adaptations, too.
Factors that determine why farmers will not or only
partially adopt the innovations include the lack of
available inputs, lack of finance to buy inputs and
pay for labour, not being able to take out a loan,
lack of labour in the household, the labour intensity
required by some technologies, price fluctuations,
and the risk of pests and diseases. Of course, there
is a risk in mis-adoption: buying expensive staking
material with cheap varieties which don’t grow high is
not a smart decision, for example. But in general, it
is an excellent idea for farmers to try to experiment
on small plots with what they have learned from the
learning plots.

After carrying out the survey, the results of the
adoption survey need to be analysed. The main
questions that inform the analysis are:
• Does anything in the innovation package
(protocols) need to be adjusted or improved?
• Does anything in the learning process need to
be changed or improved (e.g. better extension
materials)?
The survey results can be used to improve the
FFS programme, but should also be used by the
facilitators as topics for discussion with the FFS. By
raising questions such as ‘What is not clear about
a certain innovation?’ or ‘Why is the innovation not
convincing?’, the facilitator can improve learning by
the group.
Annex 4 provides the Horti-LIFE adoption survey
form. It has several components:
a) Questions 1 to 21 focus on production
technologies: the innovation package has had 18
separate improvements (19 in Oromia, as organic
compost was promoted in one woreda in that
region).
b) Questions 22 to 27 are on IPM and the improved
use of pesticides.
c) Questions 28 to 32 focus on adoption on a
reduced area, problems experienced, adaptation,2
experiments, and copying by non-FFS members.
d) Questions 33 to 35 relate to closing the survey.

2
Various literature on FFSs suggests that rather than
adoption, it is mostly adaptation.
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4 Gender
4.1 Why pay attention to gender?
Women use more of their income for the household and family (on education, food, clothing
and so on) than men. This is a good reason to ensure that women have equal opportunities to
make horticulture a good income source that benefits the whole family.

Figure 7: FAO infographics on equal
opportunities for women

The FFS should make additional efforts to include and
benefit female members. Figure 7 shows some facts
based on studies by the FAO in various countries.
Gender activities within FFSs can be based on
different objectives:
a) To ensure more equal opportunities for women,
as currently women have less access to resources
required for production than men. Especially
relevant for FFSs is access to knowledge and
information.

34

Farmers’ Field Schools in Ethiopia

b) To contribute to intra-household dialogue and
more equal decision-making between husband
and wife in the family. What the project certainly
doesn’t want is the opposite: women ending up
doing more work in the field while having no
increased say in how to use the additional income
earned from horticulture.

4.2 Women have different constraints and needs
A gender analysis can identify that women have
different constraints and needs than men. Women
face additional challenges when it comes to accessing
inputs, finance, land, knowledge and markets,
which are the major requirements for production
and income in horticulture. Some important gender
differences and issues are:
• Women and men culturally have different roles
in horticulture in Ethiopia. Both are involved in
sowing, weeding and harvesting, but men do the
ploughing and spraying. Because of this, women
know less about chemicals, pests and crop
diseases.
• Men are more involved in marketing, so they
have better access to networks outside the
community and to (marketing) information.
• Women usually have less education and
agricultural knowledge, are more often illiterate,
travel less outside their village, and often receive
less attention from extension services.
• Men have inherited most of the land, although
by law it is now the property of both husband
and wife. If women (in male-headed households)
have inherited land, they have substantial
decision-making power over that specific plot.
• Men tend to participate more in training than
women, even if the topic is largely related to a
woman’s role. But it cannot be assumed that the
men will inform the women fully about what they
have learned during the training.
• Culturally, men have more decision-making
power related to issues such as which crop to
produce, which inputs to buy, where and when
to sell, what price is acceptable, and what to do
with the income earned.

3

•

•

•

•

Women are often not confident about talking
in sessions where men are in the majority.
Attendance at FFS sessions is not the same
as meaningful participation. Women often sit
or stand at the back during sessions, hardly
contribute and often get distracted (at times
by their babies) and lose attention. And if their
husband is also at the session, a woman is often
expected to keep silent.
Women do most of the household chores, as well
as work in the field. They have less time to take
part in project activities.
There is social pressure on women to keep to
traditional ways of behaving. Often, women who
exhibit non-traditional behaviours are frowned
upon: both men and women talk negatively
about a woman who does ploughing, who talks
with other men, who actively participates in
sessions.
23% of the households in Ethiopia are femaleheaded.3 These women have all the decisionmaking power, but have less money to invest
in production and less labour in the household.
They also receive less attention from projects
and from extension services. Horti-LIFE found
that many female-headed households rent out
their land rather than produce for the market.

These are all additional challenges for women, which
limit their capacity to produce for the market.

http://data.worldbank.org/indicator/SP.HOU.FEMA.ZS?locations=ET
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Committed to scaling-up Good
Agricultural Practices in her kebele
Yeshi Mamo is a development agent (DA) in Wargiba kebele, Raya Azebo woreda, Tigray.
The kebele has 1,614 households, with an average of five people per household. Around
8,160 people live in the kebele, the majority of whom depend on agriculture for their
livelihoods.
plots is two to three times greater than the
yields from farmers’ regular fields. She says that
the difference is due to the types of farm input,
including seeds, fertiliser, and pesticides and
technologies used. Expressing her commitment
and determination, Yeshi remarks:

Like most kebeles in Raya Azebo woreda, Wargiba
kebele is endowed with suitable land and irrigation
potential for multi-season horticulture farming.
According to Yeshi, the kebele has 212 hectares
of irrigable land, and there are currently 558
households and young people using irrigation in
the kebele.
Horti-LIFE supports four Farmers’ Field Schools
(FFSs) in Wargiba kebele, with a total of 120
members. Sixteen of the members are lead
farmers. The criteria used to recruit the lead
farmers are being receptive to new technology,
having their own irrigable land, and the ability
to understand and implement advice from
development experts. Each lead farmer has
committed 200m2 of their own land to serve as a
learning plot for the FFS.
Yeshi has seen that the productivity of the
vegetables produced on lead farmers’ learning
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The increase in the volume of yield of the
lead farmers is great – especially for the lead
farmers. This is not the end result, though. As
DA of my kebele, I will not feel content until the
knowledge and skills taught on lead farmers’
learning plots get to as many of the farmers
as possible, especially the 558 households and
young people using irrigation in the kebele.
That is my target.
Yeshi identifies staking, starter solution and the
use of windbreaks as some of the technologies
that did not exist in the kebele prior to Horti-LIFE:
She adds that:
Had it not been for the training we received
from Horti-LIFE, my understanding about pest
identification, pest management and pesticides
would have remained very limited.
Yeshi and her fellow DAs in Wargiba kebele are
actively collaborating with Horti-LIFE in the FFS
bi-weekly learning sessions and during field
days for neighbouring farmers to scale-up the
Good Agricultural Practices from the FFS to more
farmers in the kebele.

4.3 Gender in Farmers’ Field Schools
Each project or extension programme needs to
decide what the best adjustments are to meet the
additional challenges and needs faced by women.
This not only depends on the results of the gender
analysis, but also on the resources and opportunities
available.
Based on its gender study (analysis), and also
experience in the first FFS season, Horti-LIFE made
the following adjustments to the FFS design:
a) Selection of FFS members
• Making the household a member of the FFS and
not just the husband or the wife, which is more
likely to result in benefits to the household. This
assumes that the husband and wife jointly decide
on participation, and that they will both attend
meetings (see also Chapters 3.4 and 5.3.1).
• Increasing the chances of finding active female
horticulture farmers by selecting those irrigation
schemes (water users’ associations) with high
female membership, including female-headed
households.
• Searching for female-headed households that are
active in horticulture.
b) Household membership of FFSs
After the first FFS season, the Horti-LIFE project
decided to make membership of the FFS explicitly
for husbands and wives. This dramatically increased
female participation. While the overall participation
of men and women increased by 24% compared to
the first season, the female participants from maleheaded households increased from 11% to 25%. This
was not at the cost of participation of women from
female-headed households, which increased from 7%
to 10%.

Female champions, who are an example
for other women, can play a role in
improving female participation (Mecha
woreda, Amhara)
c) Selection of crops
Women are interested in growing crops such as
cucumber, garlic, leafy cabbage, eggplant, which are
less risky (and less prone to diseases) and demand
less investment. As well as tomato, head cabbage,
onion and hot pepper, two additional vegetables are
selected which are especially preferred by women.
d) Additional training for women
• Women are behind men in terms of horticulture/
agronomic knowledge, and they find it more
difficult to actively participate in discussions at
the bi-monthly learning sessions. Accordingly,
two women-only training sessions are provided to
help women catch up on technical issues.
• For cultural reasons, women often find it difficult
to speak in public. To address this, women
receive additional training in public speaking
(confidence building), which should help them to
participate more easily in the FFS sessions.
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We can only teach the way
we are trained
Fikirte Medhin is one of the nine female teachers at Maichew ATVET.
Fikirte doesn’t take her role for granted: ‘I feel so
happy and proud that I am one of the few female
teachers in the college; I am sure there are many
girls and women out there who want to be a
teacher like me, but do not have the opportunity.’
Fikirte hopes that she can be an inspiration for the
female students, who make up the majority (66%)
of students at Maichew ATVET. ATVETs accept
students who don’t qualify for university education
after taking the 10th grade national exams. As
more girls fail these exams, more seek further
education at ATVETs.
Fikirte says that female students find it easier to
share their challenges with female teachers: ‘We
understand them better and are happy to support
them in any way we can, so they can successfully
complete their studies. I am glad to be part of that
small team of female teachers who can help our
female students.’
Fikirte, like most teachers, sometimes finds work
difficult because of barriers of one sort or another:
‘There are many constraints that inhibit us from
making the lessons as practical and effective as we
would like them to be. We lack resources for land
preparation, fertiliser, seed, and pesticide inputs.’
However, Fikirte believes that the lack of resources
is not the major challenge. Instead, it is teachers’
lack of experience in practical teaching methods.
Fikirte holds a BSc in Plant Science and is
currently doing her MSc in Agronomy. While she
is pleased with the progress of her education, she
admits that:
Everything I have learned throughout my
university studies has been theoretical. It is very
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difficult to employ practical methods when you
are taught theoretically. When they teach about
types of irrigation, for example, they don’t even
show a picture or video to help us understand
what they actually are. We only memorise the
names – that is not proper learning. And we can
only teach the way we are trained.
In contrast, Horti-LIFE organised four- or fiveday training for Fikirte and her fellow teachers
on relevant topics such as pest identification
and management, pesticide handling, agronomic
practices, irrigation, and plant nutrition. Fikirte
takes the view that:
If I had not participated in Horti-LIFE’s practical
training, I would have continued teaching my
students the same way that I was taught. It
makes it easier for us as teachers to teach
our students practically on the learning plots,
rather than just lecturing them in classrooms
for hours. The ability to demonstrate what we
teach builds teachers’ confidence.

e) Gender facilitation cards
A set of ‘gender facilitation cards’ were developed to
help facilitate short gender discussions during the
bi-weekly learning sessions (under the section
‘special topics’). These cards especially focus on
stimulating household dialogue. At least one card
should be discussed per FFS session, which should
take not more than 15 minutes. An example of a
‘gender facilitation card’ is shown in Figure 8.
f) Gender sensitivity and facilitation skills
Facilitators should have sufficient understanding
and interest in gender. Gender training can help
facilitators understand why gender is important and
what role they can play in the change process.
The facilitators need to be trained in ‘gendersensitive facilitation’ skills to promote the active
participation of women during the FFS sessions.
Important facilitation skills and techniques are:
• Bringing women to the front of a session, or the
facilitator should move closer towards the women
(who usually sit together). Being closer to the
women will usually make them more attentive to
the discussions.
• Creating an atmosphere in which women and
men feel respected, safe, and are encouraged to
share their views, and to interact with women
and men with diverging views. For example: ‘For
men, it is easy to go to town more often and
buy inputs. But for women it is more difficult.
Let’s therefore also listen to the opinions of the
women.’
• Directly asking women (as a group, not targeting
an individual) to answer a question, or ask
whether they agree, understand or have any
questions. For example, ‘Now I would like to hear
from the women…’
• Recognising active women (also called
‘champions’) with words of appreciation and
acknowledgement.
• Referring to active women as good examples, to
encourage other women to become active.
• Identifying men in the FFS who have a positive
influence on the women – people who are
trusted by the women – and who can support
the facilitator in promoting active female
participation. Once identified, it is good to discuss
this additional role with the selected person.

•

•

Asking everyone for their opinion. Without
putting women on the spot, their turn will come
automatically.
Respecting local culture (e.g. in some cultures,
breastfeeding is not done in public).

Tell your
mother I’m
hungry

1) What do we see in the picture?
2) Ask the men: Does this happen in our
community? Ask the women: Does this
happen in our community?
3) Where does this kind of behaviour come
from?
4) Are we happy about this?
5) What should the men change? What should
the women change?
6) What could we do differently when we go
home today?

Figure 8: Example of a gender facilitation card.
The front side is for the FFS to look at and
discuss; the reverse side provides information
to help the facilitator encourage discussion

g) Suitable session time
When agreeing on a suitable time for the FFS
sessions, it was realised that men suggest times
which are not necessarily suitable for women.
For example, 9.00 AM and 4 PM (3 o’clock and
10 o’clock according to the Ethiopian clock) are
suitable times for men, but women are often busy
with the household chores at these times. Women
should be explicitly asked which time of the day
and which day of the week is best for them.
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Horti-LIFE – helping a student at
Maichew ATVET achieve her dream
Tsadkan Yemane is an 18-year-old Level 2 student at Maichew ATVET, studying
horticulture. Tsadkan is from Mekelle, the capital of Tigray regional state. She comes from
a family of seven. Her parents run a small local shop.
In general, ATVETs accept students who don’t
manage to qualify for university education after
taking the 10th grade national exams. It is
different for Tsadkan, though. It has been her
dream since childhood to become a farmer – not
just a regular farmer, but a highly successful and
competent one:
I’ve always been interested in farming. I want
to have my own horticulture farm when I
complete my studies. I want to be better than
my parents. I want to be an accomplished
farmer, make a lot of money, and not only
provide for myself but also others, especially
disabled people and those suffering from mental
disorders.
Tsadkan believes that her studies at Maichew
ATVET will help her achieve her dream:
What I am learning here will help me get
to my dream. I won’t need to hire another
professional to manage my farm, since I am
being trained well here. It is amazing for me
to exercise and witness the impact of the Good
Agricultural Practices and inputs introduced and
promoted by the Horti-LIFE project to increase
productivity. I plan to apply the same on my
farm when I graduate.
Tsadkan considers herself very lucky that she
enrolled at the ATVET this year, when the HortiLIFE project was implemented. ‘Our senior
students do not seem to know as much as we do;
they tell us that most of their learning was not as
practical as ours.’
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Tsadkan seems to concur with the popular quote
from Confucius: ‘I hear and I forget. I see and I
remember. I do and I understand’:
I participated in every stage of the vegetable
growing, beginning with producing the seedlings,
transplanting them, managing the farm, and
finally harvesting the yield. I don’t think I will
forget what I am learning here. I won’t forget
the learning because it is so practical.

Women are often actively
involved in horticultural
production, so they
should also participate
in the FFS (Raya Azebo
woreda, Tigray)

If you don’t take care, women can
be excluded from discussions (Raya
Azebo woreda, Tigray)

A good example of how women
have increased chances to listen,
understand and become part of
the group discussion (Meskan
woreda, SNNPR)

All household members are
part of the FFS: women, men
and young people (Raya Azebo
woreda, Tigray)
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5 Facilitation
5.1 Introduction
Facilitation is crucial for learning and linking, the key
elements in modern extension. Here we focus on the
facilitation of FFSs, although many of the facilitation
skills equally apply to the facilitation of links between
farmers and input suppliers, markets and service
providers.
Good facilitation is an important factor for successful
and effective FFSs. The facilitator guides the process
of the FFS session and promotes the participation
of the farmers. By asking the right questions, the
farmers are stimulated to observe the plot, plants,
pests and practices (4Ps), to discuss possible reasons
for what they are observing, and try to collectively
find possible solutions to any problem encountered.

The facilitator has to make sure that
all farmers (men and women) are
actively involved in the different
activities of observation, analysis, and discussing
possible ways ahead. Asking the right questions is
the main tool of a facilitator.
Important
point

Being a facilitator is very different from being an
expert: an expert determines what the problem is
and then gives the recommendation. But in FFSs, we
want the farmers collectively to determine what the
problem is and what the possible recommendations
could be.

Preparing a proper seed bed is the
foundation for a healthy crop. All
FFS members participate actively
(Ziway Dugda woreda, Oromia)
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To increase our understanding about facilitation and
participation, it is good to compare the words that
have a similar meaning with words that have an
opposite meaning (see Table 3).

Words with a
similar meaning
Facilitator
Guide
Coach

Participation

Words with an
opposite meaning
Expert
Specialist
Technician
Content person
Top-down
‘Preaching’
One-way communication

Table
3: Comparison
Comparison
betweenbetween
words words with a similar
meaning
and those
with an
with a similar
meaning
andopposite meaning
those with an

5.2 Who can be an FFS facilitator?
An FFS facilitator can be a development agent (DA),
a staff member of an NGO, or an experienced lead
farmer. As facilitators are key to successful FFSs,
they should be trained to understand the different
steps of the FFS, to have basic facilitation skills, and
to have a basic understanding of the GAPs to be
introduced on the learning plots.
The main role of this person is to facilitate the FFS
sessions. Although it is natural for people with expert
knowledge to provide technical advice, this should be
limited when facilitating FFS sessions.
The FFS approach is based on the idea of first using
the collective knowledge of the farmers in making
observations and discussing possible actions. When
the discussions get stuck or farmers make mistakes
in their reasoning, only then should the facilitator
use their expert knowledge. Often by asking
certain questions, farmers can be guided in the
right direction, without having to give the answer
immediately.

When facilitating FFS sessions, try
to resist being the expert. An expert
gives the answers or solutions to
problems. A facilitator, on the other hand, by asking
the right questions, supports the farmers to find the
answers themselves. Always realise which hat you
are wearing at each moment: that of a facilitator, or
that of an expert.
Important
point

Which hat to wear: the facilitation hat or the
expert hat? Picture from a facilitation skills
training session
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5.3 Tasks of a facilitator

•

Let’s look at the different tasks of a facilitator. This
can help us better understand what good facilitation
involves. Figure 9 shows five important aspects of
facilitation, each of which is discussed in more detail
below.

•
•

Figure 9: Five aspects of effective
facilitation

•

Meaningful
participation

Relevant
outcome

Effective
facilitation

Conducive
environment

Supportive
structure

Shared
ownership

5.3.1 Meaningful participation
This means people are not simply attending a
session, but they are also actively contributing to
the discussions. Although everyone might not be
participating equally, they all participate, including
those women and men who in other situations
remain silent.
Facilitation tips
• Put questions to people who have not yet
contributed.
• Ask those groups of participants who are usually
silent (for example women) and who stand or sit
at the back, to come to the front (alternatively,
move closer to these groups).
• Ask ‘open questions’, which cannot be answered
by a yes or no only, rather than closed questions,
which can be easily answered by yes or no. For
example: ‘What are we seeing here?’ rather than
‘Is this plant suffering because of thrips?’
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•

Use prompts: small movements with the head or
hands which encourage participants to continue
talking.
Check if everyone understands the problem and
the technical terms used.
Use the local language.
Make sure FFS members are standing or sitting in
a half circle, circle or U-shape: everyone should
be able to see and hear each other.
Control dominant people (which is not always
easy). Sometimes, dominant people have an
important status in the community. So, it’s often
best to appreciate them: ‘You always make good
contributions, but let’s first give a chance to
someone else.’ Sometimes it also works to give
such people a role in the facilitation. So, before
the session, have a discussion with the dominant
person and ask, for example: ‘Why don’t you
help me by motivating the women to contribute
more to the discussions?’

5.3.2 Supportive structure
A supportive structure is a set of logical steps the
session will go through. It ensures that discussions
don’t go in different directions and helps participants
to deal with the topic in an efficient manner. It also
ensures that a certain result, decision or outcome will
be reached. Such a prepared and agreed structure
(agenda) helps the facilitator to guide the discussion,
and the participants also feel confident that the
discussion will lead to results.
Facilitation tips
• Prepare an agenda/structure for the session and
open the session accordingly. Make sure the
participants understand why they are at the
session, and what the order of the topics is. See
Chapter 3.7 for the proposed structure of an FFS
learning session.
• Manage the time: when making an agenda, also
estimate the time needed for each topic and for
the total programme. When estimating timings,
consider if it is reasonable for people to stay
concentrated on particular topics.
• Agree on certain rules at the start of the session,
e.g. don’t talk at the same time, listen to others,
give others a chance to speak, switch off mobile
phones, remain polite even if you don’t agree.
One option is to use a ball (or another small

•

•

object); only when someone is holding the ball
are they allowed to speak. When they have
finished, they throw it to the next speaker.
Summarise when an important topic is finished,
so that all participants will understand and
remember the result or outcome.
Make use of facilitation aids – materials
which support your facilitation. In FFSs, the
learning plot and farmer’s regular field are your
most important facilitation aids. Posters and
drawings can clarify the discussions. Often,
FFS programmes include modules on certain
important GAP and IPM topics, which are used to
deepen a certain subject.

5.3.3 Shared ownership
All participants should feel connected to the topic
and to the process, as well as feel that what they
are doing is valuable and sensible. They should feel
their voices are being heard and that they are willing
to support the outcomes. There should be no feeling
that some participants are hijacking the session or
that the facilitator is manipulating the discussions to
come to a certain predetermined result or outcome.

Facilitation tips
• Always take a positive perspective: ask how
something can be improved, rather than stating
that something has been done incorrectly.
• Have a respectful attitude: don’t be rude or tell
people they are stupid or don’t know anything.
• Use positive body language (e.g. smile), which
makes people feel at ease and relaxed.
• Create a positive atmosphere: greet the people,
welcome them, make a joke. But don’t, for
example, collect loans during a session. If you do,
some farmers might not come to next session.
• Select a good place for the session (shade, silent
area, less distraction). In the case of a learning
plot, choose the best place to stand and make
sure participants are not facing the sun.
• Energisers: sometimes (especially after lunch)
people feel sleepy. A joke, a song or some
stretching exercises can energise people.

5.3.5 Relevant outcome
The outcome, conclusion or result of the session
should be relevant to the participants and they
should support the agreed next steps.

Facilitation tips
• Make sure that the right participants are selected
to come to the session.
• Listen to participants’ questions and answers.
Build on participants’ knowledge, rather than
telling your story or giving your expert knowledge.
• Check if people agree with the agenda at the
start of the session.
• Before going from one topic or step in the
process to the next, summarise and check if
everyone has understood it, and if people agree
with the conclusion.
• Evaluate the session with the participants: how
can the session be improved?

Facilitation tips
• Make sure discussion focuses on issues that
farmers feel are important. If farmers are worried
about a pest destroying their crop, for example,
it will not be helpful to facilitate a discussion on
fertilisers.
• Write notes (minutes) of the outcomes of the
session: what are the next steps, who will do
what, when is the next session? At the next
session, start with the minutes from the previous
session to see if what was agreed has been
implemented. In the FFS, the minutes are written
in the logbook of the lead farmers.

5.3.4 Conducive environment

Women often have different
interests, needs and constraints
Facilitators need to take this into
account in each of the five dimensions of effective
facilitation. If not, the FFS will have fewer results that
are relevant for women. Women will also become less
active and possibly drop out of the FFS. See Chapter
4 for facilitation tips on how to integrate gender into
the FFS, and on gender-sensitive facilitation.

This has two main aspects: 1) an atmosphere in
which people feel safe to openly provide their ideas
and opinions; 2) the physical environment in which
people can easily remain focused.

Important
point
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PART C
Farmers’ Field Schools:
linking

Horti–LIFE

6 Linking Farmers’ Field
Schools to value chain actors
6.1 Introduction
As explained in Chapter 1, modern extension
methods are about facilitating ‘learning and linking’.
This chapter is about linking FFS members to value
chain (VC) actors.
A value chain is generally defined as ‘a strategic
network between interdependent enterprises within
a chain of activities that competes on a specific
market’. In more popular terms, in this context a
VC is all that has to be done to transform seeds into
food on consumers’ plates.
Three elements make up a VC:
• Primary actors – those who own the product at
a certain stage. These include input suppliers,
producers, traders, processors, wholesalers,
exporters and retailers.
• Support actors – those who provide services
to primary actors. There are commercial and
non-commercial support actors. The former
are micro-finance institutions (MFIs), soil
laboratories, transporters, mechanisation service
providers and so on. The latter are the extension
service, the research and education system, and
the NGOs.
• The enabling environment – those factors that
allow the VC to function optimally. This refers
to all policies, rules and regulations affecting
the chain actors. It covers the regulations on
seeds and pesticides, macro-economic policies,
infrastructure and so on.

Figure 10: The three value chain elements

the extension worker cannot offer sound advice
on pest control. This applies at a larger scale
as well: Ethiopian exporters cannot compete on
international markets when horticultural farmers are
inefficient. So, all actors need each other. In other
words, farmers and traders should be seen not as
enemies but as partners in business. Only when they
cooperate efficiently can they compete on the final
market. Figure 10 visualises the three elements in
the VC.

ENABLING ENVIRONMENT

The key concept here is the interdependency
between VC actors. All actors need each other for
everyone to be successful. For example, a farmer
cannot produce efficiently if there are no
good-quality inputs; a trader cannot make profit
without transport; a farmer cannot sell produce if
traders have no access to credit for working capital;
and a farmer cannot deliver high-quality produce if

An FFS is a temporary set-up that aims to support the
learning process of its members. As up to 30 farmers
are organised in a well-defined group, this group
can be used to link members to other actors in the
horticultural VC to improve their access to inputs and
technologies (seeds, pesticides, seedlings), services
(mechanisation, spray services), finance (MFIs and
banks) and markets (traders, processors, auctions,
contract farming). FFS lead farmers can be good
representatives for their fellow farmers.

CHAIN ACTORS

At the same time, an FFS cannot act as a VC actor as
it has no legal status. It should not try to take on this
role, as doing so could have negative consequences
for its functioning as a safe place for people to learn
together. Farmers become members of an FFS

SUPPORT ACTORS
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because they want to learn; if an FFS starts economic
activities, it is likely that other farmers would have to
become members as well, in which case some of the
current members might want to leave the FFS.4
In Horti-LIFE, the following links are promoted via
FFSs:
• Cluster Workshops on Input Supply in
Horticulture (C-WISH) link farmers and input
suppliers.
• KPAs offer FFS members access to pesticides.
• SSPs offer spray services to FFS members.
• In some cases, the project supports MFIs to offer
loans to FFS members.
• At times, FFSs are used to promote participation
of its members in auctions.
• In some areas, the project links the FFS to
the Value Chain Alliances (VCAs) set up by the
Agricultural Transformation Agency (ATA) and
Bureau of Agriculture (BoA).
It is important to select the right links according to
the needs of the farmers. When Horti-LIFE started
working with FFSs, the main problem in the VC was
the poor availability of good-quality inputs (seeds
and pesticides). At other times, marketing might be
the most important constraint, or access to finance,
or indeed other factors.

6.2 Cluster Workshop on Input Supply in
Horticulture (C-WISH)
Horti-LIFE works in clusters of three or four
neighbouring woredas. For each cluster, a workshop is
organised after the harvest. At the workshops, FFSs
representatives meet national-level input suppliers
(importers/wholesalers) and local agro-dealers.
Farmers’ representatives come with a list of FFS
members and their need for good-quality inputs next
season; they also give input suppliers feedback on
their experience with a range of inputs over the past
season. The dealers explain their latest inputs

4
Of course, sometimes this does not happen, and the farmers
remain members even when they no longer participate actively.
Generally, though, this marks ‘the beginning of the end’.
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Facilitating links will only lead to
positive results if they produce a
‘win-win’ for both parties. If both
parties are satisfied with the agreement on how to
improve the business model, a positive outcome is
more likely.
Important
points

Being a facilitator is very different from being an
intermediary. With an intermediary, farmers give
money to the project staff or DAs, who then buy and
deliver the required items to the farmers. The big
disadvantage is that farmers remain dependent on
others, rather than having direct connections to the
other VC actors.

and show their products at a small exhibition. After
these presentations and discussions, farmers and
agro-dealers exchange telephone numbers and make
deals to secure an input supply for the next cropping
season.
There is no simple, overall methodology to be used in
‘linking workshops’ that aim to create and strengthen
links, but the following elements are important:
• Make sure that all parties take enough time
to introduce themselves. Creating trust is
an important part of any successful business
transaction.
• Properly discuss the current state of affairs, and
plan how to move from there to meeting the
wishes and needs of the VC actors.
• Parties need to have a good understanding
of the perspectives of the other actors. This
increases the chances of success.
• Agree on an action plan: who will do what and
when; when the next meeting will be and so on.
The C-WISH workshops are seen by all participants
as a simple and effective linking tool. They are
good opportunities for input suppliers to get direct
feedback from hundreds of farmers about a range
of inputs (their own and from their competitors),
and farmers learn much about the inputs (including
prices and availability).

Stories from the field

… like a gun without bullets
Yihune Dini was once a chemistry teacher and part-time farmer. Thanks to the support of
Horti-LIFE, he is now a successful agro-dealer with a shop in Obolcho town, Ziway Dugda
woreda, Oromia.
As a farmer, Yihune knew the challenges of
improving agricultural productivity with limited or
no access to inputs:
If there is a poor or no agricultural input supply
in the market, it is very difficult to be successful
as a farmer. In fact, a farmer without the right
inputs is like a gun without bullets.
In the past, if there were no input suppliers
at their local market in Obolcho, farmers had
to travel 30km to the town of Meki. Thanks to
Yihune’s shop, farmers are now able to easily
access seeds and other inputs they need for their
vegetable farms. The support from Horti-LIFE has
enabled Yihune to improve his services: ‘Before
the support, I used to sell only local seed, but
now I am able to afford and make available hybrid
seeds as well.’

In addition, Yihune provides a pesticide delivery
service to farmers’ fields. Farmers are not
currently paying for this service. But in the future,
as they become more accustomed to it, Yihune
hopes that they will share 50% of the cost.
Yihune’s shop is particularly attractive to female
farmers: ‘I give women a 5% discount. I believe
this is an incentive for more women to engage
in vegetable production. If a woman produces
vegetables, the money will most likely stay at
home, and her children will be better nourished,’
he argues.
Yihune’s business is rapidly expanding. He has
moved from a small shop to a much bigger one.
He reports that his daily income has grown by
over 50% since he received support from HortiLIFE – from an average of 10,000 ETB per day to
about 16,500 ETB per day:
The chemical market requires a big cash flow,
which is not easy for small-scale input providers
like myself. The financial support from SNV has
made a world of difference to my business.
Yihune also managed to buy his own motorcycle,
which enables him to do his business even more
efficiently. And he’s not stopping there: ‘I am
planning to build a house for my family and also
pursue further study, which would help me obtain
my import licence and do my job even better.’
Yihune is happy about the changes in his
business, but has an even bigger aim: ‘My vision
is to become a pesticide and agricultural inputs
importer, which would further grow my business
and enable me to sustainably meet the growing
demand of my community.’
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6.3 Spray Service Providers and
Kebele Pesticide Agents
For FFS members, plant protection is their most
complex and costly agricultural practice. Many
smallholders have difficulties in identifying pests and
diseases; in selecting the right control measure (both
cultural and chemical measures); and in applying
pesticides. A survey by Horti-LIFE in 2017 showed
that most smallholders used only six pesticides
(three fungicides and three insecticides) to control all
pests and diseases in their horticultural crops, at a
time when some 15 different pesticides were used to
control them in the FFS learning plots. Using such a
narrow range of pesticides leads to resistance among
pests and diseases, and therefore to both a reduction
in yields and a further over-use of pesticides in the
future.
Horti-LIFE’s first step was to ask FFS members to
elect one of their group to become a Spray Service
Provider (SSP). This farmer was trained in pesticide
application. The plan was that FFS members would
hire the SSP to do the spraying for them. Over
100 SSPs were trained, yet only about one quarter
actually sprayed for their peers. This was because of
problems in both the supply and demand for these
services. Many FFS members did not want to spend
additional money on spray services, as this was a
task for a labourer they had already hired for a fixed
amount (per month) to take care of their plot.
Other farmers did not trust that the SSP would be
better after a mere one-week training programme.
On the supply side, many trained SSPs found the
remuneration for spraying other farmers’ fields to be
too low. In general, spraying is a low-paid job in the
villages, yet FFS members tended to elect better-off
farmers for the training, who after the training were
not interested in carrying out such a low-status job.
In response, FFS members were asked in the second
season to select two of their peers for training: one
who already sprays the fields of other farmers to
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In terms of food safety, the
average investment in chemicals
observation
per 0.25 ha went down. More
significantly, the cost of the chemicals used per kg
of vegetables decreased even more substantially
(see Table 4 in Chapter 8).
Field

This was the case for all four crops. This is a
reasonable, but not perfect, indicator of progress
in food safety. Using the right pesticides and
respecting the pre-harvest interval are also
important in determining food safety. As mentioned,
this applies to the learning plots and says little
about the adoption rate.

become an SSP and another one to be trained in
pest scouting and pest control measures (cultural
and chemical). The latter is called a Kebele Pesticide
Agent (KPA), who is trained in pest scouting and
pesticide selection. Horti-LIFE supports SSPs with a
full set of personal protective equipment (PPE), and
KPAs with some PPE and tools (e.g. weighing scales,
small lockable store).
The legal position of a KPA is complicated. The
present regulation states that nobody at kebele level
can handle pesticides. Yet, in practice, farmers do
so and it is very difficult to control. The temporary
solution is that KPAs are linked to an agro-dealer.
The KPA sells pesticides on behalf of the agro-dealer
on a commission basis. So, the KPA is considered as
a kind of employee/branch of the agro-dealer, who is
responsible for the correct handling of pesticides by
the KPA. The signed agreement between the agrodealer and the KPA is also signed by the woreda plant
protection department. In this way, they acknowledge
that the KPA works under the licence of the agrodealer. This ensures that inspectors can trace the
KPAs to check what they are doing, which in turn
ensures that they will not use counterfeit products
or smuggled pesticides. It also guarantees that
pesticides are handled by trained people (rather than
by a village shopkeeper with no experience at all).

Stories from the field

SSP – Diversifying income sources
for young people
The concept of income diversity is fairly straightforward: developing revenue streams that
are independent of each other. Income diversity is in line with the old saying that ‘only a
fool would put all their eggs in one basket’.
The diversification of rural household income
sources remains a challenge for young people in
most developing countries, including Ethiopia.
Jemudin Nesre, 28, is a resident of Dobena Gola
kebele, Meskan woreda, SNNPR. He is married and
has a one-year-old boy.
Jemudin is a farmer, who also works on animal
fattening to supplement his income. ‘Every four
months, I make up to 3,000 ETB from fattening
animals,’ he says.
Jemudin is now one of the farmers trained by
SNV’s Horti-LIFE project as a Spray Service
Provider (SSP). For Jemudin:
Becoming an SSP has helped me diversify my
businesses and increase my income. I have
three regular clients whose land I spray seven
times a month. They pay me 80 ETB per spray.

Jemudin makes about 1,680 ETB a month extra
income from providing the pesticide spraying
service. This income is both an end and a means
in terms of diversifying Jemudin’s income sources:
Thanks to the extra income from my role as an
SSP, I can rent an additional two pieces of land
for farming. Furthermore, I can hire the service
of an assistant at a monthly cost of 300 ETB to
support me with the animal fattening business
and also my farms.
As is the case for most farmers in rural Meskan
areas, Jemudin has a dream to buy a house in
Butajira – the nearest town, 7km away from his
village. He plans to continue working hard on his
diverse businesses – which now include providing
a spray service – so that he can make good money
and realise his dream.
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Stories from the field

Ababu – illiterate, but an effective SSP
Ababu Dessalegn is a 43-year-old farmer who lives in Selambeqals kebele, Raya
Alamata woreda, Tigray.
Despite being illiterate, unlike most farmers
trained as SSPs by the Horti-LIFE project, Ababu
earned the right to Horti-LIFE training because he
has more than seven years’ experience of spraying
pesticides, and is committed to and disciplined in
his work.
Ababu owns one plot of land, but spraying
pesticides has now become his major source
of income. He makes up to 6,000 ETB a month
providing a pesticide-spraying service to farmers
in his community. He points out that:
Other [untrained] sprayers charge half of
the amount I do. In fact, the community had
a meeting about fees for trained SSPs and
decided to pay us 100 ETB for 0.25 hectares,
whereas other sprayers are paid only 50 ETB.
There are only two of us trained in the whole
community.
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Ababu explains that the demand for pesticidespraying services has grown so much recently,
especially after Horti-LIFE project’s training and
awareness-raising efforts about the hazards
associated with the poor handling of chemicals
and the importance of the proper administration of
pesticides for increased effectiveness and reduced
health risks: ‘The demand is so high that I cannot
respond to all requests. The community knows
there is a trained professional, so they make use
of my service.’
Ababu doesn’t find not being able to read a hurdle
to carrying out his role as an SSP:
Even though I’m illiterate, I’ve studied pesticides
by heart. I’m trained in how to identify pests
and plant diseases, and I advise what pesticide
should be applied for which disease. I get help
from fellow SSPs when I need it.

6.4 Access to finance (MFIs)

6.6 Value Chain Alliances

Horticulture can provide very high returns on
investment (well over 100%), although there are
significant risks. In the first year of Horti-LIFE, 19%
of the learning plots did not produce a good yield.
The main reasons were frost, flooding and grazing
by cows, although 6% of the plots were mismanaged
by the farmer. The potential for loss explains why
MFIs are not eager to offer loans for horticulture;
this is further enhanced by high investment costs per
hectare, frequent price fluctuations, and the risk of
pests and diseases.

Value Chain Alliances (VCAs) are organised by the
ATA in cooperation with the BoA and others, such as
the Ministry of Trade and Industries. While the above
linking activities have a limited purpose, in a VCA
many actors come together to discuss all kinds of VC
issues that need to be improved.

In some woredas, Horti-LIFE supports two MFIs
to enhance their horticultural lending. This is
done in two ways. First, farmers who apply for
a horticultural loan from an MFI are encouraged
to join an FFS supported by the project, and the
possibility of borrowing from the MFI is explained to
FFS members. Second, the project trains MFI staff
on the basics of horticultural production and on the
availability of good-quality inputs (especially seeds),
so that the MFI can assess the skills of the farmers
and monitor their use of inputs and GAPs. The jury is
still out whether this will be a commercial success.

The overall objective of a VCA workshop is to share
experiences and to make plans to increase the
synergy between the work of all VC actors, in order
to improve the efficiency and sustainability of the
VC and to enhance the livelihood of smallholder
producers in that chain.

6.5 Auctions
Many FFSs operate under the umbrella of a larger
organisation, such as a water users’ association
(WUA). In some areas, for example in Kobo woreda,
Amhara, the WUA organises auctions of horticultural
crops together with the woreda agricultural office.
The principle is simple: at the time of harvesting,
all interested traders are told that farmers in an
irrigation scheme are harvesting a specific crop. In
turn, the traders visit the fields of the farmers and
can offer them a price for their crop. When all traders
have passed through a farmer’s plot, the farmer
announces who they will sell their produce to (or
they can decide to sell to no one).

According to the ATA, ‘Value Chain Alliances provide
a multi-stakeholder platform for coordination,
integration and accountability of value chain actors’.

6.6.1 Objectives

6.6.2 Participants
To improve the functioning of a VC, it’s important
that all stakeholders participate in a VCA workshop.
The ATA has identified the following critical members
of a VCA:
• input suppliers and other service providers
• producers, cooperatives and unions
• intermediaries, processors and exporters
• professional associations
• local public bodies, technical experts, NGOs.

6.6.3 Process
The point of departure is to analyse the state of
affairs in the VC and see what can be improved. This
makes the issues of the primary actors crucial. They
own the produce at one stage and their (combined)
efficiency determines the efficiency of the whole
chain and therefore the competitiveness of the chain
in the final market.

Farmers’ Field Schools in Ethiopia

53

Therefore, it is important that the primary actors
take the lead in the dialogue. Their problems and
their opportunities should be the focus of the
discussion. The support actors and the people
responsible for the enabling environment should
address the issues raised by primary stakeholders,
such as farmers, traders and input suppliers. The
organisers should understand that they are a
facilitator, and don’t determine the content of the
discussions.
It’s important to focus on ‘win-wins’. Farmers’
representatives who say that the price of horticulture
produce has to increase will probably not find
answers at the VCA. But they might meet a trader at
the VCA who is interested in buying large volumes on
a regular basis, which would only be possible if the
farmers’ group was better organised.
Through the VCA, strong vertical and horizontal
integration is realised. Vertical integration refers
to actors who carry out different activities working
more efficiently together, e.g. the input supplier and
the farmers, or the farmers and buyers. Horizontal
integration refers to actors doing the same kind of
work who cooperate with each other, even though
they are also competitors: farmers organise into
groups, cooperatives into unions, input suppliers into
associations.
VCAs can take place at woreda level, or at the level
of a (commercial) cluster of up to six woredas. The
larger private sector does not want to invest time
visiting all the VCA sessions if each woreda organises
one separately.
Stakeholders can become very enthusiastic at the
first VCA session. But if that session doesn’t show
concrete results, they will often not turn up at the
next session. So, the agreed actions should be
realistic, the relevant actors should be involved, and
support from a project might be required. Followingup agreed actions is the single most important
success factor in the long run.
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6.6.4 Expected output
The principal output of a VCA workshop is action
plans. These can refer to many issues. Some
examples are:
• Two or more development partners
(governmental organisations and NGOs) decide
to share experiences or to work together on
a specific topic, e.g. to find remedies for an
unknown disease in the area, or work with WUAs
to find a more efficient distribution of available
river water in a certain area.
• Private partners agree to explore options to work
together, e.g. input suppliers agree to make a
certain variety of seeds available as requested
by a number of cooperatives, or an MFI designs
specific loans for horticultural producers.
• Traders explain to farmers’ groups that the
market prefers cabbages that weigh 1.5kg rather
than 2kg. In turn, the BoA agrees to provide
extension on how to efficiently grow cabbages of
1.5kg.

Stories from the field

Horti-LIFE – enhancing the capacity
of agro-dealers
For agriculture to prosper, farm inputs need to be available, affordable, accessible and
of good quality. Seeds, fertilisers and agro-chemicals are essential for improving the
productivity and incomes of smallholder farmers in developing countries.
Sadly, smallholders in developing countries suffer
from a critical lack of access to inputs. Aware
of this challenge, Horti-LIFE made it one of its
principal objectives to ensure access to goodquality and sustainable farm inputs by building the
capacity of agro-dealers.
Asmamaw Ambaye is a mango seedling supplier
in Dera woreda, Amhara. As well as mango
seedlings, his shop supplies agricultural tools,
including spray equipment, and vegetable seeds,
such as tomato, cabbage and lettuce. He also sells
plastic nursery grow bags for farmers who want to
develop seedling nurseries themselves.
Asmamaw has 115,000 mango seedlings ready
to be sold at 50 ETB per stalk each. He estimates
his unit production costs 15 ETB per stalk, which
means 35 ETB profit. In other words, Asmamaw’s
mango seedlings alone are worth some 4 million
ETB net profit. He is happy that his business
has made available so many seedlings, seeds

and other farm inputs for the farmers in the
community. And he is proud that he has created
jobs for 15 people in the compost, soil, and
transport value chain of the agricultural input
supply.
Asmamaw points out that his business was not as
lucrative and impactful as it is today:
The financial support I received from Horti-LIFE
has made a huge difference to my business. My
production capacity was no more than 7,000
seedlings at a time. It has now grown over 16
times, to over 115,000. Before the support from
Horti-LIFE, I worked on a small 200m2 plot of
land; it has now expanded to 7,500m2.
Thanks to Asmamaw and his growing business,
the availability of improved seeds, in terms of both
types and volume of supply, has now increased
significantly in Dera woreda.
Dera woreda farmers used to have to travel about
40km to Farta and Debre Tabor, the nearest
towns, for agricultural input supply. Now, they
can easily access horticultural inputs in their own
community at much more reasonable prices. As
Asmamaw points out: ‘My seedlings are suitable
for the agro-ecology of the area. In the past, there
were times almost all of the seedlings bought from
other areas failed on the farmer’s field.’
Asmamaw is content with what he has achieved so
far, but he has even more ambitious plans: ‘I feel I
am now well positioned to even further expand my
business.’
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6.6.5 Workshop programme
Based on the above, a general draft programme for a
VCA workshop is provided in the box below.
09.00

Introduction and welcome

Part I

Primary actors

09.15

Presentation by a cooperative union or
FFS representative on constraints and
opportunities in production

09.30

Presentation by an input supplier on the
constraints and opportunities of selling
inputs (seeds and pesticides)

09.45

Presentation by a trader on the
constraints and opportunities of buying
produce

10.00

Question and answer session on the
presentations of the primary actors

10.30

Refreshments

Part II

Support actors

11.00

Presentation by the BoA on ‘Support to
the value chain’

11.15

Presentation by a development partner

11.30

Presentation by a commercial support
actor, such as an MFI or transporter

11.45

Presentation by another stakeholder

12.00

Questions and answer session on the
presentations of the support actors

12.30

Lunch and exhibition

Part III

Discussing the issues

14.00

Inventory of issues to be addressed in
sub-groups

14.20

Sub-groups discuss the issues and
generate two recommendations

15.00

Refreshments

Part IV

Action planning

13.30

Sub-groups present their
recommendations

16.00

Action planning: who will do what before
the next workshop?

16.30

Close
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Support from the project
In order to ensure maximum sustainability, the BoA
should take the lead in organising and facilitating
the process. Any project can support the following
issues:
• rent of hall/room for the workshop
• refreshments and lunch
• stationary
• transport for BoA/OIDA staff and for farmers’
leaders (representatives of cooperative unions)
• making a list of participants
• inviting the participants
• selecting and paying for the venue
• drafting, printing and distributing the programme
• supporting presenters with their presentations
• drafting the minutes.

The C-WISH workshop is also a good
opportunity to let companies show their
products to the participants (Bahir Dar,
Amhara)
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Stories
Stories from
from the
the field
field

Horti-LIFE opened our eyes
Alage Agricultural Technical, Vocational Education and Training College is one of 25 ATVETs
established by the Ethiopian government in 2002 with the objective of producing qualified
development agents (DAs) who provide an effective service to farmers.
With an enrolment capacity of up to 6,000
students, Alage is the biggest ATVET in the
country. The college attracts students from all nine
regional states in Ethiopia. Plant science is the
biggest department in the college, accounting for
one third of all graduates.
Alage ATVET is one of five colleges supported
by Horti-LIFE. Dr Kebede Beyecha, Dean of
the college, appreciates the significance of the
introduction and promotion of the Farmers’
Field School model in his college: ‘The end-toend practical training opportunity, ranging from
seedling preparation to harvesting, is helping our
students transition from traditional to modern
ways of farming.’ Dr Kebede explains that:
Each group of 40 students works on a different
type of vegetable, which helps all groups of
students gain exposure to a variety of vegetable
types. When our graduates go out to farmers,
they’re able to replicate their practical field
experience at the college on the farmers’ fields,
helping farmers generate big yields on small
plots of land.
Dr Kebede also recognises the project’s impact in
terms of building the capacity of the teachers at
his college: ‘Our teachers are university graduates
who lack practical experience. Teachers’ capacity
building is a major contribution of the project.’
Dr Kebede acknowledges that his college has
received over 500,000 ETB worth of equipment
and input provision alone by virtue of its
association with the Horti-LIFE project. However,
he is not worried that the end-to-end practical
training model won’t be sustained after Horti-LIFE
project’s phase-out from his college:
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They have shown us that it is doable. We did
not do it in the past, not because of a lack of
finance, but a lack of detailed knowledge. Now
that the project has opened our eyes, I have no
hesitation in saying that we will sustain it.

PART D
Farmers’ Field School
support programmes

Horti–LIFE
Farmers’ Field Schools in Ethiopia
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7 Managing FFS support programmes
7.1 Introduction
Figure 11 gives an overview of the FFS programme
management cycle, assuming that the programme
runs several FFSs at the same time. This is the
‘outer FFS cycle’ (the ‘inner FFS cycle’ was presented
in Chapter 3.1). These cycles are connected.
The FFS management cycle includes institutional
arrangements and planning, designing innovation
packages, training facilitators, facilitating value chain
links, and reporting and monitoring.

7.2 Institutional arrangements
7.2.1 Introduction to the extension system
The institutional arrangements include the proper
introduction, planning and coordination at various
levels. The following steps are advisable:

Introduction in region and woreda
FFS is still quite a new concept in Ethiopia, so
regional, zonal and woreda offices need to be
properly introduced to the concepts behind and
steps involved in operating FFSs. Agreement needs
to be reached on roles and responsibilities, and a
work plan needs to be produced for the first season.
Via some field visits, a common understanding
can be developed on the appropriate woredas and
kebeles for the FFS programme.
Regional kick-off workshop
Once agreements have been made, a kick-off
workshop can be organised where all the final plans,
including those of woredas and kebeles, can be
presented, and where senior staff from the extension
system and the project re-affirm their commitments
and underline the importance of the project.

Institutional
arrangements and planning
1st FFS cycle
2nd FFS cycle
3rd...

Review and agree
improvements
for new season

Monitoring and
reporting

Innovation package
Kick-off 1st season
Adapted 2nd season
Adapted 3rd...

FFS
management
cycle

Training for facilitators
and field staff

Strengthening
links

Figure 11: The FFS
management cycle:
outer circle
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FFS

Woreda-level planning workshop
To ensure the different stakeholders in the FFS
project collaborate effectively to maximise results,
it’s important to organise a planning workshop
at woreda level, and also at the start of each
new FFS season. Important participants include
representatives from the woreda Bureau of
Agriculture, Bureau of Irrigation, Bureau of Finance
and Economic Development, and Bureau of Women
and Children’s Affairs, as well as representatives from
the zonal Bureau of Agriculture. As most woreda staff
will probably not have participated at the regional
workshop, many aspects need to be repeated, rediscussed and re-confirmed. At this level, the roles
and responsibilities of government staff become more
important, as DAs participate as FFS facilitators.

7.2.2 Roles and responsibilities
The roles and responsibilities of various
organisations and positions should be clarified. Five
people are directly involved in implementing an FFS
programme:
• The DA in the kebele is the FFS facilitator and is
directly responsible for all support given to the
FFS.
• The focal person of the woreda BoA, who is
responsible for integrating the work on the FFS
with the regular extension work of the district.
• The FFS woreda coordinator, a full-time project
member, is responsible for ensuring that the
DAs get the project support they need, including
inputs, coaching and expert advice to solve
specific problems.
• The cluster coordinator, also a key member of the
Horti-LIFE project team, has to coordinate the
work of three or more woredas, as well as make

•

sure that the FFS work is coordinated with other
stakeholders. The cluster coordinator maintains
relationships with the zonal and regional staff of
the MoANR.
A national FFS coordinator supervises all the
work, ensuring that the FFS management cycle
leads to new FFSs, to adjusted innovation
packages and so on, and maintains relationships
with government agencies at national and
regional level.

7.3 Design of the innovation package
Chapter 2 explained why Horti-LIFE chose a rather
advanced set of Good Agricultural Practices (GAPs),
which together form the ‘innovation package’. By
starting off with production technologies proven
on commercial farms, the aim is to contribute to
transformational change. Chapter 7.3.1 explains how
a standard innovation package is designed.
This package still needs to be adapted to the local
context and to what farmers can learn and adopt in
two or three seasons. To make these adjustments, a
proper understanding of farmers and their context is
required, as explained in Chapter 3.2 and 3.3.

What is an innovation package?
An innovation package is a coherent set of
inputs and practices which lead to higher
yields. As explained in the introduction of this
manual, Horti-LIFE chose an initial innovation
package which had already been proven to be
successful on commercial farms in Ethiopia.
These packages needed to be adjusted to what
farmers could learn and adopt in a period of a
few seasons.
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7.3.1 Designing the innovation package
In the introduction to this manual, it is explained why
the choice is for a relatively advanced package of
technologies. In short, farmers, DAs and projects are
looking for transformational processes, and as noted
earlier, a return on investments of 50% or more is
needed for smallholders to adopt an innovation.
Such a high return is only feasible with the use of a
combination of quality inputs (seeds, fertilisers and
pesticides).
The farmers targeted by the FFSs are already semicommercial, so horticulture is one of their main
sources of income, and they do have access to
irrigation.
The set of advanced practices that constitute the
innovation package is described in a protocol. The
practices include improved varieties, improved
spacing, better weeding, better use of fertilisers,
staking, the use of IPM methods, improved scouting,
improved spraying, and improved (less toxic)
chemicals.
An innovation package is a logical combination of
different (around 20) individual innovations. Some
innovations suit one farmer better than another (e.g.
some farmers have better access to labour; others
have better access to cash). Some people argue that
DAs should offer tailor-made advice to smallholders,
rather than a ‘one size fits all’ approach. Yet,
designing tailor-made advice is too complicated
and beyond the capacities of most DAs. It is easier
to use a standard package, from which farmers
can select those elements that best suit their own
circumstances and preferences.
To design the initial technological package, good
knowledge is required of the technologies already
applied for the selected crops, and one needs
experience of working with local smallholders to be
able to understand what could be achieved in terms
of capacity building and adoption in a few seasons of
an FFS. An example of the protocol for onions for the
first FFS season of Horti-LIFE is shown in the box
opposite.
: The innovations of the four main crops of
Horti-LIFE are explained in detail in four 40page technical brochures
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Kick-off
innovation package
Figure 12: Composing the kick-off
innovation package

Farming system and production technologies
• What is the prevailing farming system and what
soil types are dominant? How is the cropping
calendar? What are the priority crops for farmers
– for home consumption, for the market?
• Which inputs are used for the crops selected by
the project? Which inputs are locally available?
• Which pests and diseases are farmers facing for
these selected crops?
• What other problems are farmers facing –
marketing, irrigation, soil fertility, labour
shortage, climatic issues and so on?
• Do we have enough knowledge of the farmers
and their farming system to develop the
production protocols for the learning plots?
Gender-specific constraints and needs
As noted in Chapter 4, gender can be integrated
into the FFS design. Horti-LIFE decided to focus not
only on increased access to knowledge and skills
(the main aim of FFS), but also on improving intrahousehold dialogue.

Three levels of gender can be distinguished to help
integrate gender in a structured manner:
1) Project level. This includes: a) gender analysis
related to the questions below; b) adjustments
to the FFS design, so that at least some of the
challenges and constraints identified in the
gender analysis can be reduced; c) gender target
setting: what are reasonable targets for female
participation and for female-related outcomes and
impacts? These targets require indicators that need
to be monitored; d) project staff and facilitators
need to be trained in gender-sensitive facilitation.

2) FFS level. See Chapter 4 for the gender aspects
in FFSs. The project needs to monitor the
implementation of the gender action plans and
pursue improvements where necessary.
3) Household level. Intra-household decision-making
needs to be improved, otherwise the risk is – as
already mentioned – that women have to do
more work in the field but benefit less from the
income earned. Although most FFS programmes
will not actually visit households, intra-household
dialogue can be promoted through the use of the
‘gender facilitation cards’.

Protocol for onions (example)
Varieties:

Bombay Red, Russet, Red King, Red Coach, Jamber

Targeted
production:

750,000 plants/ha, 45 MT/ha
The quantities below are adjusted for 200m2 (size of learning plot)

Seed bed

•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

•

Prepare 30 to 45 days before transplantation.
Raised seed bed size: 1m x 5m. Height of seed bed: 30cm.
Apply fertiliser before sowing: 50gr NPS, 60 gr KCL/5m2.
Sowing: 1 seed per 0.5cm. Distance between rows: 15cm.
35gr of onion seeds should be sufficient for 5m2 (4kg seeds for one hectare).
Mulch: after sowing, put mulch from straw or locally available materials which has
no weed seeds and is light in weight. Make sure it covers the bed, but not too thickly.
Remove the mulch when the seeds germinate, usually 7 to 10 days after sowing.
Apply 50gr of urea, 20 days after sowing.
Irrigation: as needed.
Pests:
- Thrips -> Nimbecidine (preventative, every 10 days). Curative: Karate. BlueTrap
(5m of blue plastic). Cut into A4 paper size. Smeared with truck grease (‘graso’).
1kg can of graso.
- Downy mildew -> Mancozeb (preventative: every 10 days). Curative: Redomil
(optional: Chlorotalomil).
40 to 55 days in seed bed.

Land
preparation

• Ploughing: 30 to 45 days before transplanting.
• Raised beds:
- Learning plot: 8m x 25m. Five trapezoid beds of 1.6m x 25m. Height 30cm. For drip
irrigation.
- Learning plot: two ‘fila’ each 5m x 20m depending on the length. For furrow irrigation.
• Apply herbicide (Round-Up) 20 days before transplantation. Use 10ml Round-Up/litre.

Transplantation

• 15,000 seedlings for learning plot.
• Spacing: 40 x 20 x 5cm. Use spacing stick.

Fertilisation

1) Pre-planting (1 to 2 days
before transplantation)
- NPS: 7kg/learning plot
- KCL: 3kg/learning plot

3) Six weeks after
2) Two weeks after
transplantation
transplantation
- Urea: 1.6kg/learning
- Urea: 1.6kg/learning
plot
plot
- KCL: 2kg/learning plot
- KCL: 2.5kg/learning plot

To control pre-emergent weeds, spray herbicide ‘Stomp 455 CS’ within three days of transplanting in the soil:
2.5 litre/ha for light soil and 3.5 litre/ha for heavy soil (15ml per 1 litre water for knapsack, on average).

Farmers’ Field Schools in Ethiopia

63

Stories from the field

ATVET teacher is more
confident now
Confidence is knowing what one is good at, the value one is able to provide, and acting
in a way which conveys that to others.
Needless to say, confidence is a critical attribute
for all professionals, and perhaps even more so
for teachers. It is difficult for a teacher to earn
students’ respect without having confidence. It is
this crucial ingredient, confidence, that teachers
feel they lack at times.
Hunde Haile is a Plant Science teacher at Alage
ATVET College. He has been teaching at the
college for over two years. Before his assignment
at the college, Hunde worked in Jimma zone as an
agricultural development practitioner. Comparing
this previous job to his current role, Hunde
remarks: ‘I find teaching very satisfying and
rewarding, because it gives me the opportunity to
develop myself.’ He adds that: ‘As a teacher, it is
very important to be on top of the subject matter;
it is only then that students have confidence in
their teacher.’

Hunde did his best to be as prepared as possible
for his students, but he didn’t find it easy:
I tried to educate myself by reading books or
browsing the internet, which are not always
available. Besides, these are not as impactful as
participating in a practical end-to-end training
system like the one designed by Horti-LIFE.
Hunde reports that his department did not have
comprehensive learning plots where students
practise an end-to-end vegetable growing system:
I taught nursery establishment using seeds
that were stored under unsuitable storage
conditions. We did not expect a yield out
of these seeds – they are simply used for
demonstration purposes. My guess is that about
60% didn’t even germinate. After transplanting
the seedlings, nobody would follow them
through. And most of the teaching and learning
afterwards was purely theoretical.
The Horti-LIFE project not only introduced
comprehensive end-to-end vegetable growing
learning plots at the college, it also developed
training packages on topics relevant to teachers at
the college.
Hunde recognises the benefits these have brought
him:
Thanks to the training, I am now confident in
areas I had gaps before, especially identifying
pests and diseases, and methods of pest and
disease control.
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Figure 13: Leaflet in Amharic
summarising cabbage production
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Relevant questions for the gender analysis
• How do the roles of men and women differ on the
farm and in the household?
• Who makes decisions about production and the
use of income? This is about intra-household
dialogue/discussion.
• How does access to productive resources differ
(land, credit, water, inputs, knowledge)?
• What is culturally or socially acceptable in terms
of bringing men and women together in sessions?
• What are suitable session times for women?
• What other constraints and needs do women
have in relation to production?
• Which crops are of more interest to women and
why?
• Are there many female-headed households, how
are they involved in production, and what are
their additional challenges?
• How does all this information about gender
influence the design of the FFS?

7.4 Training of field staff and facilitators
7.4.1 Training of trainers programme
DAs and the woreda focal person, as well as project
staff, need a proper introduction to FFSs. This is
done in a three-day ‘training of trainers’ programme
that covers:
• an introduction to the FFS programme
• how to set up an FFS
• how gender is integrated in FFSs
• an exercise on facilitation skills
• how to use the logbook and reporting system
• GAPs and IPM, in the case of Horti-LIFE, for
onions, tomatoes, peppers and cabbages
• field visits: exercise on GAPs and IPM related to
the selected crops.
Throughout the first year, additional training and
coaching are likely to be required. This gives people
the chance to share problems and challenges, and
to receive feedback. In Horti-LIFE, DA training was
initially mostly focused on technical production
knowledge; later, more attention was given to
gender and facilitation skills.
In Horti-LIFE, this training is repeated every season
as a refresher, and because of the many changes in
woreda and kebele government staff.
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Field exercises on GAPs and
IPM by students as part of their
training (Maichew TVET, Tigray)

7.4.2 Gender training
Project staff and FFS facilitators need to have a
sufficient understanding of gender and appropriate
skills:
• Staff and FFS facilitators should be convinced that
gender is an important topic, and that women
require additional support. If staff and facilitators
are not convinced, farmers will immediately sense
this. Promoting gender equality will then not be
taken seriously and become mere lip service: we
speak about it, but we don’t do anything about it.
• They should understand which gender adjustments
in the FFS design were made and why.
• They should have good interpersonal (gendersensitive) facilitation skills.

7.4.3 Documentation
It is important that DAs get a full set of
documentation. While this FFS manual serves as a
reference on the overall set up of FFSs, Horti-LIFE
published technical brochures of some 40 pages in
an easy-to-read format which cover the GAPs for the
four crops it is working with (see Figure 14). These
booklets have been translated into Amharic, Afan
Oromo and Tigrynia, and distributed to lead farmers.

7.5 Monitoring, reporting and review
7.5.1 Monitoring and reporting
There are two types of monitoring:
a) Regular, ongoing monitoring: all staff, each
at their own level, should continuously assess
whether everything is working well. If something
is not working as expected, staff should analyse
why. If the staff member feels confident to do
so, they should take immediate action. Whether
action is taken or not, this should be shared
with the other project staff, e.g. by telephone or
during the monthly sessions. Senior project staff
decide whether something needs to be changed,
whether a staff member or facilitator needs
additional support and so on. This also includes
the regular monitoring visits by senior project
staff to the FFS sessions, learning plots and
woreda offices.

b) Formal reporting: every month, a meeting is
organised at woreda level where the DAs report
on the progress in their FFSs and plan for the next
month. The meeting is a shared meeting of project
staff (the woreda coordinator) and the staff of the
woreda agricultural office (the focal person).

7.5.2 Review at woreda level
When an FFS season has been completed, a
participatory project review is organised at woreda
level. The review includes DAs, DA supervisors,
woreda experts and other senior woreda staff, as well
as some lead farmers and project staff.

Figure 14: The innovations of the four main
crops of Horti-LIFE are explained in detail in
four 40-page technical brochures
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•

Scoring results of four different FFSs (called
59, 51, 01 and 73, after the numbers of the
boreholes where the groups get their irrigation
water from). More important than the scores
are the discussions about why the scores were
given (Alamata woreda, Tigray)

The review addresses the performance of the FFSs,
as well as the functioning of the project.
1. Presentation of the outcomes of the internal
reviews (see Chapter 3.11) of all FFSs in the
woreda:
a) The outcomes on the technical issues in the IRs
are presented and discussed. Typical questions
are: Do we need to adjust the innovation
package(s)?; Are other crops to be included?;
Are the inputs demonstrated available in the
woreda?
b) The outcomes of the IRs on the learning process
are presented, and the discussion focuses on
what could be improved next year.
2. The agenda on project implementation examines a
range of questions, such as:
a) How was the cooperation with the woreda
agricultural office?:
• Were the FFS activities integrated in the
woreda planning?
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Were the FFS results included in woreda
reports?
• What was the role of the focal person, the
DAs and DA supervisors?
• Was the FFS work part of their tasks and
part of the annual performance assessment?
If, not, how can this be improved?
b) Did the project deliver what it promised?
• Did the project deliver the FFS training and
inputs in good time?
• How good was the quality of these
contributions?
• Was the planning OK?
• How good was the C-WISH?
• What could be improved?
c) How good was the contribution of the DAs?
• Were they available for training?
• How many days per months did they work
on FFSs, and was that enough?
• How good was the quality of the support
given?
• Did DAs report adequately on the FFS, both
to the woreda and to the project?
d) How can the outreach of the project be
enhanced?
• How can other DAs and experts learn from
the FFSs?
• Is the selection of kebeles and DAs
adequate? Should the focus shift to new
kebeles, and if so, which ones?
e) How was the coordination with other
stakeholders (ATVETs, zonal/regional level,
other projects), and could that be improved?
f) How could the project be institutionalised?
Which tasks, activities and responsibilities could
be taken over by the woreda?
In all cases, a good balance should be struck
between discussing challenges in the past season and
planning for improvements next season.

Woreda review workshop
with DAs, woreda staff
and lead farmers (Alamata
woreda, Tigray)

7.5.3 Review at regional level
Once all the woreda reviews in one region are
completed, a review workshop is planned at regional
level. Participants at this review are woreda heads
and experts, zonal staff, regional staff, some DAs,
and project staff. Topics included in the regional
review are:
• results from the FFS evaluations
• findings of the reviews at woreda level
• challenges and problems that could not be solved
at woreda level
• ways to upscale the FFS and reach out to more
farmers
• possible collaborations with other ongoing
projects.

Visits to the field by senior staff of related
agencies are just as important as review
and planning exercises. The visits give
agencies a better understanding about what
is happening at farm level and how their
own staff are contributing to the results
(Mecha woreda, Amhara)

Proud farmer showing the attractive colour,
size and sturdiness of his onions – a variety
he had not tried out before (Ziway Dugda
woreda, Oromia)
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7.6 Farmers’ Field Schools: management
cycle revisited
Figure 15 summarises the FFS management cycle.
When the FFS project starts, a lot of understanding
is gained by analysing the extension system, the
farming system, and gender-related issues. But soon
most learning about what works and what doesn’t
(and why) takes place through the activities within

the cycle, where ongoing monitoring, reporting, the
adoption survey and the FFS internal review are the
main inputs to the review. This again feeds a new cycle
of planning and implementation, and of continued
learning and adjusting for even better results.

Introduction of FFS to
the extension system

• Situation analysis of farming
system and gender

Institutional
arrangements and planning
1st FFS cycle
2nd FFS cycle
3rd...

• Differentiation in technologies
• New groups?
• Farmer facilitators?
• Gender strategy to be adjusted?
• Links functional, require support?

Review and agree
improvements
for new season

• Regular reports
• Ongoing monitoring
• FFS internal reviews
• Adoption surveys

Monitoring and
reporting

Innovation package
Kick-off 1st season
Adapted 2nd season
Adapted 3rd...

FFS
management
cycle

Lorem ipsum

Training for facilitators
and field staff

• Facilitation
• C-WISH inputs
• Spray Service Providers

• Facilitation skills
• Production protocols
for learning plots
• Practical exercises

Strengthening
links

• Commercial propagators
• Outgrower schemes
• Markets
• Part C of the manual

Figure 15: The FFS management
cycle: summarised
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• Technologies applied by
commercial farms
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FFS

Step by step:
Part B of the manual

Tomatoes ready for export to Eritrea
(Ziway Dugda woreda, Oromia)
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8 Impact and sustainability
8.1 Impact

Onion yields
(kg/kert)

8,000

10,000

6,000
4,000
2,000
0
Learning plot

Learning plot

0
Lead farmer

0
Baseline

5,000
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10,000

15,000

2,000
Nat

Learning plot

Lead farmer

Baseline

4,000

12,000

Lead farmer

6,000

14,000

Baseline

20,000

Pepper yields
(kg/kert)

Nat

25,000

10,000

Figure 16: The yields of four crops: national
average yields, yields from the Horti-LIFE
baseline survey, yields of the regular fields of the
lead farmers, and yields of the learning plots
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Tomato yields
(kg/kert)

12,000

8,000

Nat

12,000
10,000
8,000
6,000
4,000
2,000
0

A simplified summary starts with the average yield
of the four crops in the national statistics, which
is 5 to 9 tonnes per hectare (ha). This is very low,
as it is based mostly on rain-fed production. The
baseline of Horti-LIFE show that average yields in
the project areas are two to three times higher: 16
to 22 tonnes/ha. Yields on the fields of lead farmers
are 50%–100% higher than these averages: 20 to
30 tonnes/ha. This shows that the FFS members
elected better farmers to be lead farmers. Yields
on the learning plots are again 100%–150% higher
than those of the lead farmers. So, the innovation
package increases yields by three times the
averages in the project area.

Learning plot

16,000
14,000

The first internal review was organised in June 2017
to assess the irrigation season of 2016/2017. In total,
1,686 farmers from 108 FFSs participated. Figure 16
shows the yields of the learning plots in relation to
other yield data.

Nat

Cabbage yields
(kg/kert)

8.1.1 Internal review: yield and income

Lead farmer

The data refer to only one season. Because the data
are partly based on self-reporting, it is reasonable to
assume that FFS members presented their situations
as being better than they actually are. Even so, some
data are factual, e.g. the inputs for the learning
plots are paid for by Horti-LIFE, so these are known
accurately. Another positive point is that the trends in
the data are in line with other observations, e.g. the
farmers in Tigray report to have learned to identify
three times more pests than farmers in Oromia.
This is perfectly logical, as the Tigrayan farmers are
newcomers to horticulture and Oromo farmers well
experienced.

Lastly, the prices used are averages over a six-month
period, as recorded by national statistics.

Baseline

In June 2017, the internal reviews (see Chapter
3.11) of 108 FFSs were completed, which gave a
good insight into the yields of the learning plots. In
66 cases, the calculations of the FFS members on
the costs of production were realistic enough to be
used in this chapter. In December 2017, a survey was
carried out in the same FFSs to discuss the adoption
of the innovations and to understand the reasons
for non-adoption. We use the data collected in these
exercises to assess the impact of the FFSs, or rather
the potential impact of FFSs.

Next, we look at the cost price per kg. Table 4
(overleaf) gives an analysis of the costs of production
based on detailed calculations by 66 FFSs.
In all cases, the cost of seeds and seedlings increases
dramatically. The expenditure for fertiliser increases
substantially as well. Staking of tomato is expensive,
adding some 10% to the total cost. Obviously, higher
yields lead to higher harvesting costs.
The cost of pesticide is nearly 30% lower. The
decrease in the cost of pesticide per kg of produce
by two thirds is dramatic and leads to a substantial
improvement in food safety. The additional cost of
the innovation package ranges from 31% for cabbage
to 64% for pepper.
As yields on the learning plots are more than double,
the cost price per kg is 42% lower. A lower cost price
supports the marketing indirectly, as it makes selling
at a lower price still profitable. In practice, many
farmers complain when they sell vegetables for 2 ETB/
kg. The table shows that they make a loss of some
20%. However, when using the innovation package,
this turns into a profit of over 30%. Obviously, farmers
prefer higher prices, yet these are not in favour of poor
consumers and the country (in terms of malnutrition
and limiting inflation). Increasing sales volumes and
lowering the cost price is the best strategy to combine
increasing farmers’ incomes and national growth.
Table 5 (overleaf) shows how these yields translate in
terms of incomes (gross and net), and the return on
investments. The average producers’ prices published
by the Central Statistical Agency (CSA) for the first
six months of 2017 (when the produce was sold) are
used to calculate the gross incomes. The ETB:US$
exchange used is 22.6 ETB: US$1, which represents
the average rate for the first six months of 2017.
The net incomes differ widely. The short-term crops
give a net income of 24,000 ETB (over US$1,000)
per 0.25 ha. The profit from learning plots with
pepper is eight times higher. This shows the
enormous potential of long-term irrigated crops such
as tomato and pepper, which generate a net income
of 720,000 ETB (well over US$30,000) per ha. This is
extremely attractive; yet investments are high, and
so are the risks. In the 2016/2017 season, 19% of
all learning plots were damaged and in other cases
whole kebeles or even districts had to abandon

In Horti-LIFE’s first FFS season,
19% of the 407 learning plots were
observation
damaged. The causes identified
(starting with the most important) were: a) snow
(hailstorm); b) (wild) animals (grazing); c) poor
management (not following-up advice, or the
learning plot was given up by the farmer because
the production in the regular field was too poor);
d) pests that could not be controlled (required
pesticides were not available, and virus infections
that cannot be controlled); e) flooding; f) water
supply issues and frost (same level of impact). This
shows that agriculture is a risky business. Some
of the damage could have been prevented: for
example, grazing by cows is preventable, and some
of the fields are known to be at risk of flooding.
Field

their tomato or pepper crops due to pests and
diseases (e.g. in Meskan woreda in SNNPR), losing
all their investments in the process. The impact
of the innovation package on the net income per
kert ranges from 31,349 ETB to 118,651 ETB. The
average translates into over US$10,000/ha.
Across the board, the return on investment (RoI) is
very good. With traditional practices, farmers make
2 or 3 ETB profit for every 1 ETB they invest. For
pepper, this is as much as 6 ETB. With the innovation
package, the RoI increases to 4 to 5 ETB for the
short-term crops, and 6 and 9 ETB for tomato and
pepper, respectively.
Equally interesting is the RoI on the additional
investments needed for the innovation packages. On
average, farmers get 12 ETB of additional net income
for every additional 1 ETB invested. The fact that
the RoI on additional investments is higher than the
standard RoI means that it is attractive for farmers
to invest any cash they have in intensifying their
production system, rather than by extending it (e.g.
by renting more land).

8.1.2 Outcomes of the adoption survey
In December 2017, 2,086 farmers took part in an
adoption survey. On average, 3% of them said they
already used the innovations; 49% said they adopted
the innovations; and 49% said they did not use them.
Lead farmers had a higher adoption rate (76% across
all innovations) than regular members (44%). Table 6
(overleaf) gives the overall scores per region and per
innovation.

Farmers’ Field Schools in Ethiopia

73

Chemicals

Cultivation

Irrigation
labour

Transplanting

Land
preparation

525

1,273

628

1,234

1,047

–

1,492

1,334

601

1,011

467

Regular

13,202

525

1,824

589

2,181

916

–

1,522

1,315

608

1,011

2,712

Learning

101%

37%

0%

43%

–6%

77%

–12%

–

2%

–1%

1%

0%

480%

Change

4,899

17,203

525

1,925

1,356

1,462

3,387

–

2,710

1,644

1,363

1,066

1,765

Regular

1.95

10,704

20,880

525

2,622

1,356

3,616

2,011

–

2,757

1,661

1,386

1,050

3,895

Learning

–73%

–44%

118%

21%

0%

36%

0%

147%

–41%

–

2%

1%

2%

–2%

121%

Change

0.54

2.25

8,854

19,913

525

1,606

1,658

3,130

4,809

–

2,565

2,109

428

1,222

1,860

Regular

0.14

1.16

23,667

27,465

525

1,889

1,658

4,328

3,241

2,967

2,551

2,115

419

1,222

6,551

Learning

–75%

–48%

167%

38%

0%

18%

0%

38%

–33%

–

–1%

0%

–2%

0%

252%

Change

0.46

2.64

5,333

14,089

525

1,208

652

1,661

2,455

–

1,834

1,952

641

1,693

1,469

Regular

0.19

1.77

13,000

23,059

525

1,800

691

2,727

2,468

750

1,750

1,952

649

1,693

8,055

Learning

–59%

–33%

144%

64%

0%

49%

6%

64%

1%

–

–5%

0%

1%

0%

448%

Change

–68%

–42%

130%

33%

0%

33%

–1%

93%

–29%

–

1%

0%

0%

–1%

271%

Average
diff.

Pepper (n=4)

Fertiliser

9,610
15,177
3.51

0.19

Tomato (n=19)

Fuel and
pump

7,544
–32%
0.69

Onion (n=26)

Total
expense

0.87
–56%

Cabbage (n=17)

Yield kg
1.27
0.06

Items

Cost price
(ETB/kg)
0.14

Tools

Harvesting
labour

Staking
(incl. labour)

Seed or
seedlings

Chemical
(ETB/kg)

Table 4: Average costs of production of 66 FFS in 2016/17. The averages are weighted

7,544

Regular

4.6

15,177

Learning

34,941

–

7,633

Change

23,166

40,369

8.2

4,899

Regular

67,320

88,200

8.2

10,704

Learning

–

44,154

47,831

–

5,805

Change

–

3.3

45,648

65,561

7.4

8,854

Regular

13.5

6.4

147,786

175,252

7.4

23,667

Learning

–

–

102,139

109,691

–

14,813

Change

–

6.3

74,691

88,780

16.6

5,333

Regular

13.2

9.4

193,342

216,401

16.6

13,000

Learning

–

–

118,651

127,621

–

7,667

Change

11.67

–

62,063

67,155

–

8,982

Average
diff.

Pepper (n=4)

4.6

69,473

31,349

4.2

–

Tomato (n=19)

Yield (kg per
kert)

34,532

56,271

2.3

12.0

Onion (n=26)

Price per kg

24,922

–

–

Cabbage (n=17)

Gross
income

5.3

–

Economic
indicators

Net income

3.6

8.7

Standard
RoI

–

RoI on extra
investment

Table 5: Returns on investments in learning plots (all data per kert or 0.25 ha)
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Innovation

Tigray

Amhara

Oromia

SNNPR

Total

Improved land preparation

87%

83%

31%

71%

68%

Time of transplanting

72%

76%

43%

75%

66%

Mulch for seed beds

58%

66%

47%

69%

60%

Improved weeding

91%

68%

54%

26%

60%

Use and time of fertiliser application

88%

32%

42%

69%

58%

Raised seed bed

75%

73%

32%

50%

58%

Improved spacing

76%

78%

31%

31%

54%

Fertiliser NPS and KCL

87%

56%

30%

38%

53%

Method of seed sowing

66%

76%

27%

17%

47%

Windbreak

76%

16%

30%

63%

46%

Staking of tomato

54%

10%

26%

72%

40%

Cost price calculation

53%

11%

40%

39%

36%

Quantity of seeds per hectare

58%

43%

22%

18%

35%

Seeds according to size of seed bed

60%

44%

22%

15%

35%

New seed variety

59%

18%

20%

24%

30%

Chemical frost protection

55%

17%

16%

21%

27%

Buying commercial seedlings

44%

24%

15%

20%

26%

Starter solution of NPS or DAP

57%

18%

10%

13%

24%

68%

45%

30%

41%

46%

Average

Table 6: Innovation adoption rates across the regions5
The data must be interpreted cautiously. A high score
must be read as an intention to apply an innovation,
rather than solid proof that it has been applied. Most
farmers apply at least some innovations. For obvious
reasons, the average adoption rate for innovations
requiring substantial cash is lower (33%) than for
those demanding more labour (59%). Yet, even
costly innovations, such as using KCL and staking
tomatoes, score very well. In Amhara and Tigray,
this is confirmed by anecdotal evidence of the
adoption of staking by non-FFS members (this is
easy to observe, as no smallholder previously staked
tomatoes).

knowledge is a major reason. This is influenced by
the fact that 21% of the participants in the survey
were not members of the FFS in the 2016/2017
season, so it is logical that they have less knowledge.
Taking this into consideration, it means that
20%–25% of all FFS members have not yet fully
understood the innovation package.

Tigray stands out as a region. The logic is that
irrigated horticultural is new in Raya Valley; farmers
in Oromia and SNNPR (Central Rift Valley) already
have much more experience. In general, the impact
of horticultural FFSs is highest in areas where
irrigated horticulture is new.

Other reasons for non-adoption are the costs and
the risks. Four innovations are seen by 15%–25% of
all farmers as being too expensive: starter solution,
commercial seedlings, new seeds and staking.
Another four technologies are considered too risky by
5%–10% of all farmers. Three of these relate to the
poor quality of seedlings. Using good-quality seeds
and proper husbandry leads to savings in terms of
seeds and pesticides, and produces higher yields.
Yet many farmers consider this too risky, and would
rather start with many seeds and select the best
along the way.

The next step is to elicit the reasons for the 49%
non-adoption rate. In 62% of the cases, the lack of

The survey shows that 62% of the farmers learnt to
identify one or more new pests/diseases. In Tigray

5
The overall adoption rate in the Table (46%) is the mean average.
The rate quoted in the text (49%) is the weighted average.
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Grading and packing of tomatoes
(Bora woreda, Oromia)

and Amhara, this was around 80%, and in Oromia
and SNNPR, some 40%. Next to this, 56% were
confident they could control one or more new pests/
diseases. On average, FFS members used 2.2 new
pesticides on their crops (3.4 in Tigray and 0.9 in
Oromia). A diverse use of pesticides avoids resistance
and increases effectiveness.
The gender-disaggregated data show that the
adoption by women was 12% lower than by men. For
cash-free innovations, the difference was minimal;
for cash investments, it went up to 20%. Only 22%
of the women said they were able to do cost price
calculations, compared to 42% of the men.
The overall conclusion is that half of all FFS
members are convinced that the innovations they
have seen and discussed are useful and that they
intend to apply them. For the other half, the most
important obstacle is their limited knowledge and
understanding.
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Many of the female lead farmers
manage successful learning
plots (Adami Tullu and Jido
Kombolcha woreda, Oromia)

Severe damage caused by
hailstorm (Alamata woreda,
Tigray)

Proud cabbage producer
(Mecha woreda, Amhara)

Horticulture is a family affair
(Mecha woreda, Amhara)
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8.2 Sustainability
Sustainability has many dimensions. Here we focus on
three of them: commercial, institutional and financial.
The first refers to innovations that can be applied on
a commercial basis by farmers in the future, without
project support; the second is concerned with the
establishment and support for institutionalising FFSs
in the agricultural innovation system; the third focuses
on public investments in FFSs that are recovered by
the private gains of FFS members.

8.2.1 Commercial sustainability
Horti-LIFE works on commercial sustainability via
the Smallholder Chain Integration Fund (SCIF),
which supports 19 companies that provide input,
services, finance and market access to horticultural
smallholders. Out of the 43 applicants for the 50/50
matching grant, 19 winners were selected. Ten work
on input supply (nurseries, agro-dealers); three offer
services (mechanisation, spray services); two are
MFIs; and four are contract farming schemes (three
for export). The focus is on the input supply, as this
is currently the biggest constraint for horticultural
smallholders. In the future, when production and
productivity have increased, this might shift to a
marketing issue, for example, if and when it becomes
more problematic.
A second mechanism to enhance commercial
sustainability is to link farmers with input suppliers
via the C-WISH and VCAs (see Chapters 6.2 and 6.6,
respectively) and to link KPAs to agro-dealers (see
Chapter 6.3).

vegetable crop using exactly the same protocol as
the FFS, focusing on technical skills. In Level 4, they
repeat the exercise, with the addition of taking on
board economic aspects. Students have to calculate
the profit of their plots, analyse the market where
they will sell the produce and so on.
Another level of institutionalisation is working
through other development partners. So far, four
other projects have adopted the FFS approach and
Horti-LIFE supports them with the implementation.
The level of cooperation differs. In one case, HortiLIFE fully implements the work, which is paid for by
the other project. In another case, Horti-LIFE trains
the project staff who do the actual implementation
(obviously with DAs delivering support to the FFSs).

Severe damage caused by
hailstorm (Alamata woreda,
Tigray)

8.2.2 Institutional sustainability
On the institutional side, Horti-LIFE works with the
DAs from the Ministry of Agriculture and Natural
Resources (MoANR). They are the ones who support
the FFSs. Training and coaching the DAs is the core
activity of the project. To ensure that future DAs are
better equipped for the tasks of supporting FFSs,
Horti-LIFE works with five ATVETs where DAs are
trained. First of all, these colleges are linked to the
FFS in their neighbourhood. Instructors are invited to
DAs’ training of trainers sessions and to field days.
Second, the colleges are supported in establishing
student plots where students can practice twice
during their education. In Level 2, they grow a
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Harvest lost due to excessive
rainfall (Raya Azebo woreda,
Tigray)

better access to modern inputs, but it does not assist
them in using the inputs efficiently.

Launch of the National Horticultural
Strategy, 03 Oct 2017
In the third case, Horti-LIFE employs woreda
coordinators, while the project pays for the operational
costs. In the final case, the payment of the donor goes
through the regional Bureaus of Finance and Economic
Development (BoFED); this is a first step in an overall
institutionalisation, as the government is funding the
activities.
The ultimate aim of fully institutionalising the
approach is complicated. First of all, the budgets for
agricultural extension are very low and essentially
all funds are used to pay the salaries of the DAs. In
most cases, the budget at woreda level for extension
activities is limited to 1,000 ETB per year per DA. This
is enough to cover the daily allowance of the DA for
five days and all too often this budget is finished in
the first quarter of the fiscal year. In the same way,
the vast majority of FTCs are not functional, as there
is no budget. Another budget factor that induces
constraints is that most DAs have no transport.
The limited funding can be explained by the traditional
extension approach in Ethiopia. Since its beginning,
extension was focused on ensuring that farmers use
more modern inputs (seeds and fertilisers) for cereals
and pulses. The role of extension in this process is to
identify the amount of seeds/fertiliser farmers need
and to ensure that is delivered (by the cooperative). A
recent study by the International Food Policy Research
Institute (IFPRI) showed that this approach has been
very successful. The amount of modern inputs used by
smallholders increased dramatically over the last few
decades and so did yields. The same study shows that
the efficiency of using these inputs was not improved
by the activities of the extension service. In simple
terms, the extension service ensures that farmers get

The first step in enabling the extension service to
have an impact beyond using more inputs is to redefine its principle role: from facilitating the access
of inputs for smallholders (which can gradually be
left to the private sector) to facilitating a learning
process of farmers. The FFS approach offers a good
opportunity to do this. And horticulture is a very
suitable sub-sector to pilot such an approach, as it is
very knowledge intensive.
Indeed, after MoANR launched a new 10-year National
Horticultural Development and Marketing Strategy
in October 2017, it asked Horti-LIFE to support it in
designing a new horticultural extension system in
which specialised DAs could use the FFS approach
(or a similar one) to support the learning and linking
of small farmers. At the time of writing, this process
is ongoing. MoANR does consider it a priority, yet it
requires additional funding and a changing role for
DAs. Such changes are part of a long-term process
that requires a lot of analysis and consultations with
many stakeholders. The 280 FFSs that Horti-LIFE will
support in the upcoming 2018/2019 season in 140
kebeles offer a good starting point for experts and
policy makers to assess the desirability of using the
FFS approach as a cornerstone for a new horticultural
extension system.

8.2.3 Financial sustainability or impact
From an extension system development point of few,
one of the key questions is whether the costs of the
FFS can be justified by its impact on the income of
smallholders.
The direct costs for a Horti-LIFE FFS are in line with
data from other countries: US$1,000 per FFS. The
cost of inputs is US$60 per learning plot, or US$250
per FFS. The remaining 75% of costs cover training
DAs and lead farmers, as well as extension materials.
Whether these costs can be ‘recovered’ by an increase
in the productivity of smallholders depends largely
on the price of vegetables. We saw that the average
additional income of the full innovation package in
the 2016/2017 season was US$10,000 per ha. So, a
public investment of US$1,000 per FFS easily pays off
when one farmer applies the full package on 0.1 ha.
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Stories from the field

ATVET student already transferring
knowledge to his community
Girmay Fitsum is a first-year horticulture student at Maichew ATVET college, one of five
ATVETs supported by Horti-LIFE in Ethiopia.
Girmay comes from Alaje, a small village about
40km from his college. His five siblings still
live with their parents in Alaje. When he was
assigned to the college, Girmay didn’t know what
to study; he needed advice from senior students
in his village: ‘They told me that the demand for
horticulture products is growing in the country, and
advised me to join the horticulture department,’ he
recalls.
Thanks to the proximity of the college to his
village, Girmay visits his family once a month. He
notes that:
All the horticulture crops we produce in this
college are actually grown by my parents and
community members back home. They work
so hard but get so little yield because of poor
management practices. I want to change this
when I complete my studies.
The visits to his village present an opportunity for
Girmay to see his parents, siblings and friends.
He also uses the opportunity to advise his parents
and farmers in the community on their horticulture
farming:
The last time I was there, I visited the onion
farm of one of my father’s friends. The plants
looked so healthy, but when I dissected some of
the them and looked inside, they were infested
with thrips. I showed him the pests and advised
him to spray the field with the appropriate
pesticide at an interval of 7 days. I hope he has
followed my advice and his plants are well.
Girmay feels he has learned a lot about
horticulture during this first year at the college,

80

Farmers’ Field Schools in Ethiopia

thanks to the practical teaching and learning at
the learning plots, supported by Horti-LIFE:
I would like to thank Horti-LIFE. I hope the
support continues for our younger siblings who
are yet to join the college so that they can also
learn the same way we have.
When he completes his studies, Girmay says that
he wants to be employed by the government
and support farmers in his community. He adds:
‘If that doesn’t work out, I could also organise
with other young people and start up our own
horticulture farm.’

Based on the data from the adoption survey, another
assessment can be made. Let us assume an average
adoption of 25% across all innovations. As the
innovations with a higher impact are adopted less than
others, we assume that the impact of these is 60% of
the average impact. This leads to an impact of 15% of
the total impact of the overall package, or an increase
of 13% in yields and 17% in income. With the FFS
members having 0.5 ha on average and an income of
20,000 ETB per kert, this means that each member
gets on average an additional annual income of 3,400
ETB. With 30 members, this is 100,000 ETB or well
over US$4,000 – four times the cost of the FFS.
Lastly, an anecdote can illustrate the potential
impact. In Mareko woreda (SNNPR), farmers who
in the past used OP seeds to grow onions, now
grow onions using hybrid seeds. With an additional
income of 44,000 ETB per kert (as in the 2016/2017
season), this would lead to an additional income of
more than US$200,000, exceeding to a huge extent
all FFS costs in this woreda so far.

So, the direct costs are easily recovered by the
impact. Obviously, the total cost of setting up an FFS
programme is much higher than the cost incurred
at woreda level. In the case of Horti-LIFE, an
investment of US$4 million will be needed to support
over 500 FFSs in three seasons. About half of these
costs are for setting up the system (developing
extension materials; staff training; establishing
offices). This leads to a total cost of US$4,000 per
FFS, which means that the innovation package has
to be applied on 0.5 ha of vegetables per kebele to
achieve an RoI in one year. This can be halved if we
accept that the investment has to be paid back in two
years. If the FFS approach (or a similar one) were to
be fully institutionalised in ATVETs and in the MoANR,
the costs could be further reduced.
Another perspective is to compare the cost per ha
with other production costs. When 30 FFS members
have 15 ha of land, the total cost of US$4,000 per
FFS translates into a cost of US$260/ha, or 11%
of the total production costs in one season. If one
assumes that the costs can be recovered in five
years, it is 2% per year.

Some SSPs spray for free for female
farmers (Mecha woreda, Amhara)
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Although it is hard to know the actual adoption
and actual impact on yields and incomes, the data
confirm the potential of the FFS approach. It is
plausible that public investments in FFSs will pay
back in a relatively short period of time. In fact, the
present FFSs from Horti-LIFE are the start of a long
process. An effective extension programme needs
critical mass and must be sustained (for a decade or
more) to bring it to its full potential. In addition, the
level of DAs’ and farmers’ skills will increase, as will
the adoption rate and the impact.
These calculations are based on a single season
and one must be careful not to draw too many
conclusions from them. In the 2016/2017 season,
the profit from some crops was enormous; and one
would be inclined to assume that this might be less
easy in the future. However, CSA data show that the
prices of cabbage, pepper and tomato have increased
by 20% to 30% over the past 10 years. The price
of onions declined by 5%. Indeed, onions are an
easy crop to grow and to market/store. When new
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irrigation areas open up, smallholders opt for this
crop. This reinforces the price increase for tomatoes
and enhances the price decline of onions.
The increase in prices for tomato and pepper
will most likely remain over the coming years,
as farmers continue to struggle with pests and
diseases. So, when an FFS can support a farmer in
shifting from traditional onion production to modern
tomato production, the profit will increase by over
US$15,000/ha. This is equal to the direct cost of
15 FFSs for one year. At the same time, the price
development of vegetables would be more balanced.
Horticultural FFSs have the potential to transform
the production system by orienting smallholders to
a sustainable path of innovation and intensification
that leads to higher productivity, better food safety
and lower prices for vegetables. Combined, these
will enable horticultural smallholders to contribute
to an increase in rural growth and a reduction in
malnutrition in the medium term. In the long term,
they will also enhance exports.
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Annex 1: About SNV

SNV Netherlands Development Organisation is an
international development agency working in more
than 30 countries, and active in Ethiopia since 1974.
It has offices in Addis Ababa and in various regions
of Ethiopia. SNV works in three sectors:
• Agriculture
• Water, Sanitation and Hygiene (WASH)
• Energy.
Horti-LIFE is one of the agricultural projects run
by SNV in Ethiopia. Some of the other agricultural
projects implemented by SNV Ethiopia are ASPIRE
(production and export of honey), BRIDGE (dairy
production and processing), Cooperatives for Change
(C4C: strengthening of unions for marketing)
and GYEM (Gender and Youth Empowerment in
Horticulture Markets).
SNV Ethiopia Country Office
Bole Sub-city
Kebele 02
P.O. Box 40675
Addis Ababa
Ethiopia
Tel.: 00251 111 616 6232
Email: ethiopia@snv.org
Website: www.snv.org/country/ethiopia

Annex 2: About the
Horti-LIFE project

Horti-LIFE stands for ‘Horticultural Livelihoods,
Innovation and Food safety in Ethiopia’’. This threeyear project is funded by the Embassy of the
Kingdom of the Netherlands, and runs from January
2016 to mid 2019. It is part of the Ethio-Dutch
Programme for Horticultural Development, which
started in 2006.
The project is designed and implemented in
cooperation and coordination with the Ministry
of Agriculture and Natural Resources. The lead
implementing agency is SNV. Two partners in
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the implementation are CINOP, on education and
training; and CropLife, on SSPs.
The project has four components:
A: Support to smallholders
B: Support to ATVETs and universities
C: Support to the Ministry of Agriculture and National
Resources
D: Monitoring and evaluation

Annex 3: FFS internal
review guidelines

As explained in Chapter 3.11, the objectives of the
internal review (IR) are to:
• discuss and evaluate the innovations on the
learning plot and compare them to the ‘traditional’
or ‘regular’ technologies
• discuss the innovation package to be used on the
learning plot next season
• evaluate the learning process of the FFS: what
went well, what could be improved in the next FFS
season.
Below you will find the forms to address each of
these three topics. Before that, we explain how you
can prepare yourself for the IR meeting.
Materials
• Copy of these guidelines (with reporting form at
the end).
• Printed cost-benefit analysis forms (one form for
each selected crop).
• Marker pen.
• Handouts: prepare photocopied handouts of crop
protocol in the local language.
• Certificates and gifts for FFS lead farmers.
Preparation
To save time, before the session prepare on a sheet
of paper the costs for the innovations on the 0.25 ha
learning plot.
Organise drinks and kolo for participants.

Team
A team of FFS supporters will initiate the exercise:
woreda coordinator, DA, woreda focal person, kebele
head and DA supervisor. In Horti-LIFE, the cluster
coordinators coach and supervise this team.
Participants
All members of the FFS.

Remember…
Make sure that the women, as well as the men,
understand what you are doing. Ask the women
questions. Make sure they are standing close to you
(and not at the back of the room).

Expected duration: 90 minutes

1 Objective of session

Explain the objective of the session:
‘Today we will discuss and evaluate the different
innovations applied in the learning plot, and how the
learning plot compares with the regular field. After
the discussion, everyone can decide for themselves
which of the innovations, if any, they want to use.
We will discuss each of the FFS crops (two or three
crops per FFS). For each crop, we will do a costbenefit calculation and discuss reasons for adoption
separately.’

Basic information of the review
Woreda: ………
Kebele: ………
Name of FFS: ……
Date of FFS: ……
Participants at review
No. of men: ……
No. of women (MHH): ………………
No. of women (FHH): ………………

2 Calculate the cost-benefit per crop

Calculate the cost of production (CoP) at the learning
and traditional plots using the ‘Cost-benefit form’
(overleaf). Go from one activity to the next, and fill
in the costs for the learning plot and regular farmer’s
field, both for 0.25 ha. Calculate the total cost,
cost price per kg, total revenue income, net income
(actual profit).
Because food safety is very important, the cost of
pesticides (in ETB/kg vegetables) is also calculated,
as an indication of the prudent use of pesticides.
Once completed for one crop, carry out the same
activity for the other crops.

3 Discussion and adoption of
innovations

Discuss the outcomes with farmers at two levels:
• What do they think of the financial results? What
do they think about the different expenses they
have incurred over the months, comparing the
new and the old practices?
• Which innovations would you like to adopt? Why
or why not? Make sure that farmers feel it is OK
to say they do not want to adopt innovations.
When they are inclined not to adopt innovations,
ask whether this is a matter of knowledge and
skills (they are not sure they know how to do it),
a matter of cash (they do not have enough money
to invest) or a matter of risk.
Once the outcomes have been discussed, fill out the
‘Innovation adoption form’ (overleaf).
After filling out a form for each innovation, ask what
innovation package could be used on the learning
plot next season. Do they want a full package that
leads to a maximum yield, or do they want an
intermediate package that reflects more or less what
they want to do themselves? For example: use open
pollinated (OP) seeds with less fertiliser but with the
same plant protection method. Let them discuss the
advantages and disadvantages of both approaches.
This refers to both the learning process and the
technical innovations.
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Cost-benefit form
Woreda:
Kebele:
Lead farmer:

SN

Costs

1.

Seed purchase

2.

Own nursery (seed bed preparation,
seeding, watering, mulching)

3.

Raising seedlings by commercial nursery

4.

Ploughing

5.

Levelling/discing

6.

Bed preparation

7.

Transplanting

8.

Irrigation labour

9.

Pump, other irrigation equipment

10.

Fuel/electricity costs of irrigation

11.

Tools

12.

Cultivation (weeding, guarding)

13.

Staking material (sticks and rope)

14.

Tying up (labour)

15.

Fertiliser

16.

Scouting

17.

Chemicals (pesticides)

18.

Spraying labour

19.

Harvesting labour

20.

Transport to market (selling point)

21.

Total cost

22.

Yield (kg/0.25 ha)

23.

Cost of production (ETB/kg)

24.

Cost of chemicals (ETB/kg)

25.

Price received (ETB)

26.

Revenue (ETB)

27.

Net income (ETB)
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Crop:
Variety in regular field:
Variety in learning plot:

Depreciation

5

4

3

Regular field
(0.25 ha)

Learning plot
(0.25 ha)

Innovation adoption form
Lead farmer: ..........................................................
Crop: ....................................................................
Variety in regular plot: ............................................
Variety in learning plot: ...........................................
Innovations (list needs to
be adapted to the actual
innovations)

Who thinks they will
adopt?
Male

Female

Reasons
for
adopting

Who thinks they
will not adopt?
Male

Reasons
for not
adopting

Female

Improved seeds
Buying commercial seedlings
Basal fertiliser
Starter solution
Spraying curative
Hiring an SSP
Extra weeding
Staking
Other
In terms of the learning process, arguments in favour
of a full package could be:
• the full potential of the crop is shown, which can
motivate some people
• all members can select those elements from
the full package which they like (as it suits their
resources) and which they can afford
• it is easy to compare the performance of the plots
with learning plots from other FFSs (at kebele and
woreda level)
• it is easy for the project and the DAs to handle –
if every FFS has its own package, it will be more
complicated to draw more general conclusions.

Arguments in favour of an intermediate package in
terms of learning process could be:
• some people might be more encouraged to
copy the intermediate package, as it is not too
complicated/expensive for them
• the learning can focus on a few key elements that
are important and that can be applied by FFS
members. In simple terms, it does not make sense
to promote hybrid seeds when smallholders cannot
buy them.
In terms of technological aspects, arguments in
favour of a full package could be:
• There is much synergy between innovations,
meaning that it is the combination of the
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different improved technologies that produces
good results. But when using OP seeds instead
of hybrids, fertilisation has to be adjusted and
yields will be lower. This can again influence the
benefits of labour-intensive innovations such as
seed bed preparation, for example. This makes it
complicated to design an intermediate package.
Technological arguments in favour of an intermediate
package could be:
• Designing different intermediate packages will be
complicated, but over time they can generate a
more in-depth understanding of the synergy and
inter-dependency of the different innovations.
The advantages can only be realised with a
strict monitoring protocol (including an accurate
measuring of yields on learning plots and farmers’
fields) that is able to detect relationships between
the use of different sets of inputs and the actual
yields. This means the learning plots become like a
large-scale, on-farm trial scheme.

4 Gender and income

This session focuses on increasing gender awareness
and equality.
At the last learning plot, after discussing CoP and
adoption, discuss how the income will be used.
Questions to guide the discussion
• What are you planning to do with the income?
• How was the division of the work between men
and women on the vegetable plots? Who worked
more, husband or wife? Can you indicate this in
percentages, e.g. both worked 50%; or husband
did 25% of the work and the wife 75%, or vice
versa?
• How will the income be divided? What percentage
is going to the husband and how much to the
wife? In which circumstances will men or women
get more influence on deciding how to use the
income? And to what extent do husbands and
wives decide together on the use of the income,
and under which circumstances?
• Is the division of the income between husbands
and wives fair and balanced, considering the work
each of them has put in? And is it fair when the
work women do in the household is taken into
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consideration? Think of the work on cooking,
washing, cleaning, taking care of children.
• Is there any difference between crops? Are some
crops managed more by women, and provide
more income for them?

5 Reviewing the learning process

Introduction to the review: explanation of process
• Explain that the objective is to improve the
learning process on the FFS. Also, explain that we
would appreciate honest responses and that we
are happy to accept low scores, which will help us
to improve.
• Divide the FFS members into three or more groups
(make sure the women are in one group).
• Explain that the scoring is 1 to 5 (5 is highest).
• Ask the questions one by one and allow for a
two-minute discussion in the sub-groups. Ask
each group the score, and the explanations and
suggestions for improvements, and write them
down (ask: why, why not, what would be better?).
These are the suggestions of the farmers, not of
the DA or SNV staff.
• Complete all questions in this manner.
• After question 13, ask if there is anything they
would like to add that has not been discussed
so far, and if they have any other feedback or
suggestions for possible improvement.

6 Handout

Give the extension handout to everyone. Go through
the handout. This is a summary of the innovations
(new technologies) and practices (crop protocol).

7 Reminder

Remind them to discuss what they have learned with
their husband or wife, and to discuss what they will
or won’t copy in the next season.

8 Closure

Write the names on the ‘lead farmer’ certificates.
Hand out a certificate and gift to each lead farmer.
Close the FFS season. Tell participants that you will
inform them in due course when the first session of
the next season will be.

Questions

Score
(1 to 5; 5 is highest)

Feedback and
suggested
improvements

Sub-groups
A
1.

Before you decided to join the FFS, did you
understand what you were joining?

2.

Before you agreed to be a lead farmer, did you
understand the role of lead farmer?

3.

Is the timing of the group session right? (time
of the day)

4.

Is the number of group sessions right?

5.

How was the quality of the observations and
discussions in the sessions?

6.

How actively did the women participate in the
sessions?

7.

Did we waste time inviting both husbands and
wives to the FFS? (5=‘yes, we wasted a lot of
time’; 1=‘no, we did not waste any time’)

8.

How much did you learn from the FFS?

9.

Should the lead farmers be changed next FFS
season? (1=none, 3=some, 5=all)

10.

Is it a good idea if a lead farmer takes over
some of the tasks of the DA facilitator? If so,
which tasks could be taken over?

11.

Did you hire an SSP?

12.

If so, how good was the quality of the SSP’s
service?

13.

What was the price of the SSP’s service
(in ETB per 0.25 hectare)?

B

C

Ask for examples of
what has changed (not
only in the FFS but
also at home)
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6.

5.

4.

3.

2.

1.

Time of
transplanting

Quantity of seeds
per hectare

Selection of
mulching material
for seed beds

Method of seed
sowing

Amount of seeds
according to seed
bed size

Raised seed bed

New seed variety

Innovation

7.

Not
applied
in
Not relevant/not
relevant/not
applied
in previous
previous seasons
Not relevant/not
applied
in previous
seasons
seasons
No. who
who were already
already using it
it
No.
No. who
werewere
already usingusing
it
No. who
who adopted
adopted
No.
No. who
adopted
No. who
who did
did not
not adopt
adopt
No.
No. who
did not
adopt

Not convinced
convinced what
what the
the advantage
advantage is
is
Not
Not convinced
what the advantage
is

Requires
Requires too
too much
much labour
labour

fluctuations
Price fluctuations
Price
Pests and
and diseases
diseases
Pests
Access to water

Avoiding risks of…

Lack of
of buyers
buyers
Lack

Investments

Too
Too costly
costly
Too costly

Weather
Weather
Weather
I was not involved/someone else (spouse) decided
Not available/don’t
available/don’t know
know where
where to
to buy
Not
Not available/don’t
know where
to buy buy
Rotation of
of crops
Rotation
Rotation
of cropscrops
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Other reasons for not
adopting (please say
why)

No. of farmers
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Most important reason for not adopting (note number of farmers – they can choose only one
main reason)

Not clear
clear how
how to do it
Not
Not clear
how to dotoit do it

Knowledge

I did
did not
not hear about
about it
it
I did Inot
hear hear
about it

FFS:

Annex 4: Adoption survey form
Region:

Crops in previous FFS season
(on the learning plots):
Facilitator(s):
Date:

Female
lead
farmers

Female
members
(in MHH)

Woreda:
Kebele:
FFS:

Introduction to FFS

Explain that learning plots showed different innovations (new technologies). We now
want to find out how many of you adopted certain innovations after last season’s
FFS (so the focus is not about the learning plots this season).
Please be honest. Do not feel ashamed if you did not adopt the innovations. Perhaps
there were issues that stopped you from adopting them – if so, we want to hear
about them. Perhaps the technologies are too complicated, too costly, or you
decided to grow a different crop and so on.

(Note: MHH = male-headed household; FHH = female-headed household.)

This is done as a focus group discussion: one group of men, one group of women.

Participants

Adoption survey per male or female group – adoption of practice for any crop
Total

Attendance: No. of
participants this session

Participants

Attendance: No. of
participants this session

Attendance of old
members: No. of current
participants who were
involved in previous FFS
season

Male
members

Attendance of old
members: No. of current
participants who were
involved in previous FFS
season

No. of current participants
now growing previous
learning crop(s):

Male
lead
farmers

No. of current participants
now growing previous
learning crop(s):

Female
members
(in FHH)

Total
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18.

17.

16.

15.

Windbreak

Improved cost-benefit
calculation

Staking

Improved weeding

Protection of crop from
frost by applying copper
fungicides and KCL

Innovation

19.

20.

21.

Not relevant/not applied in previous
seasons
Not
relevant/not applied in previous seasons
No. who were already using it
No. who adopted
No. who did not adopt

Too costly
Requires too much labour
Requires too much labour

Price fluctuations
Price fluctuations
Pests and diseases
Pests and diseases
Access to water

Avoiding risks of…

Lack of buyers
Lack of buyers

Investments

Too costly

Weather
Weather
/
I was not involved/someone else (spouse) decided
Not available/don’t know where to buy
Not available/don’t know where to buy
Rotation of crops
Rotation of crops
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Other reasons for
not adopting (please
say why)

No. of farmers
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Most important reason for not adopting (note number of farmers – they can choose only
one main reason)

Not clear how to do it
Not clear how to do it
Not convinced what the advantage is
Not convinced what the advantage is

Knowledge

I did not hear about it
I did not hear about it

13.

12.

11.

10.

9.

8.

Improved spacing

Starter solution of
NPS or DAP

Fertiliser NPS and
KCL

Apply compost (only
Oromia)

Improved land
preparation

Buying commercial
seedlings

Innovation

14.
Use and time (split)
of application of
fertiliser

Not relevant/not applied in previous seasons
No. who were already using it
No. who adopted
No. who did not adopt

Not convinced what the advantage is

Requires too much labour

Avoiding risks of…

Lack of buyers

Investments

Too costly

Price fluctuations
Pests and diseases
Access to water
Weather

I was not involved/someone else (spouse) decided
Not available/don’t know where to buy
Rotation of crops
Other reasons for not
adopting (please say
why)

No. of farmers
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Most important reason for not adopting (note number of farmers – they can choose only one
main reason)

Not clear how to do it

Knowledge

I did not hear about it
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26.

27.

No. of farmers who would buy personal
protective equipment (PPE) if available
locally, and if a complete set cost
ETB 3,000
Yes
No
Total

No. of farmers who have hired the SSP
At least once
Never
Total

28. Who has applied the new technologies to
only a part of the plot (invest more, reduce area)?
(e.g. farmer has applied technologies to 0.5 kert/
temad and the rest still uses the traditional method
or is left empty)
No. of farmers who
applied to part of a plot
No. of farmers who did
not apply to part of a
plot
Total

29. Problems experienced/wrong adoption (the first
time it is always more difficult, so it’s likely there
were problems). Did anything go wrong? What was
done differently? What happened? (e.g. used urea for
starter solution, seedlings got burned)
a) Problem: ........................................................
.....................................................................
No. of farmers with this problem:

Problem: ........................................................

No. of farmers with this problem:

.....................................................................

b) Problem: ........................................................

c)

.....................................................................
No. of farmers with this problem:
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Sprays more pesticide
Sprays less pesticide
Total respondents

Field observation/
scouting-based
spraying
No. of farmers
who have learnt to
identify pests/
diseases

0

1

1

Closer

3

3

4

4

>4

>4

Redomil Gold
Total
respondents

Nimbecidine

Total
respondents

Traser
Not available/don’t know where to buy

Decis 2.5 tC

No. of
farmers

2

2

Radiant 120 SC
Weather

Confidence

Fastac 10EC

Rotation of crops
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Chemicals used for the first time (and promoted by Horti-LIFE). Enter no. of farmers
(more than one is possible)

Pesticide use

Belt

Sprays the same amount as
before (no change)

Caragon
0

Mancozeb
Pests and diseases

22.

No. of farmers who have used
new pesticides (last season,
this season)

23.

24.

25.

Bayleton

Field observation/
scouting-based
spraying

Karate
Price fluctuations

Ampligo

No. of farmers
who have learnt to
(confidently) control
pests/diseases

Fungaran
Lack of buyers

Amistar

30. Adaptation (modified)
Who has adapted some of the innovations? Please
raise your hand.
e.g. ‘I applied starter solution to local seeds. So far
this has worked.’ How many others did the same?
a) What and why? Please note:

32. Copying
Who knows of copying by farmers who are not
members of the FFS? To make sure we are not
counting double, please give their names.
No. of copying
farmers identified

No. of farmers:
b) What and why? Please note:
No. of farmers:
c) What and why? Please note:
No. of farmers:
No. of farmers who
adapted innovations
No. of farmers who did
not adapt innovations
Total

33. Suggestions/Feedback/Special requests for
changes in technologies
This can include any topic related to the innovations
or crops, any suggested change in innovation
package and so on (e.g. ‘We don’t like variety A, so
please do a learning with variety B’; ‘The nursery is
not giving us the same good-quality seedlings as they
are giving to the project…’). Don’t discuss 200m2.
a) ..................................................................
b) ..................................................................
c)

..................................................................

34. Any questions?
35. Close

31. Experiments (this is different from adaptation,
e.g. applying a fertiliser to only one or two rows, or
related to things learned on the learning plots)
Who is doing an experiment? Please raise your hand
a) What and why? Please note:
b) What and why? Please note:
c) What and why? Please note:
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SNV is dedicated to a society in which
all people, irrespective of race, class or
gender, enjoy the freedom to pursue
their own sustainable development.
SNV works with governments, local
development partners, businesses,
knowledge institutes and low-income
communities, so that together we can
transform ideas into policy, policy into
action, and action into results.
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